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Introduction

The world has experienced major energy transitions in the past (the Industrial 
Revolution being a prime example), but due to the scale of the climate crisis we 
now face, 21st century energy transitions away from fossil fuels will need to be 
rapid.1 They also need to be carefully planned and managed to avoid instability, 
economic shocks (even breakdown) and the potential impacts on peace, conflict 
and human rights. The COVID-19 experience of severe instability in oil prices 
and financial markets is a foretaste of the economic impacts specific to fossil fuels 
we may see if sustainable energy transitions are not designed and implemented 
in good time.2 This is therefore an important moment to consider the urgency of 
securing timely, sustainable and just energy transitions in alignment with peace, 
conflict and human rights considerations.

This paper forms the second in a QUNO series on energy and peacebuilding. It 
follows on from the 2018 paper, “The Role of Decentralized Renewable Energy 
in Peacebuilding”, by Isobel Edwards, which explored the role of decentralized 
renewable energy as a peacebuilding tool.3 This paper explores the peacebuilding 
implications of energy transitions towards a carbon-neutral4 future. It examines, on 
the one hand, the potential risks that abrupt or unmanaged ‘cut off points’ from 
fossil fuels may pose for peace, and the role that sustainable and just transitions can 
play in mitigating this. At the same time, it analyses the significant opportunities 
that sustainable and just transitions away from fossil fuels can provide for peace, 
socio-economic and political stability, health, environmental regeneration and 
justice globally. The highlighting of risks is in no way to argue against the necessity of 
energy transitions, or to suggest that the risks outweigh the opportunities – rather, it 
is to further conversations on ensuring that transitions are as successful as possible. 

This paper begins with an overview of the climate crisis and the need for local and 
global energy transitions, before outlining the links between energy supply and 
conflict. It then explores the risks to peace that may occur if energy transitions 
are abrupt and unmanaged, before exploring the significant opportunities 
that sustainable and just energy transitions pose for peace. Despite this binary 
categorisation into risks and opportunities, many of the aspects outlined can move 
fluidly between the two – each risk provides an opportunity if mitigated.	  
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Chapter 1: Energy, Conflict, and Energy Transitions 

Climate Breakdown and the Need for Energy Transitions

This paper will now outline the climate crisis we are 
experiencing, the critical need for energy transitions away 
from fossil fuels, and the importance of both transforming 
and reducing our energy consumption, before leading on 
to discuss the peace implications of energy transitions.	   
 
The world is facing climate breakdown. Average global 
temperature for 2015-2019 is on track to be the hottest of 
any equivalent period on record, currently estimated to be 
1.1°C above pre-industrial (1850-1900) levels.17 Without 
urgent action, the current greenhouse gas (GHG) emission 
rate would lead to a global average surface temperature 
rise of approximately 4.8°C by 2100, compared to pre-
industrial levels.18 This would see vast areas of the world 

become uninhabitable, with temperatures exceeding the 
threshold for human adaptability in certain areas.19 As 
well as threatening the enjoyment of human rights and 
heightening existing social and economic inequalities, this 
is an existential situation for both human and non-human 
life on this planet.20 

Natural resource management in general has very often 
been problematic with regards to ecological sustainability, 
exploitation around labour and wider human rights 
violations. Within this broader category of natural 
resource management lies both fossil fuels and renewable 
energy. Fossil fuels are the world’s main source of energy 
(with carbon emissions having reached an all-time high in 
201821), and their unsustainable extraction and burning 
are driving climate breakdown. Despite the urgent need 

Definitions

Conflict 
Conflict has been variously defined as a fight, struggle, or 
controversy between parties, a discord of action, feeling, 
or effect, or an antagonism or opposition.5 Conflict 
in itself is not negative – if harnessed constructively, 
it can provide an opportunity for positive change.6 
However, if not managed well, conflict can become 
destructive, leading to a breakdown in communication, 
damaging social relations and exacerbating 
tensions that can eventually lead to violence.7	   

Rights-based approaches
A human rights-based approach is underpinned by 
international human rights law and recognizes the full 
spectrum of human rights: civil, cultural, economic, 
political and social rights.8 Rights-based approaches to 
renewable energy projects, which incorporate public 
participation, can increase local policy acceptance 
and lead to more successful mitigation and adaption 
outcomes, thus resulting in more effective, coherent, 
legitimate and sustainable projects.9 

Fossil fuel dependent economies
Fossil fuel dependent economies are those which are 
highly dependent on oil and gas production to provide 
State revenue. These economies are likely to be particularly 
affected by the transition away from carbon-intensive 
resources, partly because they will simultaneously suffer 
from increased energy costs and decreased exports.10	

Sustaining peace
The concept of sustaining peace11 highlights that 
peacebuilding occurs in all stages of the conflict 
continuum, which requires a shift in focus from 
managing destructive conflict to preventing it from 
occurring in the first place.12 Sustaining peace therefore 
requires all parts of society to create conditions in which 
destructive conflict will not arise, including making 
changes in political, economic and social structures, 
and protecting and promoting human rights, at the 
international as well as national and local levels, to 
address root causes of grievances.13 

Sustainable and just transitions
The concept of a ‘just transition’ was borne of the labour 
movement as it became aware of the need to protect 
workers from the impacts of environmental policies, 
and has since expanded to conceptualise the societal-
wide transition that will be necessary to combat climate 
breakdown. The ‘sustainable’ dimension means that the 
needs of the present generation should be met without 
compromising the ability of future generations to do the 
same.14 Sustainable development has three dimensions: 
social, economic, and environmental, and energy 
transitions touch upon all three. Alongside good practice 
guidelines15, international law obligations on just 
transitions exist under the Paris Agreement.16	   
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Case Study: Costa Rica’s holistic transition
for a shift to sustainable energy systems, the World Energy 
Outlook 2019 report found that “[t]he gap between 
expectations of fast, renewables-driven energy transitions 
and the reality of today’s [fossil fuel] energy systems…
remains stubbornly high.”22 

Traditionally, there has been much discussion surrounding 
the concept of ‘peak oil’, which refers to the hypothetical point 
at which the production of oil peaks and then declines.23 It 
is important, however, to move on from peak-oil debates, as 
they can prove a distraction from the fact that we have more 
fossil fuels to extract than is safe to burn.24 

Despite the urgent need to keep remaining fossil fuels in 
the ground, the fossil fuel industry continues to pursue ever 
more environmentally destructive extraction methods. 
This can be seen through the rise of hydraulic fracturing 
(‘fracking’25) and tar sands extraction, processes of “extreme 
energy”26 which have caused negative environmental 
risks27 and major societal injustices28. Their existence 
demonstrates the reluctance of the fossil fuel industry to 
take meaningful steps towards energy transitions. The 
extreme wealth that fossil fuels concentrate in the hands of 
a few, and the vested interests that follow, is a large factor 
in this reluctance. Power is rarely relinquished easily, and 
with renewable energy having the potential to decentralize 
ownership and therefore redistribute power, it can be 
viewed as threatening to those upholding the status quo.	   

Efforts to stabilize climate change and prevent related 
societal grievances and destructive conflict require both a 
transformation and reduction of our energy consumption. 
Greater efforts should be made towards energy efficiency 
to complement the shift to renewables. Energy efficiency 
means using less energy to perform the same task and is 
therefore a method of reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 
The International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA) has 
found that a combined approach of renewable energy and 
energy efficiency is “the most timely and feasible route to 
decarbonising the global energy system.”29

Energy Supply and Conflict Risks

Energy extraction and the management of energy supplies 
can, and has been, the primary cause and objective of a 
destructive conflict, an instrument used as a means to an 
end, a secondary cause – or a mix of all three.30 
 
As the main source of global energy, and in a world where 
fossil fuel resources provide power and vast sums of capital 
to those controlling them, fossil fuels have traditionally 
been the primary link between energy supply and conflict. 

 
Costa Rica is one of the few States in the world 
with an electricity system almost entirely based on 
renewables; in 2019 it generated 99.15 percent of its 
electricity with renewable energy sources and has set 
itself the goal of reaching carbon neutrality by 2050.31 
Costa Rica has a historical tradition of linking peace, 
the environment and social goods, and this is also 
reflected in its carbon neutrality plan. The strategy 
is used “as an opportunity to address multiple 
societal challenges well beyond solely environmental 
motives”, including health care, poverty alleviation 
and gender equality.32

The first paper in this series, ‘The Role of Decentralized 
Renewable Energy in Peacebuilding’, explored how natural 
resource extraction and production processes can deepen 
power imbalances around resource access when local 
communities are excluded from decision making, leading 
to community tensions and potential destructive conflict.33 

There is a diverse range of renewable energy sources, each 
with their own specificities regarding their contribution to 
the reduction of climate breakdown and their implications 
for peace, conflict, and human rights. Traditional 
biofuels remain the largest source of renewable energy, 
accounting for 60-70 percent of the total, as they remain 
the predominant cooking and heating fuel in many low-
income households across the world.34 However, land-
intensive traditional biomass energy production is both 
environmentally harmful (as it releases carbon monoxide, 
carbon dioxide, nitrogen oxides and other pollutants) and 
has a higher risk of intensifying local conflicts than other 
renewable energy sources, related to its effect on natural 
resource availability through competition over land use 
and water.35 After traditional biofuels, hydropower is the 
most dominant of the remaining renewable technologies. 
Wind, hydro, solar and geothermal have lower risks of 
creating inter-State and intra-State conflict, since they are 
abundant and geographically widespread. 

Traditional  
renewables

Modern  
renewables 

Traditional  
biofuels36

Hydropower, solar, wind, 
geothermal, modern 
biofuels37 
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Case Study: Indonesia Fossil Fuel Subsidy Reform

The current economic and energy status quo has driven 
climate breakdown and fed destructive conflict. Managed 
and just transitions can help to avoid destructive conflict 
and social disruption during this necessary shift. Whilst it is 
important to explore the risks that an abrupt and unmanaged 
carbon transition may pose regarding destructive conflict, 

this should not be construed as advocating for the 
continuation of the status quo – that is, the continuation of 
unequal and unjust systems and oppressive regimes which 
are pervasive around the world. Very often, positive societal 
changes arise precisely from challenges to the status quo – 
from upheavals, protests, demands for change, even conflict. 

 
Chapter 2: Risks that Unmanaged Energy Transitions May Pose for Peace

Having explored the concept of energy transitions and 
outlined the synergies between energy and conflict, this 
paper will now explore the ways in which, if the transition 
is not designed and implemented in a manner that is timely 
and cognisant of peace, conflict and human rights, there 
are risks it may imbue with regards to destructive societal 
upheaval and conflict. 

Domestic destabilization 

Certain fossil fuel producing countries can be called ‘rentier 
States’, the term describing those whose economies are 
dependent on substantial external rent for state revenues38, 
have little economic diversification39and lack taxation40.41 
They are, in effect, “able to buy loyalty, or at least political 
acquiescence, by operating a political economy model 
in which they distribute unearned wealth to their 
populations.”42 A “rentier social contract” consists of the 
State offering goods, services and other perks to society 
in return for substantial autonomy in decision-making.43 
Where the social contract between ruling elites and citizens 
is based on fossil fuel income, there is specific relevance for 
questions of domestic societal unrest and upheaval relating 
to abrupt and unmanaged energy transitions. 

For many fossil fuel producing States, an uncontrolled 
carbon transition could result in the disappearance of 
fossil fuel subsidies44, an erosion of government provided 
services and perks for citizens such as low taxes, a sharp rise 
in unemployment, increased social and political fracture, 
societal unrest, repressive State responses and violence. The 
implications for peace may arise if a transition is abrupt and 
does not account for justice and human rights concerns, 
leading to societal breakdowns. 

Fossil fuel subsidy reform is a good example of how 
seemingly positive climate policies can backfire if they 
are not cognisant of inequalities within society and do 
not create genuine opportunities for social dialogue. 
In France, for example, the ‘Gilet jaune’ movement was 
borne of protests initially triggered by the government’s 
planned tax increase on gasoline and diesel, one objective 
being to raise funds for investment in renewable energy.45 

Grievances were triggered as many saw the removal of these 
subsidies as unfairly putting the cost of climate action on 
ordinary people. If fossil fuels had instead been taxed at 
extraction, targeting those who profit rather than those 
who pay (with tax revenue directed towards renewable 
energy and vulnerable communities affected by price rises), 
the societal response could have been very different.	   
 
There is therefore a need to find equitable ways of dealing 
with fossil fuel subsidy reform. One way to do this is by 
ensuring that transition planning takes into account those 
indirectly affected by industry closure, such as low-income 
households who will be disproportionately affected by 
energy cost increases.46 Citizen support for climate policy 
depends on the experience of fairness; taxation at profit 
source (extraction) enables governments to use tax revenue 
to support vulnerable citizens.
 

 
In 2014, the Indonesian newly elected government 
reformed subsidies on gasoline and diesel significantly.47 
The previously low fuel prices had created incentives for 
overconsumption of fossil fuels as well as representing 
a lost opportunity by using public funds for subsidies 
rather than investing in economic growth or social 
assistance to reduce poverty.48 Importantly, the subsidy 
reform programme included the government providing 
monthly cash transfers to low-income households as 
compensation for increased prices.49   

Indonesia’s fossil fuel subsidy reform took place at 
a time when world oil prices plummeted, meaning 
that when the subsidies were removed, the price of 
fuels actually fell.50 This, along with the help to low-
income households, avoided resentment towards 
the policy because ordinary people were not made 
worse off. With reform having been successful when 
oil prices were low, there is an interesting parallel 
with COVID-19’s impact on oil prices - this could be 
an opportune moment for many States to implement 
similar fossil fuel subsidy reforms. 
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International Geopolitical Consequences 
 
Domestic political turmoil has the potential to spill 
across national borders.51 Geopolitics is concerned with 
“the connection between geography, space and the power 
of States”.52 It has been highlighted that to phase out fossil 
fuels, “the entire global industrial ecosystem will need 
to be reengineered, retooled and fundamentally rebuilt”, 
with the potential for significant geopolitical shifts.53 This 
has been seen before, such as when the drop in oil price in 
the 1980s partially led to the decline of the Soviet Union, 
leading in turn to the end of the Cold War – “arguably 
the biggest geopolitical shift since the end of the Second 
World War.”54 

The risk here is not necessarily the geopolitical shifts 
themselves – these may indeed be positive and provide 
opportunities for a more peaceful future. For example, 
some foresee that geopolitical implications may look 
more like a “levelling of energy relations from asymmetric 
dependencies to mutual, horizontal dependencies”, with a 
diversion from existing energy alliances towards regional 
grid communities, a greater diversity of actors involved 
in energy policy55 and potentially lower levels of global 
confrontations due to States gaining energy independence.

However, the risk is in not acknowledging that these 
shifts will occur, and as a result not being prepared to 
support States to undergo energy transitions in the least 
disruptive, and most conflict sensitive way possible. As 
energy transitions could cause a “geopolitical and strategic 
reshuffle”, with new “winners” and “losers” emerging from 
the shift in political and economic leverage, it is important 
to be alive to the risks this could pose with regards to 
destructive conflict.56 

Economic Upheaval 

The impact of abrupt and unmanaged energy transitions 
on the global economy is important to explore in relation 
to peace and conflict dynamics. There are lessons to be 
learned from the COVID-19 pandemic, which is acting 
as a forebear with regards to the decline of the fossil fuel 
industry and the economic shocks that its collapse may 
create. A recent study has found that the COVID-19 
pandemic could trigger a $25tn collapse in the fossil fuel 
industry, causing global economic upheaval because their 
market value makes up a quarter of the world’s equity 
markets and they owe trillions of dollars to the world’s 
banks.57 UN Secretary General António Guterres has stated 
that the pandemic’s economic impacts could create “major 
stressors” in fragile societies or less developed countries.58 
Wealthy countries, particularly those which produce and 

export fossil fuels, are also at risk in this regard. Saudi 
Arabia, for example, is vulnerable to oil price drops; the 
COVID-19 induced steep fall in oil prices “decimated” the 
Saudi economy, leading to austerity measures.59

Here, then, one can see how the global energy and economic 
shift may risk negatively impacting peace and conflict 
dynamics if it is not managed justly and carefully – with 
not just those States deemed ‘fragile’ or ‘less developed’ 
at risk of economic and societal upheaval. COVID-19 
has provided an opportune moment for States to create 
sustainable recovery plans with carbon-neutral targets, 
including substantial investment in modern renewable 
technologies, energy efficiency measures and fossil fuel 
subsidy reforms. 

Risks to Local Communities

International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) findings 
consistently conclude that renewable energy sources 
play an essential role in providing energy services in a 
sustainable manner and in mitigating climate change.60 
As has been explored by QUNO previously, decentralized 
renewable energy sources can play an important role 
in peacebuilding, but they can come with their own 
risks in contexts which are not conducive to effective 
local cooperation – particularly if a State has weak local 
administrative or technical capacity, inadequate financial 
resources or inequitable distribution of resources.61 

The following elements are important in ensuring that 
local renewable energy sources can be community owned: 
strong governance and technical capacity at the local level, 
robust local and national political commitment, initiatives 
for local capacity-building, strong legal frameworks for 
transparency and accountability, and an effective local 
judicial system and anti-corruption bodies.62 Public 
participation is an essential pillar for local and decentralized 
energy – this includes access to information, participation 
in decision making and access to justice in environmental 
matters, as set out in the 1998 Aarhus Convention.63

In addition, if transition policies and projects are not 
managed carefully, they may bring their own range of 
societal ills. Rushed construction of hydropower energy 
sources, for example, which do not give local communities 
meaningful public participation with regards to decisions 
that affect them, have in many cases violated human 
rights such as through the forcible displacement of 
communities.64 In contexts affected by conflicts, too, it is 
important that any recovery planning with a transition 
element is aware of the conflict history of an area and any 
potential ongoing grievances, and is able to act in conflict 
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sensitive manner. Whilst some may assume that the 
transition away from fossil fuels will inevitably achieve 
justice in and of itself, it is crucial that transition policies 
actively address social, economic, racial, gender and class 
inequalities.65 

Implications of the Supply of ‘Green’ Minerals and Metals	

The reliance of certain renewable energy technologies (i.e. 
solar and wind) on the mining of minerals and metals is a 
conflict risk.66 At least twenty-three minerals and metals 
have been identified as critical to the development and 
use of renewable technologies such as solar panels and 
wind turbines, with some of these located in countries 
with high measures of fragility.67 If the value of certain 
minerals and metals goes up dramatically in unstable 
or fragile contexts, and they are not extracted in a way 

that is environmentally sustainable and human rights 
compliant, this could drive destructive conflict. 

However, the future for green minerals and metals is not 
entirely negative. Not all necessary minerals and metals 
are found in conflict-prone areas, and many can be found 
abundantly, with most of the 17 rare earth minerals 
plentiful and widely distributed.68 The development of 
new technologies and metal substitution pathways can 
also play a significant role in addressing potential supply 
deficits, as can the recycling of certain minerals and 
metals.69 If mining and production can be carried out in 
an ethical, human rights compliant and environmentally 
sustainable manner, and if investment is made in recycling 
and technological substitutions, the risk of destructive 
conflict being exacerbated or caused by mining for green 
technologies will be greatly reduced.	

 
 
Chapter 3: Opportunities that Energy Transitions Pose for Peace 

This paper will now detail some of the opportunities 
that energy transitions to a carbon-neutral future can 
engender with regards to peace and conflict – namely, 
a reduction of confrontations (global and local), energy 
decentralization, stability incentives, economic security, 
and reducing climate breakdown.

Reduction of Confrontations – Global and Local 

The transition from fossil fuels to renewables has the 
potential to create significant peace dividends. One 
way the transition could achieve this through the shift 
from energy resources being concentrated in specific 
geo-political locations (fossil fuels), to energy resources 
being available in some form in almost every country 
(renewables). This lessens the geopolitical importance 
of “energy choke points” such as the Straits of Malacca, 
the Suez Canal or the Strait of Hormuz, therefore likely 
reducing the risk of global confrontations over contested 
resources.70 It is also possible that geopolitical power 
could become more evenly distributed and symmetrical 
after transitions to renewable energy, also creating peace 
dividends.71 

Just and sustainable transitions to renewables also have 
the potential to reduce the necessity for strategic alliances 
between States predicated on favourable resource access, 
which can lead to the involvement of larger constituencies 
in conflicts. Instead, when coupled with proper energy 
efficiency measures, clean renewable energy can offer all 
countries long term energy independence which reduces 

the need for inter or intra-State confrontations.72 
Renewable energy sources can also provide peace 
dividends because renewable energy is more evenly 
distributed and its production covers larger areas, so 
its energy densities73 are lower.74 This makes it more 
challenging to obtain and exert control over such 
resources, as their low strategic value means that “it 
becomes less rational, not only from an economic but 
also geopolitical point of view, to use force to improve 
control over, or access to, energy resources.”75 This is one 
of the reasons why the risk of renewable energy being 
a conflict objective is considered low, and significantly 
reduced compared with fossil fuel systems.	   

Energy Decentralization	    

The transition to a carbon-neutral future can contribute 
to peace by offering States, peoples and communities 
energy independence through decentralized ownership, 
access and consumption. Decentralized renewable 
energy refers to renewable energy that is generated 
off the main grid and produced close to where it will 
be used.76 This system can help to assert democratic 
control over energy sources and build stronger political 
constituency and social cohesion by retaining economic 
benefits locally and sharing benefits more broadly, and 
increasing capacity for communities’ self-reliance.77 This 
can reduce the potential for natural resource tensions in 
communities that can lead to destructive conflict.78
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Case Study: Denmark’s decentralized wind energy	   
 
The Danish power system has moved from a highly 
centralized to a more decentralized system of electricity 
production, with around 1,000 decentralized combined 
heat and power (CHP) plants as well as wind turbines.79 
In 2017, the electricity grid in western Denmark lasted 
985 hours without relying on centralised power plants.80 
Denmark has a tradition of cooperative ownership, and 
has therefore promoted local ownership of renewable 
energy sources (particularly wind energy). The 2009 
Promotion of Renewable Energy Sources Act has allowed 
communities to collectively invest in wind energy since 
the 1970s; by 2013, 70-80 percent of existing wind 
turbines were owned by communities, with the rate of 
community ownership of renewable energy sources now 
one of the highest in the world.81 Communities tend to 
obtain common ownership through a legal partnership, 
which operates similarly to a cooperative and with the 
sale of shares funding community projects.82 

 
 
Stability Incentives

Renewable energy requires stability to control, and this 
can provide incentives and opportunities for collaboration, 
both locally, regionally and transnationally. It has been 
argued that wind, hydro and solar renewable energy sources 
are “[m]ore likely to incentivise interstate collaboration 
than conflicts, since mutual benefits can be achieved from 
increased (regional) trade and interdependence”.83 One such 
opportunity for cross-border collaboration can be found in 
the creation and use of shared energy grids. Because revenue 
can only be generated from renewables with stability, this 
may increase the likelihood of energy partnerships over 
antagonism. Indeed, it has been argued that the transition 
to renewable energy may strengthen regionalisation 
through the creation of “grid communities” which 
could have positive effects on geopolitical stability.84	  
 
It should be noted that electricity super grids may face 
the risk of cyber-hacking, with cross border electricity 
wires being vulnerable in this regard. However, as 
highlighted by IRENA, cybercrime is a risk that pre-
dates the energy transition, so whilst it is important to be 
vigilant, this should be kept in perspective and not used 
as a counterargument against renewable energy.85	   

Economic Security 

The shift to renewable energy provides opportunities 
for fossil fuel dependent economies to create a more 

stable, equitable and productive economic future for 
their citizens.86 The availability and variety of renewable 
energy sources in almost all countries removes the conflict 
potential of the ‘resource curse’, whereby countries rich 
in natural resources tend to have lower rates of economic 
stability and growth, and higher rates of authoritarianism, 
destructive conflict and corruption.87 This risk of a 
‘resource curse’ for renewables is low in comparison, partly 
because of their wide geographical availability. 

Renewables can also feed into the peacebuilding framework 
as a tension reducer within communities by providing 
renewable energy supplies, jobs and other economic 
benefits – calming energy prices and providing resilient 
energy systems which are less prone to large-scale failure.88 
Studies indicate that renewable energy technologies create 
more jobs than fossil fuels.89 

Timely, just and sustainable transitions can reduce the 
grievance potential that could be triggered by stranded 
assets. Stranded assets are those assets which at some 
point will no longer earn an economic return due to 
energy transitions, such as pipelines, drilling rigs and 
processing facilities.90 In developing countries, stranded 
assets “could destabilize efforts to improve economic 
growth and socioeconomic development”, with the 
potential for increased social dissatisfaction and unrest.91 
For wealthy and developed fossil fuel producer economies 
too, stranded fossil fuel assets are a concern, with many 
pension funds investing heavily in the fossil fuel industry. 
If energy transitions were to happen at a manageable rate, 
however, adjustment costs and the repricing of carbon 
assets could reduce the chance of negative economic, 
social and political consequences.92 

Reducing Climate Breakdown	  
 
The climate crisis has well-known and legally established 
implications for human rights and human peace and 
security.93 The implications to life and livelihoods of a 
4.8C rise in global temperature compared to a 1.5°C rise 
for peace and human security are catastrophic. Climate 
pressures adversely influence resource availability, affect 
population dynamics, and strain societal institutions, 
which in turn can affect socioeconomic and political 
stability.94 While climate change does not directly 
cause destructive conflict, it feeds into and exacerbates 
pre-existing tensions, thus increasing the likelihood 
of destructive conflict in certain contexts. Urgent and 
just transitions from fossil fuels reduce the threat of 
catastrophic temperature rise, and in turn can be used as 
a peacebuilding tool in regions threatened by such rising 
temperatures.
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Case Study: Spanish Just Transition for Coal Miners

 
In 2018, the Spanish mining unions won a 
ground-breaking deal for a Just Transition from 
coal mining, after years of struggle. Taking place 
between 2019-2023, the Just Transition deal replaces 
subsidies to the coal industry with a sustainable 
development plan and provides a variety of benefits 
to miners and their communities, including:	   

•	 Early retirement or redundancy payments as well 
as 35 days’ pay for every year of service for miners. 

•	 Money set aside to restore and environmentally 
regenerate former mining sites, with priority for 
employment in the jobs generated through these 
projects going to former miners.

 

•	 Money to be set aside to upgrade facilities in the 
mining communities

•	 An action plan for each mining community, 
including plans for developing renewable energy 
and improving energy efficiency, and investing in 
and developing new industries.95

Spain’s Minister for Ecological Transition, Teresa 
Ribera, has said “Our aim has been to leave no one 
behind…That is why we offer the drawing up of 
‘Just Transition’ contracts, with the aim of helping 
the regions to consolidate the employment of the 
future.”96 

 
 
 
Conclusion

The sectoral and economic transformation we require to 
mitigate the worst effects of climate breakdown and to 
achieve a carbon-neutral future “is on a scale and within a 
time frame faster than any in human history.”97 

Whilst this paper has outlined several risks (locally, 
nationally and globally) that may occur from abrupt and 
unmanaged energy transitions, it has also highlighted the 
inherent opportunities that sustainable and just transitions 
can offer. It should be stated explicitly that the risks do not 
outweigh the opportunities; the imperative of the climate 
crisis means we must capitalize on these opportunities 
to move towards the realization of sustainable and just 
transitions across the world. It is essential that transition 
strategies are well-planned and timely – and crucially, that 
they have human rights, justice, international solidarity and 
cooperation, public participation and conflict sensitivity at 
the heart of them.
 
As sustainable and just transitions are rooted in creating 
positive alternatives to environmentally destructive 
processes and providing justice, safety and security for 
individuals, communities, industries and States, they have 
great significance for peace and conflict considerations. To 
ensure their maximum potential, governments and industry 
should ensure that transition policies are designed and 
implemented to achieve justice and counter inequalities in 

and of themselves – that they define “both where we are 
going and how we get there.”98 With COVID-19 having 
provided an historic opportunity to ‘green’ our economies 
and energy systems, and with the planet’s climate rapidly 
breaking down, there is a stronger case than ever to push 
for the advancement of rights-based, conflict sensitive 
and ecologically sustainable energy transitions towards a 
carbon-neutral future.
 
This paper was published by QUNO as the second in a series 
on energy and peacebuilding. We hope it provides food for 
thought on how to ensure that energy transitions are used 
as an opportunity for peace. As this is a working paper, 
QUNO would welcome engagement on these topics going 
forward, and is open for discussion and comments. Please 
contact Florence Foster (Representative for Peace and 
Disarmament) at ffoster@quno.ch and / or Lindsey Fielder-
Cook (Representative for Human Impacts of Climate 
Change) at lfcook@quno.ch if you would like to discuss.  

mailto:ffoster@quno.ch
mailto:lfcook@quno.ch
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