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This guidance paper sets out to describe the key employment and social policy opportunities and 

challenges arising from action on climate change. Its main objectives are to: inform members of current 

developments on climate change policy discussions and impacts on employment and offer background 

material and analysis on the employment-climate change nexus. With the onset of the Covid-19 global 

pandemic and its economic effects, uncertainty around employment, climate change and policy 

responses is higher, and the global employment outlook has changed. This paper includes updates to 

reflect this new situation stakeholders find themselves in. It complements IOE’s Policy Paper on 

Employment and Climate Change and supports the policy positions presented there. 

  



3 

Context 
The Covid-19 virus quickly became an unexpected global problem of unprecedented proportions and 

urgency. One of the main weapons countries have in fighting pandemics is quarantine and physical 

distancing which prevent infections spreading too quickly for the health system to manage. Lockdown 

measures have various effects since they directly impact the normal functioning of our economic 

system but in general the economic and employment impacts are strongly negative and worrying. To 

minimize economic damage, support vulnerable populations and businesses and ensure jobs and 

livelihoods remain intact governments are implementing ambitious recovery mechanisms and costly 

relief measures. Beyond the direct economic and social effects, how does the current situation affect 

climate policy and how can climate policy be adapted in light of the lessons learned? Although the 

Covid-19 pandemic provides useful insights into emergency responses, rapid economic shifts and 

provides lessons for managing climate adaptation and mitigation the two issues also present many 

different characteristics and should not be treated in the same way. The global climate response should 

not be directly modelled after the pandemic response but rather the useful elements should be taken 

up and adapted. According to McKinsey analysis, “understanding the similarities, the differences, and 

the broader relationships between pandemics and climate risk is a critical first step if we are to derive 

practical implications that inform our actions”1. 

By the end of April, 212 countries, territories or areas had reported confirmed cases of Covid-19. 

According to the UN there has been a 9% year-on-year fall in global production and manufacturing 

output, and projections show that the value of global merchandise trade will fall by almost 27% in Q2 

2020, the largest fall in global commodity prices on record (-20.4% between February and March 

20202). According to ILO modelling global working hours declined in the first quarter of 2020 by an 

estimated 4.5 percent, equivalent to approximately 130 million full-time jobs, compared to the pre-

crisis situation (fourth quarter of 2019) while in the second quarter of 2020 total working hours globally 

are expected to be 10.5 per cent lower than in the last pre-crisis quarter. This is equivalent to 305 

million full-time jobs3. It is evident then that the impacts on business of this situation are considerable4. 

Further analysis and data can be found on IOE and ILO websites.  

There is debate whether it is a good idea to tackle both climate change and Covid-19 through 

integrated policies5 but it makes sense to seek synergies and design, where possible and cost-

effective, integrated climate and pandemic recovery measures. Although different in nature and 

adding significant additional pressures there are parallels we can observe between the pandemic and 

climate change and to solve both we should invest in a cleaner and more resilient economy; finding a 

low-carbon, high-growth recovery formula is not easy but by carefully designing policies environmental 

goals can go hand in hand with economic recovery and growth.67 Through smart regulations and 

adopting a practical approach of integrating climate and environmental objectives into thinking on 

Covid-19 recovery measures where useful, not rolling back existing environmental measures and 

combining financial recovery measures with environmental improvements, government stimulus 

packages could make a real difference8. Governments play a key role in enabling society – ensuring 

 

1 McKinsey, 2020, “Addressing climate change in a post-pandemic world” 
2 Committee for the Coordination of Statistical Activities, 2020, “How COVID-19 is changing the world: a 
statistical perspective” 
3 ILO, 2020, “ILO Monitor: COVID-19 and the world of work. Third edition” 
4 McKinsey, 2020, “COVID-19: Implications for business” 
5 Financial Times, 2020, “Can we tackle both climate change and Covid-19 recovery?” 
6 MIT Sloan Management Review, 2020, “COVID-19, Climate Change, and the Forces Shaping Our Future” 
7 McKinsey, 2020, “How a post-pandemic stimulus can both create jobs and help the climate” 
8 OECD, 2020, “From containment to recovery: Environmental responses to the COVID-19 pandemic” 

https://www.ioe-emp.org/en/policy-priorities/covid-19/
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/sustainability/our-insights/addressing-climate-change-in-a-post-pandemic-world
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/ccsa/documents/covid19-report-ccsa.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/ccsa/documents/covid19-report-ccsa.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_743146.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/risk/our-insights/covid-19-implications-for-business
https://www.ft.com/content/9e832c8a-8961-11ea-a109-483c62d17528
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/audio/covid-19-climate-change-and-the-forces-shaping-our-future/
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/sustainability/our-insights/how-a-post-pandemic-stimulus-can-both-create-jobs-and-help-the-climate
http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/from-containment-to-recovery-environmental-responses-to-the-covid-19-pandemic-92c49c5c/
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vulnerable populations and businesses are protected and thrive – while further dynamic and 

innovative solutions can come from entrepreneurship and business9, and specifically small business, if 

they have the enabling environment required10. It is a defining moment and one which will have long-

lasting effects on business11 and society at large.  

 

Figure 1 The rise of global CO2 emissions, gigatons. Source: Economist 2019 

International Governance 
Despite the current Covid-19 crisis, the climate agenda has never been more present in international 

discussions and governance of it has been steadily developing and becoming more complex. The 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) is the international framework 

for climate action and its objective is to stabilise greenhouse gas concentrations at a level that would 

prevent dangerous effects on the climate and in a time frame that enables sustainable development. 

 

9 ILO, 2019, “Growing Green - Fostering A Green Entrepreneurial Ecosystem For Youth” 
10 Jeffrey York, 2020, “COVID-19 is a dress rehearsal for entrepreneurial approaches to climate change” 
11 McKinsey, 2020, “Demonstrating corporate purpose in the time of coronavirus” 

https://www.economist.com/briefing/2019/09/21/the-past-present-and-future-of-climate-change
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-convention/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change
https://www.decentjobsforyouth.org/resource-details/466
https://theconversation.com/covid-19-is-a-dress-rehearsal-for-entrepreneurial-approaches-to-climate-change-131817
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/demonstrating-corporate-purpose-in-the-time-of-coronavirus
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The Conference of the Parties (COP) is the supreme decision-making body of this Convention and 

meets annually since their first meeting in Berlin in 1995. All Parties to this Convention are represented 

at the COP and meet to review the implementation of the Convention, any other legal instruments 

that the COP adopts and also decide on institutional and administrative arrangements and effective 

means of implementation. The key task of the COP is to review the national communications and 

emission inventories submitted by Parties (Nationally Determined Contributions or NDCs). UNFCCC is 

informed by analysis and research from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a 

separate UN body, established in 1988 to provide objective, scientific information relevant to 

understanding the risks and impacts of climate change. IPCC prepares an annual comprehensive 

assessment report with baseline information which is used to formulate climate policy (see reports 

here).   

Marking a historic commitment, the Paris Agreement was signed in 2015 at COP2112 with the 

objective to limit global warming to 1.5 to 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels (for an 

interactive tool explaining the Agreement see here). A more recent special IPCC Report stresses the 

importance of maintaining warming well below 1.5°C13. According to the IPCC, limiting global warming 

to 1.5°C requires net human-caused carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions to fall by 45% by 2030 and to 

reach net zero by 2050. Even limiting the temperature rise to 2°C will require CO2 emissions to fall by 

25% by 2030, requiring a turnaround of the present trend.  

A key task for the COP is to review the national communications and emission inventories submitted 

by Parties. Based on this information, the COP assesses the results of the measures taken by Parties 

and the progress made in achieving the ultimate objective of the Convention. COP25, held in Madrid 

on 2-13 December 2019, after the Santiago, Chile, venue was cancelled due to domestic issues, was 

seen and promoted as a crucial opportunity for increased ambition and action. The Parties needed to 

finalise negotiation of the Paris Rulebook (the detailed rules and guidelines on measures of 

implementation and requirements for NDCs, explained here) so that next year the first NDCs could 

come into action. 2020 is the starting year of Paris Agreement implementation (see timeline here and 

for an interactive tool on the negotiating parties and process see here). COP25 outcomes have been 

criticized as very limited; it was expected to be a much more ambitious and powerful push towards 

concrete climate action14. The official decision documents can be found on the UNFCC website. 

Facts and figures 
Emissions of greenhouse gasses into the Earth’s atmosphere by the combustion of fossil fuels have 

strongly influenced the development of the world. Since the industrial revolution our modern 

economy and its growth are based on affordable and easily available energy; this energy has been 

provided in abundance by fossil fuels. The explosion of technological progress and economic activity 

that followed created unprecedented prosperity, improvement of living standards and a wealth of new 

products and services. These developments, coupled with advances in medicine and agriculture, have 

led to the world’s population reaching its highest level in history. In fact, in the 20th century, the 

world’s population almost doubled twice while global Gross Domestic Product (GDP) doubled over four 

 

12 As of May 2020, 195 states and the European Union have signed the Agreement. 189 states and the EU, 
representing almost 97% of global greenhouse gas emissions, have ratified or acceded to the Agreement, 
including China, the United States (which has notified the UN of its decision to withdraw from the agreement) 
and India, the countries with three of the four largest greenhouse gas emissions of the UNFCC members total 
(about 42% together) 
13 International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 2019, “Global Warming of 1.5°C” and World Resources 
Institute, 2018, “8 Things You Need to Know About the IPCC 1.5˚C Report” 
14 For a full and detailed summary of outcomes see here and here. 

https://unfccc.int/process/bodies/supreme-bodies/conference-of-the-parties-cop
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/nationally-determined-contributions-ndcs
https://www.ipcc.ch/
https://www.ipcc.ch/reports/
https://unfccc.int/node/617
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/conferences/past-conferences/paris-climate-change-conference-november-2015/cop-21
https://www.carbonbrief.org/interactive-the-paris-agreement-on-climate-change
https://www.wri.org/blog/2019/06/why-does-paris-climate-agreement-need-rulebook-7-questions-and-answers
https://www.carbonbrief.org/timeline-the-paris-agreements-ratchet-mechanism
https://www.carbonbrief.org/interactive-the-negotiating-alliances-at-the-paris-climate-conference
https://unfccc.int/cop25
https://treaties.un.org/pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVII-7-d&chapter=27&clang=_en
https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/
https://www.wri.org/blog/2018/10/8-things-you-need-know-about-ipcc-15-c-report
https://www.carbonbrief.org/cop25-key-outcomes-agreed-at-the-un-climate-talks-in-madrid
https://www.climatechangenews.com/2019/12/16/cop25-achieved-next/
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times. On the other hand, the emissions produced by that combustion are and have been making their 

effect very clear in the form of climate change15; in 1900 total global emissions amounted to about 2 

billion tonnes of carbon dioxide, by 1950 emissions were three times that much and today they are 

close to 20 times that much16. In the past decade, however, emissions have continued to increase at a 

rate of 1.5% per annum. A reduction of approximately 3-6% per annum between now and 2030 is 

needed to limit global warming to 1.5-2°C17. The current Covid-19 pandemic has strongly impacted 

emissions in the short-term but will most likely not have a significant effect in the longer term18. 

Furthermore, while they will soon be updated and there have been calls for higher ambition, current 

NDCs are seen as insufficient to achieve achieve the overall goal of the Paris Agreement.  

 

Figure 2 Illustrates GDP growth per capita and the associated prosperity boom, source and more data 

Our economic history illustrates that businesses and the private sector have been in a state of 

constant transition and adaptation since the industrial revolution. Change is in many ways essential 

to business and entrepreneurship thrives on it while attempting to anticipate adequate action. Today, 

new realities of work have already created powerful and rapid trends to which the private sector is 

responding. The capacity to adapt and overcome shocks is not always there for all market participants 

and these shifts can often be tumultuous and damaging to large parts of economies. It is important to 

build capacities, strengthen resilience and establish robust frameworks for support and innovation 

otherwise markets perform much worse in terms of employment during crisis periods. The 

simultaneity of the COVID-19 crisis and the climate challenge means that the post-pandemic recovery 

will be a decisive period for fending off climate change. According to McKinsey governments don’t 

have to compromise economic priorities for the sake of environmental ones in the wake of the Covid-

 

15 The Economist, 2019, “The past, present and future of climate change” and “Humanity’s immense impact on 
Earth’s climate and carbon cycle” 
16 The Economist, 2019, “The past, present and future of climate change”. 
17 World Economic Forum (WEF), 2020, “The Net Zero Challenge - Fast-Forward to Decisive Climate Action” 
18 UN, 2020, “Fall in COVID-linked carbon emissions won’t halt climate change”; Sheffield Political Economy 
Research Institute, 2019, “What happens to the environment in times of economic trouble and why should we 
care?” 

https://ourworldindata.org/economic-growth
https://www.economist.com/briefing/2019/09/21/the-past-present-and-future-of-climate-change
https://www.economist.com/schools-brief/2020/05/09/humanitys-immense-impact-on-earths-climate-and-carbon-cycle
https://www.economist.com/schools-brief/2020/05/09/humanitys-immense-impact-on-earths-climate-and-carbon-cycle
https://www.economist.com/briefing/2019/09/21/the-past-present-and-future-of-climate-change
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The_Net_Zero_Challenge.pdf
https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/04/1062332
http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/2019/08/12/what-happens-to-the-environment-in-times-of-economic-trouble-and-why-should-we-care/
http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/2019/08/12/what-happens-to-the-environment-in-times-of-economic-trouble-and-why-should-we-care/
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19 recession19. The COVID-19 crisis is likely to have dramatic consequences for progress on climate 

change. Imminent fiscal recovery packages could entrench or partly displace the current fossil-fuel-

intensive economic system20. 

One of the main goals behind sustainable development in general is to ensure continued and 

sustainable economic growth while bringing emissions of greenhouse gases to near zero in the long-

term21. This represents a so-called decoupling of the growth of emissions and economic growth which 

have evolved together so far; these dual objectives have been translated into SDG8 (sustainable 

economic growth) and SDG13 (climate action). The concept of decoupling is at the core of the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development (2030 Agenda22) and sustainable development in general23. 

Through a reduction of energy intensity of GDP, energy efficiency measures, increased electrification, 

circular economy measures24, and energy diversification towards cost-effective renewables, some 

countries have started making progress on this ambitious goal showing that it is indeed possible 

(Denmark, Germany, Sweden and UK are some of the examples25). Business and the private sector are 

ideally placed to seize potential opportunities and accelerate this trend but only if they are adaptable, 

resilient and forward-looking26.   

The economic effects of climate change are already significant across the globe27; it is a cycle which 

accelerates, and the impacts will only increase without strengthened and accelerated action to prevent 

and adapt to it (climate impacts are also compounded with other ongoing environmental impacts like 

loss of biodiversity, pollution, waste, etc.). Climate change also has significant social impacts which are 

often most felt by vulnerable populations and lower-income countries. According to the IPCC 1.5°C 

Special Report there is limited time to reduce emissions before they reach catastrophic levels. Their 

effects are already being felt across the world of work28, so it is crucial at this stage to focus on 

emissions reductions and adaptation across sectors and geographies and prioritise areas for action and 

strongest impact.  

Globally, by far the biggest basic source of emissions is energy use; 87 percent of all human-produced 

carbon dioxide emissions come from the burning of fossil fuels like coal, natural gas and oil. The 

remainder results from the clearing of forests and other land use changes (9%), as well as some 

industrial processes such as cement manufacturing (4%). The energy sector includes transportation, 

electricity and heat, buildings, manufacturing and construction, fugitive emissions and other fuel 

combustion and produces most of the emissions from human activity. Around half of global emissions 

were the result of electricity and heat production in 2014, transport and manufacturing industries both 

contributed approximately 20 per cent and residential, commercial and public services around nice per 

cent while other sectors contributed 1 to 2 per cent. For a summary of the data see here and here. For 

some findings on how different sectors are adapting and mitigating their emissions see here.  

 

19 McKinsey, 2020, “How a post-pandemic stimulus can both create jobs and help the climate” 
20 Hepburn, C. et al. (2020), “Will COVID-19 fiscal recovery packages accelerate or retard progress on climate 
change?”, Smith School Working Paper 20-02. 
21 The Economist, 2019, “The Climate Issue” 
22 The 2030 Agenda is a very broad framework containing many societal goals of which climate action is just 
one; the focus of this paper is on climate change and employment and not the wider 2030 Agenda 
23 United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), International Resource Panel, 2011, “Decoupling Natural 
Resource use and Environmental Impacts from Economic Growth” and Our World in Data, “Shrink emissions, 
not the economy!” 
24 WEF, 2019, “The world's economy is only 9% circular. We must be bolder about saving resources” 
25 WEF, 2016, “The decoupling of emissions and growth is underway. These 5 charts show how” 
26 McKinsey & Company, 2019, “The decoupling of GDP and energy growth: A CEO guide” and Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation, “What is the circular economy?” 
27 McKinsey & Company, 2020, “Climate risk and response: Physical hazards and socioeconomic impacts” 
28 International Labour Organization, 2018, “World Employment Social Outlook 2018 – Greening with Jobs” 

https://ipbes.net/global-assessment
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/2020/03/how-a-circular-economy-could-save-the-world-feature/
https://ourworldindata.org/co2-and-other-greenhouse-gas-emissions
https://www.iea.org/reports/global-energy-and-co2-status-report-2019/emissions
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/services/sustainability/publications/carbon-disclosure-project.html
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/sustainability/our-insights/how-a-post-pandemic-stimulus-can-both-create-jobs-and-help-the-climate
https://www.smithschool.ox.ac.uk/publications/wpapers/workingpaper20-02.pdf
https://www.smithschool.ox.ac.uk/publications/wpapers/workingpaper20-02.pdf
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2019/09/19/the-climate-issue
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=400&nr=151&menu=1515
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=400&nr=151&menu=1515
https://ourworldindata.org/shrink-emissions-not-the-economy
https://ourworldindata.org/shrink-emissions-not-the-economy
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/11/economy-circular-recycling/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/10/the-decoupling-of-emissions-and-growth-is-underway-these-5-charts-show-how
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/electric-power-and-natural-gas/our-insights/the-decoupling-of-gdp-and-energy-growth-a-ceo-guide
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/circular-economy/what-is-the-circular-economy
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/sustainability/our-insights/climate-risk-and-response-physical-hazards-and-socioeconomic-impacts
https://www.ilo.org/weso-greening/documents/WESO_Greening_EN_web2.pdf
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Figure 3 Global CO2 emissions by sector or source, 1960-2014 (source) 

According to a recent IOE survey29, sustainability and climate change are one of the five main global 

trends impacting business globally; almost 70 per cent of employers asked in this survey see 

considerable impact in their operations from increasing environmental and disaster risks. This year’s 

World Economic Forum Global Risks Report30 has environmental risks taking all five top spots by 

likelihood and it was one of the main topics of discussion in Davos this year31. Companies reporting to 

the Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP)32 have reported extensive climate change risks to their activities 

and operations but also potential opportunities that can have a significant impact. The largest 

companies reported likely financial impacts on their assets but also opportunities for growth far 

beyond the size of risks; the takeaway is that managing identified risks ahead of time is significantly 

cheaper than tackling them when they hit33. Timing is a key element and there are already many 

options for adaptation and increasing resilience of business34. 

 

29 International Organisation of Employers (IOE), 2019, “Changing Business and Opportunities for Employer and 
Business Organizations” 
30 WEF, 2020, “The Global Risks Report 2020”, “Top risks are environmental, but ignore economics and they'll 
be harder to fix” 
31 WEF, 2020, “What’s everyone talking about at Davos 2020?” and World Business Council for Sustainable 
Development, 2020, “The triangle that will fix capitalism” 
32 The Carbon Disclosure Project is an international, not-for-profit organisation providing a global system for 
companies and cities to measure, disclose, manage and share vital environmental information. They request 
information on climate risks and low carbon opportunities from the world’s largest companies on behalf of 
over 515 institutional investor signatories (for more information see here and here). 
33 Carbon Disclosure Project, 2019, “Major risk or rosy opportunity - Are companies ready for climate change?” 
34 WEF, 2020, “The Net Zero Challenge - Fast-Forward to Decisive Climate Action” and McKinsey & Company, 
2019, “Earth to CEO: Your company is already at risk from climate change” 

https://ourworldindata.org/co2-and-other-greenhouse-gas-emissions
https://www.ioe-emp.org/index.php?eID=dumpFile&t=f&f=135287&token=026d28294b5ab83dceda2ceea0a478e6f234acf8
https://www.ioe-emp.org/index.php?eID=dumpFile&t=f&f=135287&token=026d28294b5ab83dceda2ceea0a478e6f234acf8
https://www.weforum.org/global-risks/reports
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/01/what-s-missing-from-the-2020-global-risks-report/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/01/what-s-missing-from-the-2020-global-risks-report/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/01/what-are-people-talking-about-at-davos/
https://www.wbcsd.org/Overview/News-Insights/Insights-from-the-President/The-triangle-that-will-fix-capitalism
https://www.cdp.net/en/info/about-us/what-we-do
https://www.cdp.net/en/companies-discloser
https://www.cdp.net/en/research/global-reports/global-climate-change-report-2018/climate-report-risks-and-opportunities
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The_Net_Zero_Challenge.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/sustainability/our-insights/earth-to-ceo-your-company-is-already-at-risk-from-climate-change
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Costs and investment 

 

Figure 4 The global benefits of a decisive shift to a low-carbon economy when compared with a baseline scenario (New 
Climate Economy 2018) 

In the context of the ambitious obligations of the Paris Agreement participating countries need to 

make emissions reductions in all industrial and economic sectors. However, this can only be realised 

by business if measures are implemented in a realistic and economically friendly way. As we have seen 

with the Covid-19 crisis, extreme measures that interfere with normal economic activity cannot be 

sustained. It is important that all companies and potential actors able to contribute to emissions 

reductions receive adequate support. This support and incentives need to be technology neutral for 

the most part so that all potential solutions can compete, and regulations do not pick winners 

(regulations should focus on objectives of emissions reduction not particular technologies). Large-scale 

investments will need to be made in the coming years in new technologies, fuels and efficiencies. The 

Stern Review on the Economics of Climate Change35, already estimated that globally the cost of 

inaction could be the equivalent of at least five per cent of global GDP per year and indefinitely36.  

It is estimated that converting only the energy sector to climate neutrality would require “US$3.5 

trillion of investments on average each year between 2016 and 2050”37. Investing in systemic change 

can be costly: the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) estimates that the annual costs of 

building climate resilience could range from US$140 billion to US$300 billion by 2030, and between 

US$280 billion and US$500 billion by 205038. Infrastructure development is necessary for climate 

change adaptation while constituting significant initial capital costs. The New Climate Economy39 

estimates that “the world is expected to invest about US$90 trillion on infrastructure in the period up 

 

35 Stern, Nicholas, 2006, “The Economics of Climate Change: The Stern Review” 
36 Das Progressive Zentrum and Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GiZ), 2019, “Foreign 
Policy and the Just Transition” 
37 London School of Economics and Political Science, Grantham Institute on Climate Change and the 
Environment, 2018, “Climate change and the just transition - A guide for investor action” 
38 Business for Social Responsibility (BSR), 2018, “Climate and the Just Transition: The Business Case for Action.”  
39 The New Climate Economy, 2018, “Unlocking the Inclusive Growth Story of the 21st Century: Accelerating 
Climate Action in Urgent Times” 

https://newclimateeconomy.report/2018/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2018/09/NCE_2018_FULL-REPORT.pdf
https://newclimateeconomy.report/2018/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2018/09/NCE_2018_FULL-REPORT.pdf
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20100407172811/http:/www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/stern_review_report.htm
http://www.progressives-zentrum.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Policy-Brief_Foreign-Policy-Just-Transition_final.pdf
http://www.progressives-zentrum.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Policy-Brief_Foreign-Policy-Just-Transition_final.pdf
http://www.lse.ac.uk/GranthamInstitute/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Climate-change-and-the-just-transition_Guide-for-investor-action.pdf
https://www.bsr.org/reports/BSR_Climate_Nexus_Just_Transition.pdf
https://newclimateeconomy.report/2018/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2018/09/NCE_2018_FULL-REPORT.pdf
https://newclimateeconomy.report/2018/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2018/09/NCE_2018_FULL-REPORT.pdf
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to 2030, more than the entire current stock today”40. The costs of inaction and the costs of investment 

are not fixed in time, the longer we wait the higher these costs will be and acting quicker will reduce 

damages and increase benefits41.  

Governments and international as well as national policies play an important role in driving an 

effective and rewarding transition. The OECD estimates that a climate-friendly “policy package can 

increase long-run GDP by up to 2.8 per cent on average across the G20 in 2050 relative to a 

continuation of current policies. If the positive impacts of avoiding climate damage are also taken into 

account, the net effect on GDP in 2050 rises to nearly 5 per cent across developed and emerging 

economies of the G20”42. In terms of sustainable development more broadly, the Business and 

Sustainable Development Commission43 uses PriceWaterhouseCoopers research to estimate up to 

US$12 trillion of market opportunities in the four economic systems (food, cities, energy and materials, 

and health and well-being) examined by the Commission if the world achieves and works towards the 

SDGs. According to the International Energy Agency (IEA) governments drive directly or indirectly more 

than 70% of global energy investments so it is clear that they can steer those investments on a more 

sustainable path44. 

The economic harm from climate change may be slower than that caused by the pandemic, but it 

could also be more massive and long-lasting. It is possible to adapt in a smart way and create a 

resilient Covid-19 recovery while helping prepare systems for climate change45. Using at least part of 

the 9 trillion dollars already earmarked by over 170 countries for stimulus and recovery measures for 

sustainability measures could create strong progress in the mid-term. For instance, according to 

International Energy Agency (IEA) analysis, a sustainable recovery plan for just the energy sector could 

add 1.1 percentage points to global economic growth each year, lead to global GDP being 3.5% higher 

in 2023 than it would have been otherwise, while saving or creating roughly 9 million jobs a year over 

the next three years and lowering emissions by 4.5 billion tonnes46,47. This year’s Production Gap 

Report, which looks at the gap between countries’ planned production of fossil fuels and the levels 

required for limiting warming below 2°C, will examine how government bailouts, stimulus measures 

and strategies are delaying or accelerating the transition away from dependence on fossil fuel 

production48. For further exploring the links between climate change policy and Covid-19 the Geneva 

Environment Network has created a repository of relevant resources by theme. 

Employment impacts 

According to UNFCCC, climate change adaptation and mitigation will have quantitative and 

qualitative effects on employment and business. The difference between climate change mitigation 

and adaptation is that mitigation is aimed at tackling the causes and minimising the possible impacts 

of climate change, whereas adaptation looks at how to reduce the negative effects it has and how to 

take advantage of any opportunities that arise. Where mitigation strategies fail to reach emissions 

 

40 Estimates say that in the industrial sectors, total incremental capital investment from 2015 to 2050 could 
amount to US$5.5 to US$8.4 trillion, representing about 0.1% of aggregate GDP over that period and less than 
0.5% of probable global savings and investments which shows that although costly the necessary investments 
are manageable (McKinsey 2018, Energy Transitions Commission 2018) 
41 Global Commission on Adaptation, 2019, “Adapt now: a global call for leadership on climate resilience”  
42 Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, 2017, “Investing in Climate, Investing in Growth”  
43 Business and Sustainable Development Commission, 2017, “Better Business Better World” 
44 International Energy Agency (IEA), 2018, “World Energy Outlook 2018 examines future patterns of global 
energy system at a time of increasing uncertainties” 
45 World Economic Forum, 2020, “How to build back better after COVID-19” 
46 IEA, 2020, “Sustainable Recovery: World Energy Outlook Special Report” 
47 The Economist, 2020, “Countries should seize the moment to flatten the climate curve 
48 Climate Home News, 2020, “After the oil crash, we need a managed wind-down of fossil fuel production” 

https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/sustainability/SDG/SDG%20Research_FINAL.pdf
https://www.genevaenvironmentnetwork.org/covid19.html
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/sustainability/our-insights/how-industry-can-move-toward-a-low-carbon-future
http://www.energy-transitions.org/sites/default/files/ETC_MissionPossible_ReportSummary_English.pd
https://gca.org/global-commission-on-adaptation/report
https://www.oecd.org/env/investing-in-climate-investing-in-growth-9789264273528-en.htm
http://report.businesscommission.org/uploads/Executive-Summary.pdf
https://www.iea.org/news/world-energy-outlook-2018-examines-future-patterns-of-global-energy-system-at-a-time-of-increasing-uncertainties
https://www.iea.org/news/world-energy-outlook-2018-examines-future-patterns-of-global-energy-system-at-a-time-of-increasing-uncertainties
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/how-to-build-back-better-after-covid-19
https://www.iea.org/reports/sustainable-recovery#executive-summary
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2020/05/21/countries-should-seize-the-moment-to-flatten-the-climate-curve
https://www.climatechangenews.com/2020/05/06/oil-crash-need-managed-wind-fossil-fuel-production/
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containment targets, climate resilience will be key to lessen the impacts of climate change49. According 

to UNFCCC, there are overall 1.47 billion jobs critical to climate stability (see Figure 5 below). The real 

impact on jobs and employment will depend on regulations and policies adopted; they can be very 

different depending on the type of response put in place by the relevant stakeholders. Globally and 

irrespective of climate change, 600 million new jobs need to be created by 2030 just to keep pace with 

the growth of the global working age population50. That is about 40 million jobs per year51. However, 

fulfilling the Paris agreement commitments means that those new jobs should not create additional 

emissions nor put additional pressure on ecosystems. 

 

Figure 5 Jobs critical to climate stability by sector (Source: LSE 2018) 

The world economy and labour markets are already being impacted by changes in the environment. 

Natural disasters like hurricanes, flooding, fires and others are already causing significant damages and 

can quickly destroy a local economy52; they are also becoming more frequent and more intense. 

Increased heat exposure and heat stress can cause significant economic losses and employment effects 

like reduced working and increased health risks53. Changing weather patterns in the long-term can 

affect employment particularly in sectors54 like tourism (tourism activities dependent on weather), 

agriculture – one of the biggest global employers (massive flooding or repeated droughts for example), 

and even the insurance sector is becoming increasingly disrupted by the rising uncertainty. Weather 

patterns are interlinked with many other dynamic systems and changes can be far-reaching, complex 

to predict, and create unexpected problems55. 

 

Figure 6 Source UNFCCC 2016 

 

49 Iberdrola, “Adapting to climate change: what will the Earth look like in 2030?” 
50 According to analysis by the UNFCCC and ILO and in order to achieve Goal 8 of the Agenda 2030. 
51 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 2016, “Just Transition of the Workforce, and the 
Creation of Decent Work and Quality Jobs” 
52 Columbia University – Earth Institute, 2019, “How Climate Change Impacts the Economy” and Iberdrola, 
“How is climate change affecting the economy and society?” 
53 ILO, 2019, “Working on a warmer planet: The effect of heat stress on productivity and decent work” 
54 European Commission, “Sectors Affected” 
55 The Economist, 2020, “Damage from climate change will be widespread and sometimes surprising” 

http://www.lse.ac.uk/GranthamInstitute/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Climate-change-and-the-just-transition_Guide-for-investor-action.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/Just%20transition.pdf
https://www.iberdrola.com/environment/climate-change-mitigation-and-adaptation
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/Just%20transition.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/Just%20transition.pdf
https://blogs.ei.columbia.edu/2019/06/20/climate-change-economy-impacts/
https://www.iberdrola.com/environment/impacts-of-climate-change
https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_711919/lang--en/index.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/adaptation/how/sectors_en
https://www.economist.com/schools-brief/2020/05/16/damage-from-climate-change-will-be-widespread-and-sometimes-surprising
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Concerning the qualitative impacts, it is important to understand that the environmental impact of 

jobs in some sectors depends on structural factors, the technology and workflows used in that 

sector, and not the job itself56. The same work activity could become environmentally friendly due to 

changes in company policy, the technology used or the implementation of new regulations. The 

construction sector for example is carbon intensive (largely due to cement production) but if 

sustainable materials and renewable energy are used more extensively those same activities would be 

much more environmentally friendly, without a significant change in the skills required. Nevertheless, 

it is important to change mindsets and individual behaviours at the same time since they can also have 

a strong impact on the success of mitigation policies and adaptation actions. Individuals who take 

initiative and consumers demanding different goods and services can spark a change in company 

processes and accelerate the process.  

 

Figure 7 Potential employment by sector and country (G20) in an energy sustainability scenario (ILO 2018) 

Industry is already undertaking important steps to adapt to and mitigate climate change impacts and 

has shown that effective solutions can be implemented. For instance, the air conditioning (AC) and 

cooling industries successfully implemented the Montreal Protocol, designed to phase out the 

production of numerous substances harmful to the ozone layer. It was ratified by all members of the 

UN, showing how effective regulation, involving all stakeholders and clear objectives can produce 

impressive results. In 2019, the Montreal Protocol was updated with the Kigali Amendment in order to 

further reduce the emissions produced by refrigerants currently used. This change also provides an 

opportunity to increase efficiency by implementing better technology, further compounding the 

positive effects, and shows how industries can adapt and implement regulations while still growing 

and expanding employment. In the same way, substituting current energy sources for more renewable 

energy would further reduce climate impacts in the refrigeration sector without significantly modifying 

the employment landscape.  

Concepts like green jobs have been introduced in an attempt to standardise measurement of progress 

and to conceptualize skills and types of employment in a climate-friendly economy. The business 

community views them as impractical and resulting in skewed analysis since they do not appropriately 

 

56 IPCC, 2014, “Key economic sectors and services”  

http://www.g20.utoronto.ca/2018/ilo_-_the_employment_impact_of_climate_change_adaptation.pdf
https://unfccc.int/files/methods/other_methodological_issues/interactions_with_ozone_layer/application/pdf/epeebroc.pdf
https://www.unenvironment.org/ozonaction/who-we-are/about-montreal-protocol
https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/press-release/world-takes-stand-against-powerful-greenhouse-gases-implementation
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/WGIIAR5-Chap10_FINAL.pdf
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capture the nuances of climate change employment impacts and enforce frameworks which do not fit 

all contexts. See in-depth discussion on methodological and implementation issues here, here and 

here. 

An enabling environment 

Changing production processes and modifying established practices across a sector entails significant 

challenges and associated costs like research and design, and the implementation itself; accelerated 

business action requires clear, substantial incentives and realistic regulations but also capacity 

building to gradually implement these changes. Smart and balanced regulatory frameworks and 

institutions – to unlock enterprise potential rather than creating regulatory burdens that may inhibit 

private investment – should come together with economic policies and incentives to support and 

encourage enterprises’ adoption of clean technology, low-carbon production processes and invest in 

up-skilling and re-skilling of the workforce. The details will vary by sector, but fast and efficient 

technological transformation requires a coherent industrial policy put in place by the government 

which directly supports efforts by sectors. “The need for such government intervention is hard to 

overstate. Producing steel without emissions, for example, could initially be twice as expensive as 

producing it in the traditional way—a penalty that no company operating in a global, competitive 

commodity market will accept unless it has direct support in developing the necessary technology, 

reliable markets through government procurement, and trade protections against dirtier 

competitors.”57 

 

Figure 8 Potential of job creation in an energy sustainability scenario (ILO 2019) 

In a scenario where governments and organisations adopt strong energy sustainability measures and 

implement a host of actions leading up to 2030 (so-called energy sustainability scenario), ILO research 

“shows that almost 25 million jobs will be created and nearly 7 million lost globally. Of the latter, 5 

million can be reclaimed through labour reallocation – that is, 5 million workers who lose their jobs 

because of contraction in specific industries will be able to find jobs in the same occupation in another 

industry within the same country”58. However, Figure 8 above highlights the critical element of skills 

and stresses the fact that the job creation potential will only be achieved through intense and 

comprehensive training, reskilling and upskilling of the workforce; labour markets need to be 

prepared and be flexible enough to efficiently absorb big shifts.  

 

57 Foreign Affairs, 2020, “The Paths to Net Zero - How Technology Can Save the Planet” 
58 ILO, 2018, “World Employment and Social Outlook 2018 – Greening with Jobs” 

http://www.libinst.ch/publikationen/LI-Green-Jobs.pdf
https://www.greengrowthknowledge.org/sites/default/files/downloads/resource/Looking_for_green_jobs_the_impact_of_green_growth_on_employment_GGGI_Grantham_Research_Institute_on_Climate_Change_on_the_Environment_0.pdf
https://journals.openedition.org/poldev/3107
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/ILO%20Skills.pdf
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2020-04-13/paths-net-zero
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_628644/lang--en/index.htm
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The employment implications of sustainability policies are varied but in general policies for climate 

action and sustainability can create additional employment and quality jobs if implemented well and 

the associated risks and challenges are properly managed59. On the one hand expanding existing 

markets such as recycling and renewable energy can create additional demand for jobs while on the 

other hand labour intensity of jobs in organic agriculture, circular economy, renewable energies and 

other new activities is higher therefore creating more jobs than currently available for those activities.  

 

Figure 9 Illustration of job creation potential, McKinsey 2020 

However, looking at the NDCs submitted within the framework of the Paris Agreement, according to 

the ILO (2019) “Two-thirds of countries recognize in their NDCs the importance of capacity 

development and climate change literacy, but less than 40 per cent of NDCs globally include any plans 

for skills training to support their implementation, and over 20 per cent do not plan any human capital 

related activities at all” (see figure below). 

 

Figure 10 Source: ILO 2019 

A critical challenge, also related to the skills agenda, is the temporal and geographic component of 

any economic transformation. Just as urbanisation and industrial revolution dynamics have shown us, 

job creation and transformation happen in different places at different times with different velocities. 

This poses the question of where new jobs will be created, how quickly new skills will be needed and 

what the rate of job creation and destruction will be. In order to ensure the biggest chances of success 

 

59 OECD, 2017, “Employment Implications of Green Growth” 

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/sustainability/our-insights/how-a-post-pandemic-stimulus-can-both-create-jobs-and-help-the-climate
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---ifp_skills/documents/publication/wcms_709121.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---ifp_skills/documents/publication/wcms_709121.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/environment/Employment-Implications-of-Green-Growth-OECD-Report-G7-Environment-Ministers.pdf
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business will sometimes have to relocate, redesign tasks, upskill and reskill the workforce quickly while 

maintaining operations. Special attention also needs to be given to different levels of development 

between countries and the socio-economic profile of each national context.  

Skills and adaptation measures are especially important in the context of small and medium 

enterprises (SMEs). They employ over 80 per cent of people worldwide but often have lower capacity 

to adapt and transform their business model; they have lower productivity and usually employ people 

with skills that are harder to adapt. In emerging markets, most formal jobs are generated by SMEs, 

which create 7 out of 10 jobs globally60. Furthermore, beyond the challenge of climate action, the 

financing gap is the most urgent constraint on SME growth and development. The International 

Finance Corporation61 estimates that 65 million firms, or 40 per cent of formal micro, small and 

medium enterprises (MSMEs) in developing countries, have a total unmet financing need of $5.2 

trillion every year, which is equivalent to 1.4 times the current level of the global MSME lending. This 

reality reveals the need to enhance productivity growth because it enables enterprises, through 

efficiency gains, to save and invest in sustainable production processes. Analysis conducted by 

International Trade Center indicates that $1 trillion of additional investments in SMEs annually would 

unleash the potential of SMEs to deliver on the Sustainable Development Goals62.  

Focus on the economic implications for enterprises to embark on an energy transition is necessary. 

For an efficient and sustainable transition, which minimizes labour market disruptions, it is key to 

address productivity. Labour productivity overall has been declining over the last two decades and 

total factor productivity has stagnated. Stagnant business productivity translates into low profitability, 

jeopardizing firm survival, employee retention and quality employment creation. Enforcing enterprises 

to embark on a rigid transition of their systems could have unintended consequences in the world of 

work. Productivity growth enables capital formation through increased earnings which can then be 

invested in resource-efficient production processes, clean technology, and workforce up-skilling and 

re-skilling. Furthermore, resolving the cross-cutting and closely linked issues of high informality and 

low productivity, mostly manifesting in SMEs and developing countries is crucial for any transition.  

 

Figure 9 Distribution of Employment by sector (formal versus informal) and economic unit size, across country income 

groups (%) Source: ILO calculations, August 2019 

 

60 ILO, 2019, “Small Matters: Global evidence on the contribution to employment by the self-employed, micro-
enterprises and SMEs” 
61 International Finance Corporation (IFC), 2017, “MSME FINANCE GAP - Assessment of the Shortfalls and 
Opportunities in Financing Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises in Emerging Markets” 
62 International Trade Center (ITC), 2019, “SME Competitiveness Outlook 2019” 

https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_723282/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_723282/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_723282/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/03522e90-a13d-4a02-87cd-9ee9a297b311/121264-WP-PUBLIC-MSMEReportFINAL.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=m5SwAQA
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/03522e90-a13d-4a02-87cd-9ee9a297b311/121264-WP-PUBLIC-MSMEReportFINAL.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=m5SwAQA
http://www.intracen.org/SMEOutlook/
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Over 2 billion people are working in the informal sector, representing 61.2 per cent of the world’s 

employed population, often they are in SMEs and in developing countries.63 Normal government 

regulations and support systems do not capture this economic value and do not reach the people 

creating it; on the one hand they cannot contribute to the transition and on the other they cannot 

benefit from any formal measures64. Those working in informality need to be incentivised and brought 

into the formal sector to achieve a system-wide transformation so they can participate in support 

schemes and their processes can be adapted to policies; ignoring this challenge will slow progress and 

undermine the legitimacy of transition as well as the successful implementation of key policies65. The 

ILO has extensively studied and analysed this issue and provides avenues for action in a specialised 

report. 

 

Figure 11 Share of informal employment in total employment, including and excluding agriculture (percentages, 2016, ILO) 

Just transition frameworks 

 

Figure 10 Shell Sky Scenario (2018) showing potential evolution of renewable energy production and fossil fuel demand, 
illustrating the dynamics of an energy transition (IRENA 2019) 

 

63 Konrad Adenauer Foundation, 2015, “Joining the dots of Informality and Climate Change” 
64 ILO, 2020 
65 Ibid. 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/publication/wcms_626831.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/publication/wcms_626831.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/publication/wcms_626831.pdf
http://geopoliticsofrenewables.org/assets/geopolitics/Reports/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Global_commission_renewable_energy_2019.pdf
https://www.kas.de/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=6139364e-b294-8198-153f-1cdf2f91f034&groupId=252038
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/publication/wcms_626831.pdf
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In climate change labour policy, “just transition” is a relatively recent concept dealing with how to 

ensure the transformation of industries and economic sectors into more sustainable models while 

focusing on workers’ livelihoods and rights; an often studied case is the coal phase-out some countries 

have been going through as well as the shift to renewable energies. Today, just transition measures 

refer to policy interventions that aim to shift the economic structure to a low-carbon, socially and 

environmentally friendly one. Reducing CO2 emissions in line with the Paris Agreement requires 

ambitious policies with significant effects on labour markets in terms of employment. Just transition 

should deal with the outcomes and the management of this process for the communities affected and 

strive for optimal results in terms of social welfare and market performance; it should not impede the 

transformation of economic activity, put people’s livelihoods at risk and hinder the sustainability of 

enterprises. In this sense, the transition will only deliver for people if companies and entrepreneurs 

have the conditions to create good jobs and the modalities of any mechanism must be carefully 

designed through consultation to optimise its impact. 

There is still a general misunderstanding of the business needs for a transition and the prevailing 

approach skirts issues critical to business and strives to impose overly burdensome regulations and 

obligations for the private sector which are neither practical, realistic nor coherent with existing 

frameworks and commitments. There has been extensive analysis of existing efforts to phase out coal 

in different countries66. However, there is a multitude of divergent views and perspectives which 

illustrates the complexity of the process and the recent uptake of just transition67. There has been little 

application of the concept in developing countries and analysis of its utility in different political and 

economic systems which is important given that there is no one-size-fits-all solution so lessons learned 

from one experience might not apply to another. Some countries are putting regulations in place 

already, or establishing dedicated task forces, commissions, with various levels of authority, resources, 

and goals which are often not in accordance with business priorities. Support frameworks can be 

valuable tools to protect employers and employees most impacted by a transition or crisis (as we have 

seen in the past months) but in the case of climate action a broader group of framework conditions 

needs to be put in place to ensure national economies can adapt while preserving and creating jobs and 

become more resilient in the process68. 

 

Figure 11 Impacts of an unmanaged vs. a managed transition (IISD 2018) 

A system-wide change has important implications for domestic politics but also very much so for 

global energy governance and countries’ security and foreign policy. Some argue diplomacy and 

foreign policy will also be a key ingredient for international success69 Diplomacy plays an important 

 

66 Just Transition Research Collaborative 2018, Coal Transitions Project 2018 
67 Stern and Oreskes 2019, E3G 2018, Müller 2018, V4 2019, FEPS 2019 
68 UNRISD 2016 
69 DPZ-GiZ 2019, Global Commission on the Geopolitics of Energy Transformation 2019, Newell and Mulvaney 
2012 

https://www.iisd.org/sites/default/files/publications/real-people-change-strategies-just-energy-transitions.pdf
http://www.unrisd.org/80256B3C005BCCF9/httpNetITFramePDF?ReadForm&parentunid=9B3F4F10301092C7C12583530035C2A5&parentdoctype=book&netitpath=80256B3C005BCCF9/(httpAuxPages)/9B3F4F10301092C7C12583530035C2A5/$file/Report---JTRC-2018.pdf
https://www.iddri.org/en/publications-and-events/report/implementing-coal-transition-insights-case-studies-major-coal
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/05/opinion/climate-change-economics.html
https://www.e3g.org/docs/DiscussionPaper_GlobalJustTransition_E3G_November2018.pdf
https://medium.com/just-transitions/mueller-fc3f434025cc
https://regionsbeyondcoal.eu/v4s-just-transition-without-transition/
https://www.feps-europe.eu/attachments/publications/fergusgreen_australia%20_just%20transition_no%20transition.pdf
http://www.unrisd.org/flagship2016
http://www.progressives-zentrum.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Policy-Brief_Foreign-Policy-Just-Transition_final.pdf
http://www.geopoliticsofrenewables.org/Report
https://www.iss.nl/sites/corporate/files/66-ICAS_CP_Newell_and_Mulvaney.pdf
https://www.iss.nl/sites/corporate/files/66-ICAS_CP_Newell_and_Mulvaney.pdf


18 

role in addressing the potential upheavals brought about by global decarbonisation efforts to 

economies dependent on exporting fossil fuels. Notably, energy policy can also constitute a risk to 

domestic social stability so any changes to subsidies, prices and incomes need to be carefully 

considered. Most importantly though, the global energy transition will have significant geopolitical 

implications which will challenge the foreign policy community to shape the process of transition and 

adaptation globally.70 The timeline of such a transition is one of the most important elements when 

considering national policy and implementation71. 

Furthermore, with the shifting energy mix, the business models72 of many companies need to be 

adapted or they risk suffering significant costs; “[t]he process has already started. Since 2010, Europe’s 

electricity sector has already suffered impairments valued at more than 150 billion US dollars from 

write-downs of its thermal generating capacity. In the last five years, Engie has written off 35 billion 

Euros in fossil fuel assets.”73 The example of European electricity utilities is very illustrative here as it 

shows what happens when realities start changing and businesses do not adapt their models: “Leading 

power utilities in the EU lost over half their value—more than €500 billion—in just five years. Why? In 

part, because of regulatory and political pressures squeezing coal and nuclear. And in part, because of 

an exponential growth in the availability of renewable energy—coupled with plummeting production 

prices.”74 Since then however utilities and energy companies have been adapting and examples like 

Orsted or Enel also show that the transformation is feasible and can be successful in the long-term.  

The transition out of coal production and consumption some countries have been experiencing and 

undergoing has been taken as the closest thing to case studies for a just transition by the international 

community. “There could be significant political consequences of a coal decline, especially one that is 

unmanaged. In an already tense socio-economic context, some fear that failing to provide 

opportunities for affected employees and communities — by failing to adopt a transition policy or by 

adopting one that disproportionally favours incumbent interests — could lead to further exclusion 

and even violence.”75 So the successful adaptation of economic sectors goes beyond purely energy 

policy since employment as well as social and political dimensions need to be considered. As historic 

examples have shown if government doesn’t work with business to ensure a smooth process and 

provide support to enterprises going through a transformation the social outcomes are often not ideal. 

In order to achieve an efficient outcome the private sector needs to be an active stakeholder and 

economic considerations and solutions need to be integrated.  

Making transitions work requires following some key guiding principles: relying on job creation and 

robust labour markets; implementing a holistic, coherent and smart policy mix; innovative 

multilateralism and global coordination; fostering cost-efficiency, innovation and competitivity; an 

enabling environment for business; and robust skills framework that ensure workers and markets 

have appropriate enabling conditions. Although just transition literature is varied and contains many 

different elements and angles, in general there are four procedural principles in any transition: taking 

stock, providing a seat at the table, providing social protections, creating funds for just transitions76. 

Some important policy considerations have also been proposed by researchers looking at existing 

transitions out of coal77. Policymakers and researchers look at coal transitions as a model for wider 

 

70 DPZ-GiZ 2019 
71 McKinsey 2020 
72 ILO Lab, 2019, “Business Models for Decent Work”; Business and Sustainable Development Commission, 
2016, “Breakthrough business models: exponentially more social, lean, integrated and circular” 
73 Global Commission on the Geopolitics of Energy Transformation 2019 
74 Business and Sustainable Development Commission 2016 
75 SEI 2019 
76 Stanley Center 2017 
77 Oei et al 2019 

http://www.progressives-zentrum.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Policy-Brief_Foreign-Policy-Just-Transition_final.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/sustainability/our-insights/how-a-post-pandemic-stimulus-can-both-create-jobs-and-help-the-climate
https://www.ilo.org/empent/Projects/the-lab/WCMS_716906/lang--en/index.htm
http://businesscommission.org/our-work/paper-new-breakthrough-business-models-needed
http://www.geopoliticsofrenewables.org/Report
http://businesscommission.org/our-work/paper-new-breakthrough-business-models-needed
https://www.sei.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/planning-a-just-transition-in-south-africa.pdf
https://stanleycenter.org/publications/pdb/SPCCCPDB318.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/14693062.2019.1688636?needAccess=true
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societal transformations and the potential dynamics arising out of such processes. Several countries 

have ongoing transitions out of coal production and consumption with specific regions deeply affected 

by the transformation. The Ruhr in Germany, the north of the UK, Appalachia in the US (the cities of 

Pittsburgh and Detroit are also interesting case studies), Asturias, Aragón, Castilla-y-León in Spain 

Victoria and South Australia in Australia, Mpumalanga province in South Africa, Upper Silesia in Poland, 

Alberta in Canada, Taranaki in New Zealand are some of the examples being discussed.  

In countries with adequate and robust social protection systems, many of these measures will be 

delivered from existing or reinforced safety nets. Additional funding could be mobilised through Covid-

19 recovery and stimulus measures, carefully considered fiscal measures, tapping existing funding 

mechanisms, working with the private sector or through setting up a dedicated just transition fund. It 

is in this regard that formalising the informal sector could be an important element as significant 

portions of the active labour force are in the informal sector and would not be captured by any 

modalities of such mechanisms. The informal economy is where over six out of ten working people 

make their living from day to day. Of these two billion workers, 1.6 billion face an imminent threat to 

their livelihoods as average income in the informal economy shrunk by 60 per cent in the first month of 

the pandemic; the ILO has proposed a holistic policy response (ILO). Collaboration between business, 

trade unions and government, particularly at the local level, provides the best hope for an accelerated 

transition to a low-carbon economy, and to a sustainable future through a renewed and stronger 

multilateralism, PPPs, and collaboration on all levels. Furthermore, the current Covid-19 induced crisis 

has further exposed fragile elements and exacerbated pre-existing issues and conditions: Worldwide, 

more than 436 million enterprises face high risks of serious disruption. These enterprises are operating 

in the hardest-hit economic sectors, including some 232 million in wholesale and retail, 111 million in 

manufacturing, 51 million in accommodation and food services, and 42 million in real estate and other 

business activities78.  

Current action  

Many countries are implementing official frameworks for just transition processes. The recent EU 

Green Deal79 proposed a Just Transition Mechanism, including a Just Transition Fund, to leave no one 

behind and has already sparked a lot of analysis and discussion, especially in the context of the current 

crisis. The current Covid-19 pandemic and the economic and social crisis it has sparked create additional 

difficulties for combining economic recovery and climate action80 but some countries have started 

working on combined measures81. Canada has a Just Transition Task Force as an official body overseeing 

the Government’s efforts in this space. Spain has a Ministry for Ecological Transition and is putting in 

place an ambitious national plan for its own coal producing regions. South Africa has already 

incorporated just transition in their National Development Plan and as part of the Talanoa dialogue. 

BSR have released a flagship Just Transition report, the LSE Grantham Institute has a collaborative 

project focused on financing the transition, and many other efforts are being developed and worked 

on.  

Employers and business organisations, as well as global business leaders, have started ramping up 

their ambitions and commitment to action for sustainable development; some of them say we are at 

 

78 ILO, 2020 
79 European Commission, 2020 
80 EurActiv, 2020, Covid-19 is testing the EU’s Just Transition Plan / 
81 United Nations Research Institute for Social Development, 2020 

https://www.agora-energiewende.de/fileadmin2/Projekte/2015/Kohlekonsens/Agora_Kohlekonsens_KF_WEB.pdf
https://www.ippr.org/research/publications/a-just-transition
https://me.cfmeu.org.au/sites/me.cfmeu.org.au/files/uploads/Campaign%20Materials/RuhrorAppalachia_Report_final.pdf
https://www.sei.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/planning-a-just-transition-in-south-africa.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/climate-change/task-force-just-transition/final-report/section-5.html
https://www.mbie.govt.nz/business-and-employment/economic-development/just-transition/
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@dcomm/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_747931.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/fs_20_39
https://www.environment.gov.za/sites/default/files/docs/justtransitiontoalowcarbon_telenoadialogue.pdf
https://www.bsr.org/en/our-insights/report-view/climate-just-transition-the-business-case-for-action
http://www.lse.ac.uk/GranthamInstitute/investing-in-a-just-transition-global-project/
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https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_743036/lang--en/index.htm
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https://www.euractiv.com/section/energy-environment/opinion/covid-19-is-testing-the-eus-just-transition-plan/
http://www.unrisd.org/unrisd/website/newsview.nsf/(httpNews)/53BEA709FC50A5AA8025857B003305F1?OpenDocument
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a turning point82. Others have started launching a considerable amount of initiatives and projects83. 

Established mainstream voices are also recognizing this trend and are announcing a new world of 

business, a bolstered focus on values beyond financials84 and the need for sustainable enterprise.  

The United States Council for International Business (USCIB) has a learning platform for sharing best 

practices and showcasing examples of company efforts. Confederación Española de Organizaciones 

Empresariales (CEOE), has launched several initiatives on sustainability. Mouvement des Entreprises de 

France (MEDEF) recently announced a pact for investments in sustainability. ANDI, Asociación Nacional 

de Empresarios de Colombia, has a dedicated department for sustainability and various partnerships 

and initiatives on circular economy and sustainable development. Keidanren, IOE member from Japan, 

has recently launched the Challenge Zero project and gathered commitments for decarbonisation from 

member companies which are showcased and promoted on a dedicated website. Confindustria, IOE 

member from Italy, has published their first sustainability report in which they highlight and summarize 

actions for the SDGs. The Russian Union of Industrialists and Entrepreneurs (RSPP), IOE Russian 

member, has also published a collection of company practices for sustainability in an exhaustive report 

and maintains an online database of business sustainability measures. Nordic businesses have also 

committed to target net-zero emissions by 2050. Many other IOE members are taking action in this 

agenda but also IOE Corporate Partners such as the Coca Cola Company, Shell, Repsol, Deloitte, Adecco 

Group are actively involved in climate action and have initiatives in progress. BusinessEurope is also 

actively engaged in this agenda and has launched a dedicated platform for showcasing European private 

sector action. In the wider space, the Coal Transitions: Research and Dialogue on the Future of Coal 

project, by Climate Strategies and IDDRI, has done extensive analysis of the coal transitions in those 

regions and others and produced extensive recommendations and insights aimed at a generalized just 

transition85. The EU also has a dedicated platform for European coal regions. UNRISD has also launched 

a project which has analysed several countries and produced detailed results and insights for those 

regions. The International Institute for Sustainable Development, an organisation active in this space 

and a source of a rich and wide variety of information has also produced a just transition report, looking 

at coal transition regions and potential ways forward. The World Bank has also joined this recent spurt 

of research and analysed coal mine closures to produce lessons learned and advice for just transitions 

in general. In 2017, at the Bonn climate conference, the Powering Past Coal Alliance was founded and 

pledged to end coal consumption in OECD countries by 2030; it currently has 33 national governments, 

27 sub-national governments and 37 businesses or organisations as members.  

 

 

82 BSR, 2019, “The New Climate for Business” and Stiglitz et al., Roosevelt Institute, 2015, “Rewriting the Rules 
of the American Economy” 
83 See Science Based Targets Initiative, RE100, We Mean Business, B Corporation, Net Zero Asset Alliance, 
Getting to Zero Coalition, One Planet Business for Biodiversity Coalition, UN Global Compact business pledge, 
BSR, CERES, Amazon’s Climate Pledge, IISD SSI, the Investor Agenda, Terraton Initiative, Microsoft’s Climate 
Pledge 
84 See Financial Times, 2019, “The limits of the pursuit of profit”; The Economist, 2019, “What companies are 
for”; Harvard Business Review, 2011, “Capitalism for the Long Term”; G20, 2017, “Making the Global Financial 
System work for all”; New York Times, Marc Benioff, 2019, “Marc Benioff: We need a new capitalism”; OECD 
Forum, 2019, “A New Societal Contract”; BlackRock, Larry Fink, 2013, “Purpose & Profit”; Business Roundtable, 
2019, “Business Roundtable Redefines the Purpose of a Corporation to Promote ‘An Economy That Serves All 
Americans’”; McKinsey & Company, 2014, “Redefining Capitalism” 
85 Caldecott, Sartor and Spencer 2017 
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