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Foreword
As the world moves rapidly towards low-carbon, “green”, sustain-
able economies, the call for just and inclusive green transitions 
has become increasingly resonant.

Moving towards low-carbon economies will require balanced 
tradeoffs with measures that ensure that we leave no one behind. 
Such transitions must therefore align with both the spirit and 
the substance of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
drawing on investment pathways and policy frameworks that cut 
across sectors and systems to deliver equitable and inclusive out-
comes. This change will require a carefully considered approach 
as there is no simple, one size-fits-all, way that this can be imple-
mented. The approach to just transitions will need to accommo-
date different viewpoints if it is to lead to meaningful action at 
both national and international levels.

In this Policy Note, members of the Committee for Development 
Policy (CDP) reflect on different aspects of the challenge of en-
suring just transitions, with particular focus on its international 
dimensions.

I commend the CDP for its work and am sure that this publication 
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Explanatory notes
The designations employed and the presentation of the material in 
this publication do not imply the expression of any opinion what-
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Summary
This Policy Note compiles perspectives from the Committee for 
Development Policy (CDP) and its members on different dimen-
sions of a globally just transition to low-carbon and environmen-
tally sustainable economies. It includes the central messages of 
the debates on just transition during the CDP’s 2023 plenary meet-
ing, on which the Committee reported to the Economic and Social 
Council, as well as pieces, individually authored and selected by 
CDP members, on ecologically sustainable industrialisation, break-
ing fossil fuel dependency, the potential and risks of carbon border 
adjustment mechanisms, the special challenges of middle-income 
countries (MICs) in securing a just transition; solutions for climate 
resilience, the market failures and political failures that hold back 
advances in sustainable development; and recent advances in mul-
tilateral action.
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INTRODUCTION

Ensuring that no one is left behind or pushed behind in the shift 
to low-carbon and environmentally sustainable economies and 
societies is a matter of equity and justice but also critical, prag-
matically, to ensure sustained climate action over time. From its 
origins in compensation for job losses, the concept of just tran-
sition has grown to incorporate different notions of justice, dif-
ferent kinds of transition, and different levels of ambition (see 
Annex). The concept of a just transition has also taken root in 
international agreements, meetings, declarations, and reports, 
including the Paris Agreement, successive Conferences of the 
Parties (COPs) of the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC), the reports of the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change, and the High-Level Political Forum. 
A number of Just Transition Partnerships are underway, and, in 
June 2023, a group of world leaders released an open letter on “a 
green transition that leaves no one behind”. Ensuring a globally 
just transition requires tackling some of the deep-rooted develop-
ment challenges. This Policy Note compiles perspectives from the 
Committee for Development Policy (CDP) and individual members 
on different dimensions of a globally just transition.

The first chapter contains the central messages of the debates 
on just transition during the Committee for Development Policy 
(CDP)’s 2023 plenary meeting, on which the Committee reported 
to the Economic and Social Council. The Committee stressed that 
countries need to develop, through inclusive dialogue, approach-
es to a just transition that reflect the needs, priorities and realities 
of their societies and their historical responsibilities for climate 
change and environmental degradation. The Committee further 
emphasised that the concept of just transition, while having 
originated in concerns for justice at the local and national levels, 
cannot be separated from the broader issues of global climate jus-
tice, common but differentiated responsibilities and respective 
capabilities.

A globally just transition requires countries to meet their climate 
commitments and ensure that in doing so they do not push poorer 
countries further behind by creating barriers to trade or exclud-
ing them from the opportunities associated with the expansion of 
new product markets. It also requires policy space for developing 
countries to develop their productive capacities, new intellectual 
property co-development frameworks for clean technologies, the 
expansion of systems for the payment of ecosystem services and 
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scaled-up international cooperation to ensure financing for sus-
tainable infrastructure and for building resilience and advancing 
towards green industrialisation based on resilient and inclusive 
value chains.

Subsequent chapters contain reflections by individual CDP 
members on related issues. Ha-Joon Chang stresses the need for 
industrialisation and structural transformation with ecological 
sustainability but warns against approaches to a green transition 
that take for granted that the necessary technologies will be de-
veloped in industrialised nations and that perpetuate the global 
division of labour which is responsible for reproducing global ine-
qualities. Carlos Lopes discusses the challenges of middle-income 
energy exporters facing the challenges of the global transition to 
renewables. In a second text, Lopes discusses how the European 
Union’s carbon border adjustment mechanism could create sig-
nificant problems for developing country exporters – in particu-
lar African economies – unless it includes provisions to mitigate 
adverse effects and provides adequate financial and technical 
support. These provisions, on the other hand, could drive positive 
transformation both for the climate and developing countries. 
Adriana Abdenur highlights how approaches to just transition are 
necessarily different in middle-income countries (MICs), which 
face much higher levels of poverty and informality, among other 
challenges, and much lower financial and institutional capacity 
than rich countries. She stresses, in this context, the importance 
of strengthening North-South dialogue around just transition and 
ensure that just transition in rich countries does not have negative 
consequences for MICs. Much of her reflection also applies to low-
er-income countries. Finally, in a series of three articles, Arunabha 
Ghosh first discusses the importance of international support for 
climate resilience and prevention against the damages of extreme 
weather events and possible ways forward. Next, he draws atten-
tion to the need to ensure solutions for market and political fail-
ures that hold back advances in sustainable development, includ-
ing the lack of insurance against non-linear climate risks, the gap 
between perceived and real risks in investing in sustainable infra-
structure in developing countries, inadequate accounting of the 
ecosystem services provided by countries in the Global South, a 
widening clean technology divide, the absence of an energy secu-
rity architecture for the fuels of the future, and a viable approach 
for the transition away from fossil fuels. Finally, Ghosh highlights 
recent advances in multilateral action in the context of the G20’s 
Green Development Pact.

The annex contains a UN DESA Policy Brief that introduces the 
concept of just transition.
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1	 A GLOBALLY JUST TRANSITION

Key messages from the Committee for Development 
Policy’s 2023 plenary meeting1

The concept of just transition, broadly defined as ensuring that no 
one is left behind or pushed behind in the transition to low-car-
bon and environmentally sustainable economies and societies, 
has gathered increased interest and recognition. From its origins 
in the defence of the interests of workers faced with job losses 
as a result of the adoption of environmental regulations, it has 
expanded to include the broader interests of affected commu-
nities and other stakeholders, different concepts of justice, and 
elements of procedural justice such as inclusive and participatory 
decision-making. A transition that is just enables more ambitious 
environmental and climate action and can provide impetus to 
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Moving towards a low-carbon and environmentally friendly econ-
omy can reprioritise development objectives towards sustainable, 
equitable development, harness the opportunities associated with 
the development of products and services, increase the participa-
tion of women in labour markets, ensure the protection of ecosys-
tems and biodiversity and build resilience. Greater availability and 
affordability of renewable energies can be instrumental for new 
and more equitable models of urban organization and mobility. The 
concept of a just transition acknowledges that potential as well as 

https://undocs.org/E/2023/33
https://undocs.org/E/2023/33
/development/desa/dpad/2023/2023-cdp-plenary-open-session-on-just-transition/
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sustainable sources of livelihood for local populations, such as sys-
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Matters the Committee for Development Policy (CDP) highlighted in its report for 
action by the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC)a

1.	 The Committee recommends that, in line with the concept of a just transition, the Economic and 
Social Council encourage Member States to pursue strategies that will secure climate action, en-
vironmental sustainability and resilience-building in a way that reinforces the ambitions to meet all 
the Sustainable Development Goals. The strategies should be founded on structured and inclusive 
processes of social and political dialogue based on transformative and strategic thinking that 
reflects the specific contexts of each country.

2.	 With the understanding that historical responsibility is at the heart of a just transition, and in line 
with the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities, the Committee recommends that 
the Council:

(a)	 Urge developed countries to formulate their mitigation strategies in ways that promote the 
participation of developing countries in emerging value chains in the clean tech economy and 
that avoid imposing prohibitive barriers to their current exports, particularly those of small 
and medium-sized enterprises, through compliance costs and conditions that are incompat-
ible with local financial resources and technical capabilities. Transition periods and support 
for compliance must be compatible with the challenges faced;

(b)	 Promote systems of technology co-development that acknowledge the contribution of devel-
oping country markets in securing commercially viable scale for new technologies and enable 
the pooling of financial, human, technical and other resources and intellectual property rights 
in a system of co-ownership of such intellectual property;

(g)	 Ensure that international agreements do not constrain the policy space for developing c that 
are pursuing industrial policy as a means of developing productive capacities and upgrading 
their economies in the context of their just transitions;

(d)	 Draw attention to the need for lower cost of capital for sustainable infrastructure investment 
in developing countries and engage with multilateral and regional development banks to pro-
mote the use of their capital in derisking and crowding in private sector investment, while 
ensuring universal access to essential services, especially water, sanitation and electricity;

(e)	 Draw attention to the need to avoid the possibility that increasing the engagement of mul-
tilateral development banks in climate action might draw resources away from productive 
capacity development and other issues under the Sustainable Development Goals;

(f)	 Encourage the development of capacity to regulate the environment and social actions of 
non-State entities to eventually participate in more regulated markets and tap into the result-
ing international investment.

3.	 The Committee also recommends that the Council call for:

(a)	 Immediate capitalization of the loss and damage finance facility;

(b)	 Significantly increased financing for investment in resilience-building, especially for cli-
mate-vulnerable and marginalised communities, and for the mitigation of inequalities that 
have an adverse impact on those communities on the road to a more sustainable economy;

(c)	 Establishment of effective international mechanisms of payments for ecosystem services.

4.	 In line with its recommendations on a new generation of voluntary national reviews (see below), 
the Committee recommends that the Council urge Member States to report, through the reviews, 
on how the principle of leaving – and pushing – no one behind is being applied in transitions 
to low-carbon and environmentally sustainable economies. It also recommends that the Council 
promote cooperation, dialogue and the sharing of experience on just transitions and their inter-
national dimensions.

a	 Committee for Development Policy, Report on the twenty-fifth session (20–24 February 2023), 
Economic and Social Council Official Records, 2023, Supplement No. 13.

https://undocs.org/E/2023/33
https://undocs.org/E/2023/33


2. Towards an ecologically sustainable industrialisation 7

2	�

https://hdr.undp.org/content/human-development-report-2020
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Once seen as a necessary means of expanding national autonomy, 
of breaking down international relations of domination, and of el-
evating standards of living, industrialisation has long disappeared 
from the official agenda of development. Questions of production 
– of productive structures, of productive capacities, and of their 
impacts on the socio-economic development outcomes – are no 
longer central to development theory – sustainable or not.5 Thus, 
it is often taken for granted that the development of the technol-
ogies at the heart of global processes of decarbonisation (and less 
frequently dematerialisation) is a task limited to the industrialised 
nations.

Therefore, although implicitly, the pursuit of sustainable devel-
opment is designed to reproduce the current global division of 
labour, in which advanced economies pursuing industrial diver-
sification in new (green) sectors and providing the means (the 
technologies) for the ‘greening’ ambitions and needs around the 
world and in which developing nations greening their economies 
without substantially transforming their economies and at best 
providing the raw materials for the green transition (e.g., solar ra-
diation to be converted into hydrogen fuel, lithium for electric car 
batteries, platinum for the electrolyser-producing hydrogen).

This is made even worse by the almost total disregard for the 
principle of common but differentiated responsibilities. Indeed, the 
pressure on developing countries to green their economy whatev-
er the developmental costs is tantamount to a green version of the 
‘ladder-kicking’ metaphor.6

Thus, we need to recognise the extremely problematic potential 
consequences of the currently dominant approach to ‘green’ tran-
sition. Above all, we need to recognise that not only is the current 
global division of labour responsible for reproducing deep asym-
metries between countries but that the current ecological crisis 
is also going to make this reality even more severe. And in the 
context of high levels of developing countries’ indebtedness,7 the 

5	 See H-J. Chang (2010), Hamlet without the Prince of Denmark : How development has disappeared 
from today’s “development” discourse, in Towards New Developmentalism, S. Khan and J. Christian-
sen, eds., Abingdon, Routledge; and H-J. Chang and A. Andreoni (2021), Bringing production back 
into development: An introduction, The European Journal of Development Research, vol. 33, no. 2.

6	 The metaphor of ‘kicking away the ladder’ was originally used by the 19th century German econo-
mist Friedrich List, in order to criticise the British preaching of free trade to Germany, the United 
States, and other nations despite the fact that Britain itself had developed on the basis of protec-
tionism. This metaphor was revived in the modern context in H-J. Chang (2002), Kicking Away the 
Ladder – Development Strategy in Historical Perspective, London, Anthem Press, which criticises 
today’s rich countries preaching free trade to today’s developing nations, despite the fact that they 
had initially developed their economies through protectionism, subsidies, and other forms of state 
intervention.

7	 See UN News (2022), Developing countries face ‘impossible trade-off’ on debt: UNCTAD chief. 

https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/12/1131432


2. Towards an ecologically sustainable industrialisation 9

need to import green technologies will put additional pressure on 
these countries to generate more export revenue, which in turn 
will force them to produce even more fossil fuels and/or destroy 
more of their forests to expand agricultural exports, thereby wors-
ening the ecological crisis.

https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/ditccom2021d1_en.pdf
https://unctad.org/publication/trade-and-development-report-2019
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3	� HOW MIDDLE-INCOME ENERGY 

https://www.africacheetah.run/


3. How middle-income energy exporters can break fossil fuel dependence 11

including contract workers who do not have the same protections 
as permanent and unionised workers.

But worker displacement is only one of the risks for which mid-
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4	� HOW EUROPE’S CARBON BORDER 
TAX COULD HELP AFRICA
Carlos Lopes11

The European Union (EU)’s carbon border adjustment mechanism (CBAM) 
is designed to lower greenhouse-gas emissions and encourage cleaner 
industrial production beyond its borders. But the mechanism can achieve 
meaningful change only if it is implemented with developing countries’ 
unique challenges in mind.

As the European Union (EU) pursues vigorous efforts to achieve 
its targets under the Paris climate agreement, the bloc’s proposed 
carbon border adjustment mechanism (CBAM) offers the tanta-
lizing promise of cleaner industry and reduced emissions within 
and beyond its borders. By putting a price on the carbon dioxide 
emitted during the production of certain imports, the system aims 
to level the playing field between EU and third-country business-
es and prevent so-called “carbon leakage” – the shifting of car-
bon-intensive industries to countries with weaker environmental 
standards.

A key objective of the CBAM is to generate “own resources” for 
the bloc: the EU expects that, by full implementation in 2030, the 
mechanism will raise around €10 billion ($11 billion) annually, 
which is earmarked to repay the bloc’s pandemic recovery debt. 
Perhaps more importantly, the CBAM will have global implica-
tions. While the mechanism could accelerate the green transition 
by effectively exporting the EU’s stringent climate targets, it could 
also adversely affect developing economies, particularly in Africa.

One of the main concerns is that the CBAM, which officially be-
gins its transitional phase in October 2023 and will initially apply 
only to cement, iron and steel, aluminium, fertilisers, electricity, 
and hydrogen, could significantly increase the cost of exporting 
to the EU. This would be especially problematic for African econ-
omies, which already face some of the highest trade barriers in 
the world and often rely heavily on exports to drive growth. David 
Luke, a London School of Economics professor specializing in 

11	 This article was originally published in Carlos Lopes’ blog, Africa Cheetah Run in January 2023.

https://www.africacheetah.run/
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African trade policy, recently warned that the CBAM tax may re-
duce African exports to the bloc by almost 6 per cent.

More broadly, the tariff may have a disproportionate impact on 
countries with weaker economies and limited infrastructure. 
Lacking the capacity to meet the EU’s stringent carbon standards 
would put these countries at a competitive disadvantage and fur-
ther widen the economic gap with the bloc. An analysis by the 
Center for Global Development found that Mozambique’s GDP, for 
example, could plausibly fall by 1.6 per cent, given that the coun-
try sent more than half of its aluminium exports to the EU in 2019.

There are also concerns that the EU might, at a later point, im-
pose trade sanctions against African States that fail to meet its 
emissions targets, exacerbating economic precarity and straining 
an already fragile global trading system. More immediately, man-
aging the CBAM, which requires countries to calculate emissions 
associated with goods produced domestically, will require techni-
cal knowhow and administrative capacity that many governments 
simply do not possess.

At the same time, it is important to recognise the CBAM’s potential 
to drive positive change in African economies. By encouraging a 
reduction in greenhouse-gas emissions, the tariff could lead to the 
development of new industries and technologies that are less reli-
ant on carbon-intensive processes. This, in turn, would create new 
economic opportunities and support more sustainable growth. 
The green transition is often touted as a job creator globally, and 
in Africa, the renewable-energy sector has the potential to create 
up to four million new jobs by the end of this decade.

Furthermore, African countries that are already making efforts 
to decarbonise would benefit from the EU’s strategy to rein in 
carbon leakage. A clean-energy revolution will also go a long way 
toward boosting full electricity access, which, according to the 
International Energy Agency, could be achieved by 2030 with an 
annual investment of $35 billion – less than 1 per cent of global 
GDP. More than half of the estimated 770 million people currently 
living without access to electricity are located in Africa.

Ultimately, any implementation of the CBAM must consider the 
unique challenges African countries face. For starters, the EU 
currently accounts for about 8 per cent of global greenhouse-gas 
emissions (and is historically a large emitter), while Africa’s contri-
bution is relatively small, around 4 per cent. And yet the latter will 
bear the brunt of future global warming. Moreover, implementa-
tion requires a differentiated approach that makes allowances for 
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financial and technical support to help African governments meet 
the EU’s carbon standards and exempting certain products or sec-
tors that are of particular importance to the continent’s economies.

A carbon border tax is just one tool in the fight against climate 
change. It may prove to be a powerful force, but only if it includes 
provisions to mitigate adverse effects on developing economies. 
Just as addressing global warming requires a collaborative ap-
proach, applying the CBAM requires the EU to work closely with 
governments in Africa to support the continent’s climate resil-
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5	� WHAT DOES JUST TRANSITION 
MEAN FOR MIDDLE-INCOME 
COUNTRIES?
Adriana Abdenur12

Fifty years after the first United Nations conference on the envi-
ronment, held in Stockholm in 1972, many of the concerns at the 
intersection between environment and development continue 
to be relevant as countries are confronted with the depth of the 
transformations required to transition towards greener, more re-
silient and climate-neutral economies and societies. It has become 
increasingly evident that, for this transition to be successful, it 

/en/climatechange/what-does-just-transition-mean-middle-income-countries
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How are middle-income countries different?
Greater informality: When compared to industrialised economies, 
in MICs there is a much greater level of informality in labour mar-
kets. This means that a far greater proportion of the population, 
especially groups such as women, minorities and migrants, are 
highly susceptible to economic crises, policy changes, or a com-
bination of both. In addition, in MICs it is not uncommon for a 
single formal job to sustain more than one household, so even one 
formal job displacement may impact a much larger group of peo-
ple. Add to this the fact that entire countries and even regions are 
dependent on a single commodity, and the socioeconomic ripple 
effect of job displacement in MICs is far greater than in industrial-
ised countries.

Younger population: From a demographic standpoint, while many 
rich countries already have sizable older-age populations and rap-
idly declining population growth, many low- and middle-income 
countries remain relatively young. Looking to the future, popu-
lation ageing is expected to boom in large MICs, including India 
– already the world’s second most populous country – as well as 
Indonesia and Nigeria, even as it further slows in the already-aged 
countries of Western Europe. And youth are among those hit espe-
cially hard by the unemployment and education disruptions ex-
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carbon emissions and environmental destruction. In particular, 
the role of the North in fueling environmental destruction is felt 
acutely, for instance through the pressure created by global de-
mands for commodities on sensitive biomes like the Amazon for-
est, or of transnational corporations in the extractive sector caus-
ing widespread pollution and contamination in MICs.

Lower access to capital: Access to capital, including for the pur-
poses of implementing much-needed infrastructure and industri-
al policies, is scant; climate financing in particular remains both 
scarce and murky, including for the development, adoption or ad-
aptation of technologies. The gaps are aggravated by the failure of 
industrialised countries to fulfill their commitments, not only to 
official development assistance but also to climate financing.

Limited institutional capacity: And finally, in many MICs, there is 
limited institutional capacity to undertake the kind of multi-sec-
toral, multistakeholder, integrated approach across levels of gov-
ernment. With the exception of countries that have an established 
tradition of policy planning and centralised government, decision 
making, response design and implementation are often far less co-
ordinated and effective than in industrial economies. Integration 
across public, private and civil society spaces – but also harmoni-
sation between different levels of government, from the national 
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6	� FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT, 
SUPPORT THE FACES OF CLIMATE 
RESILIENCE
Arunabha Ghosh13

With the El Niño phenomenon still developing, the Indian meteor-
ological department declared a 29 per cent chance monsoons this 
year would be “below normal”. But unseasonal weather (including 
both rainfall and temperature variations) might have already led to 
a loss of 1–2 million tonnes of India’s wheat crop. It is such unsea-
sonality and unpredictability that is at the heart of the climate cri-
sis. The paths to sustainable development are already challenged 
by repeated shocks. But they do not account for climate variability. 
This must – and can – change if we let nature show the way.

Climate variability manifests itself in several ways. The most vis-
ible is extreme weather. There is evidence of the rise in extreme 
weather events across the world (India is seeing heat waves, 
floods hit California and Auckland, and Cyclone Freddy wreaked 
havoc in southern Africa). Analysis by the Council on Energy, 
Environment and Water (CEEW) finds that three-quarters of 
Indian districts are already exposed to extreme climate events.14

Climate-related disasters impact the economic infrastructure and 
household assets of lower-middle-income and low-income econ-
omies far more. Between 1998 and 2017, these economies lost 1.14 
and 1.17 per cent of their GDP, respectively, due to such disasters. 
The comparative impact for high-income economies was just 0.41 
per cent of GDP.15

Climate change impacts water as well. As the Global Commission 
on the Economics of Water recently reported, global warming is 
adding about 7 per cent of moisture for each 1°C of temperature 
rise.16 Land use change is also impacting precipitation patterns 
and how water gets apportioned between green water (soil mois-
ture and water vapour) as well as blue water (runoff/liquid) flows. 
These changes can wreak havoc on agriculture, industry, cities 

13	 Arunabha Ghosh is a CDP member and the CEO of the Council on Energy, Environment and Water 
(CEEW). This article was originally published in the OECD Forum Network on 21 April 2023.

14	 CEEW (2020), 75% districts and half of India’s population vulnerable to extreme climate events: 
CEEW study, New Delhi, India.

1515

https://www.oecd-forum.org/posts/for-sustainable-development-support-the-faces-of-climate-resilience
https://www.ceew.in/press-releases/75-districts-and-half-india%E2%80%99s-population-vulnerable-extreme-climate-events-ceew-study
https://www.ceew.in/press-releases/75-districts-and-half-india%E2%80%99s-population-vulnerable-extreme-climate-events-ceew-study
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/62e1eb445a317c969abe6799c3c53de0-0340012022/original/World-Bank-Disaster-Risk-Insurance-Platform-Brochure.pdf
https://turningthetide.watercommission.org/
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and built infrastructure, not to mention their impact on food se-
curity. In turn, drought-related forest fires and loss of wetlands 
deplete key stores of carbon.

The response to the climate crisis is not an emissions mitigation 
challenge alone. It is about putting the vulnerable at the heart of 
climate response. For this, we must build resilience to catch the 
fall, recover beyond the status quo, and prioritise nature-based 
solutions.

Resilience to catch the fall
It starts with creating a cushion for the vulnerable to fall back on. 

https://www.ceew.in/publications/renewed-multilateralism-alleviate-chronic-risks-and-enhance-human-security
https://www.ceew.in/publications/renewed-multilateralism-alleviate-chronic-risks-and-enhance-human-security
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But this does not happen because of persistent market failures. 
There is very limited accounting of uncertainty associated with im-
plementing nature-based and community-led solutions. The market 
often fails to capture the factors that result in stronger community 
participation and, therefore, discounts the returns on possible in-
vestments. When cost-benefit calculations are restricted to grey 
infrastructure, GDP grows when a concrete flood embankment is 
built but not when the mangrove in the same area is preserved.

Currently, less than 5 per cent of climate finance goes towards 
dealing with climate impacts, and less than 1 per cent goes to 
coastal protection, infrastructure and disaster risk management.19 
Broadening the definition of infrastructure to include natural eco-
systems offers an opportunity to deploy more sustainable and cli-
mate-resilient responses.

Let nature show the way
Nature-based solutions (NbS) help with climate regulation, water 
management, biodiversity conservation, soil fertility, and offer 
economic benefits to communities. Many natural ecosystems, such 
as wetlands, mangroves, and forests, provide valuable services 
that reduce the risk of disasters. For example, mangroves can act 
as a buffer against storm surges. According to IUCN, US$ 57 billion 
in flooding damages are averted by mangroves in China, India, 
Mexico, the United States, and Viet Nam annually. One immediate 
opportunity is for the Coalition for Disaster Resilient Infrastructure 
(with 31 member countries) to mainstream NbS in its programmes, 
particularly via the Initiative for Resilient Island States.

Furthermore, climate-smart and sustainable agriculture practices 
can reduce greenhouse gas emissions, build soil health, and in-
crease resilience to climate change impacts. Practices like agro-
forestry and conservation agriculture also have the potential to 
reduce the risk of disasters such as floods and landslides. In cities, 
building green infrastructure such as green roofs, rain gardens, 
and permeable pavements can help to reduce the risk of flooding, 
improve water quality and mitigate the urban heat island effect as 
temperatures rise. Developing a common assessment framework 
to evaluate NbS is the need of the hour if more public and private 
capital is to be directed towards sustainable solutions.

Community-led natural resource management gives local 
communities agency in decision-making whilst tailoring the 

19

https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-77505-6
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-77505-6
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interventions to their needs. In the Ambojwadi settlement in 
Mumbai, youth groups have marked the areas prone to flooding 
that need mangrove conservation and have formed first-response 
teams for disasters. In the Himalayan state of Uttarakhand, a rural 
women’s collective in Almora district now works closely with the 
state forest department officials to fight the increasing amount 
of forest fires. These are the faces of climate resilience which are 
not just of climate vulnerability.20 Rather than treat their efforts as 
anecdotal or episodic, such communities across the world deserve 
support that is both environmentally friendly and sustainable 
over the long term.

20	 Faces of Climate Resilience captures the voices of climate vulnerable populations in 16 stories from 
5 Indian States. The project, in partnership with India Climate Collaborative, Edelgive Foundation, and 
Drokpa Films, strives to make climate change more tangible through the lived experiences of peo-
ple. The focus is on how individuals and communities are responding to the climate crisis. They are 
embracing nature-based solutions and traditional wisdom. They are mobilising collective action and 
collaborating with non-profit organisations and local government officials to build climate resilience.

https://www.ceew.in/faces-of-climate-resilience
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7	� THE KEY TO ACHIEVING 

https://www.hindustantimes.com/opinion/global-financial-leaders-must-prioritize-vulnerable-populations-in-development-and-climate-action-addressing-market-failures-such-as-lack-of-insurance-cover-against-non-linear-climate-risks-and-unpriced-externalities-political-failures-include-technology-mercantilism-lack-of-energy-security-architecture-and-a-lack-of-politically-viable-approach-to-an-orderly-transition-away-from-fossil-fuels-a-just-green-transition-must-rest-on-four-pillars-of-finance-technology-people-and-partnerships-101681307472539.html
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energy infrastructure is needed. The pact endorses a target to 
triple renewable energy capacity and notes the voluntary action 
plan to double the rate of improvement in energy efficiency by 
2030. It announces a Global Biofuels Alliance. It seeks transpar-
ent and resilient global markets for hydrogen. And it calls for di-
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communities are therefore likely to be politically fragile and vul-
nerable to stalemates and reversals. In this context, calls for a just 
transition have been increasingly prominent in global, national 
and subnational policy circles.

The concept of just transition is not new (see Box 1) but it gained 
traction internationally particularly since 2015, when it was re-
ferred to in the Paris Agreement, the ILO published its Guidelines 
for a just transition towards environmentally sustainable econ-
omies and societies for all, and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development was adopted, with the pledge of “leaving no one be-
hind”. Numerous international commitments have been made and 
strategies have been, or are in the process of being, developed. In 
2021, just transition was a central theme at COP26. In 2022, ahead 
of COP27, the concept is addressed in the priorities of the United 
Nations Secretary-General, in the IPCC report on Mitigation of 
Climate Change, and in the Ministerial Declaration of the 2022 
High-Level Political Forum. A number of countries have refer-
ences to and commitments for just transitions in their Nationally 
Determined Contributions (NDCs).

Box 1
“Just transition” timeline

1990s	 Unionists and activists in the United States call for mechanisms to address job losses related 
to new environmental regulations; the Just Transition Alliance is formed, bringing together 
unionists and environmentalists

2000s	

https://cdn.unrisd.org/assets/library/books/pdf-files/report-jtrc-2018.pdf
https://www.labor4sustainability.org/files/Just_Transition_Just_What_Is_It.pdf
https://www.labor4sustainability.org/files/Just_Transition_Just_What_Is_It.pdf
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in South Africa (see Table 1 for examples). At the regional level, 
the EU’s Just Transition Mechanism includes funding and tech-
nical support to EU member states to “ensure that the transition 
towards a climate-neutral economy happens in a fair way”. There 
have also been corporate just transition strategies, though a re-
view of action in the oil and gas, electricity and automotive manu-
facturing industries concluded that action has been limited so far 
(World Benchmarking Alliance, 2021).

Consistent with the original concept, the main focus of many just 
transition policies has been to support workers and communities 
affected by the phasing out of polluting activities (frequently 
but not exclusively coal mining and coal-based energy plants) 
through temporary financial support and early retirement, em-
ployment services, training, business incentives, and support to 
small and medium enterprises (SMEs) (Krawchenko and Gordon, 
2022). Securing diversification of economic activity in affected 
areas is an important component of strategies towards a just tran-

/en/climatechange/damilola-ogunbiyi-ending-energy-poverty
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plants, for example, have generated conflict and in some cases 
proven ultimately unfeasible.

Effective stakeholder engagement is broadly recognised as a core 
element of a just transition, both as a matter of procedural justice 
(fairness in decision-making) and as a means to identify the im-
pacts that need to be addressed and feasible solutions. Reviews of 
experiences so far (Krawchenko and Gordon, 2021; Atteridge et al., 
2022; WRI) highlight positive experiences but also shortcomings 
such as consultation processes that begin late in the game, are 
just pro forma, do not take into account local realities in terms of 
literacy, digital access and other elements, or face challenging po-
litical contexts.

There is no blueprint for a just transition, but the growing body of 
experience can provide important references for the development 
of context-appropriate processes, strategies and solutions.

A globally just transition
While securing just transitions is a challenge for countries at all 
stages of development, developing countries face distinctive dif-
ficulties. Abdenur (2022) identifies factors that define the context 
for a just transition in middle-income countries (MICs). Relative to 
high-income countries, MICs face high poverty rates; informality; 
young populations and high dependency ratios; reliance on single 
commodities; distinct ecological and climate challenges; limited 
access to capital; and limited institutional capacity, among others. 
These characteristics apply in even greater measure to low-income 
countries, where policymakers face particularly limited fiscal re-
sources compared to pressing social demands (including the need 
to expand access to electricity—see Figure 1—and invest in adap-
tation and climate resilience) while having marginal contributions 
to global emissions (Figure 2). Many developing countries also 
face significant challenges in terms of their productive capacities 
and their ability to diversify economic activity. Several, including 
a number of least developed countries (LDCs), rely on fossil fuels 
as an important source of energy and fiscal revenue, and some are 
just starting to reap the benefits of investments in their reserves.

The concept of just transition cannot be dissociated from global 
climate justice and the principle of common but differentiated re-
sponsibilities. In addition to the fulfillment of climate action and 
climate financing commitments, a globally just transition requires 
support for developing countries’ transition paths (including just 
transition strategies) in ways that take their realities in terms of 
capacities and needs into account (see Walsh et al., 2022 for one 
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perspective on what this could mean for Africa). It also requires 
that countries consider and address the impacts of their own 
greening strategies on other countries, avoiding the creation of 
trade barriers and the exclusion of developing countries from op-
portunities in nascent value chains (CDP, 2022).

Table 1
Examples of just transition strategies and measure

Cross-cutting 
or sectoral 
strategies
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Measures 
for displaced 
workers 
(continued)

The state of Colorado (United States) enacted legislation in 2019 to promote policies 
to support workers and communities affected the closure of coal mines and plants 
as well as communities affected by pollution from the coal industry (WRI).

In the context of its Green Climate Fund (GCF) country programme, Antigua and 
Barbuda established retraining and employment schemes for affected workers in 
energy, construction, and transportation. It is also investing in diversification and 
the creation of new jobs, with greater opportunities for women (NDC Registry).

Diversification Liberia, in its NDC, commits to developing programmes for alternative livelihoods 
for forest-dependent people in five counties in order to ensure a just transition 
from forest extractive models. This includes the development of models and 
markets for non-timber forest products and for sustainable eco-tourism (WRI).

To address the impacts of its NDC actions on employment, Mauritania aims to 
invest in new infrastructure for fisheries, diversification in agriculture and the 
development of new industries (NDC Registry).

Greece’s Just Transition Development Plan (2021) focuses on transforming 
the productive model in the lignite areas of the country, promoting clean 
energy, industry and trade, smart agricultural production, sustainable tourism, 
technology and education (VNR).

Corporate 
strategies

Italy’s Enel energy company (majority state-owned) implemented a plan to 
migrate away from fossil fuels for electricity generation, which included 
measures to protect workers through early retirement, retraining and relocating 
within the company (WRI).

In 2020, Scottish and Southern Energy (SSE) adopted a just transition strategy 
consisting of a set of 20 principles to guide its decision-making towards 
ensuring “fairness for those impacted by the decline of high-carbon economic 
activity and increase opportunities of climate action”.

Financing 
mechanisms

The Just Transition Fund in the EU’s Just Transition Mechanism (17.5 billion 
euros at 2018 prices) supports EU countries in their green transition, alleviating 
the socio-economic costs triggered by the transition, supporting economic 
diversification and reconversion of territories, supporting SMEs, providing 
reskilling and job-searching assistance, among other measures.

Institutions South Africa’s Presidential Climate Commission, a multistakeholder body, 
facilitates dialogue between social partners on a just transition to a low-carbon, 
climate resilient economy and society and the country’s climate change response.

Costa Rica committed to establishing, by 2022, a system for Just Transition 
Governance, which is led by three ministries (energy and environment, 
human development and social inclusion, and labour and social security), 
intended to secure intra-governmental coordination and tripartite and social 
dialogue, integrating women, youth, indigenous peoples, and afro-descendant 
communities in addition to unions, employers (NDC Registry).

The state of Colorado in the United States created a Just Transition Office and 
a Just Transition Advisory Committee. The latter has the responsibility of 
developing a just transition plan for the state (WRI).

International 
frameworks 
and guidelines

ILO: Guidelines for a just transition towards environmentally sustainable 
economies and societies for all

Global Accelerator on Jobs and Social Protection for Just Transitions

OECD: Equitable Framework and Finance for Extractive-based Countries in 
Transition (EFFECT) (to be launched at COP 27)

Sources: World Resources Institute (WRI) Just Transition and Equitable Climate Action Resource Center; 
Nationally Determined Contributions (NDC) Registry; Voluntary National Review (Greece); government and 
institutional websites as indicated.
Note: No evaluation of these initiatives was conducted for this paper. References do not imply endorsement.
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