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Opening note and acknowledgements 
In the context of the European Commission’s efforts to address climate change and 
environmental degradation, Executive Vice-President Maroš Šefčovič requested from the 
European Group on Ethics in Science and New Technologies (EGE)1 a series of three Opinions 
providing ethical perspectives on different aspects of the transition. 

Following the first Opinion on Solar Radiation Modification: Ethical Perspectives (December 
2024), this second Opinion centres on how processes of shifting towards environmentally 
sustainable ways of living can be just and leave no one behind, in Europe and globally. 

The scoping considerations provided by the Vice-President note that the questions raised by 
the triple planetary crisis – climate change, biodiversity loss and pollution – and the policy 
responses to these questions are deeply ethical. They concern the relationship between 
humans and the environment, our responsibility vis-à-vis nature on which life on Earth depends, 
and human action, today and in the future, to tackle one of the greatest challenges that humanity 
has faced. 

This challenge affects all people, communities and regions, often with particularly strong 
impacts on those already in vulnerable positions. Advancing equity and justice therefore 
requires transition policies that actively address these asymmetries through rights-based 
approaches, differentiated support, and context-specific design. Democratic institutions, civic 
engagement, and inclusive societal deliberation play a decisive role here, as they shape who 
gets to define problems, prioritise solutions, and influence the trajectories of transition. 

In its Opinion, the EGE considers how advancing the Green Transition and addressing inequity 
can go hand in hand, and strengthen resilience. The Group stresses that justice-related efforts 
in the context of the Green Transition should not merely avoid exacerbating existing inequities, 
but also address the factors that lead to inequities in the first place. The EGE also points to the 
inter-generational dimension of these challenges and our responsibility towards future life on 
the planet. It presents the Green Transition as both a moral imperative and an opportunity for 
renewal – a renewal rooted in solidarity and inclusivity, within Europe and across the world. 

The authors thank everyone who has given input into this Opinion, be it in discussions or in 
writing, notably: Sanna Markkanen, Sebastiano Sabato, Francesco Vona, Rodrigo Ataide Dias, 
Alia Atitar De La Fuente, Noelie Auvergne, Peter Benczur, Martina Bisello, Florence Buchholzer, 
Eleonore De Fay, Bjorn Dohring, Katarzyna Drabicka, Lorenzo Faggiano, Claire Gavard, 
Katharina Hartmann, Raluca Ionescu Isaksen, Anastasios Kentarchos, Jeanne Lenders, 
Veronique Marx, Wolfgang Munch, Nadja Najjar, Anne Nielsen, Tadhg O'briain, Manfred 
Rosenstock, Simone Rosini, Frank Siebern-Thomas, Ursula Till-Tentschert, Aiste Vaitkeviciute, 
Lukasz Wardyn, Eleni Zika, Louise Edwards, her team and all other colleagues involved at 
SAPEA, Toby Wardman, Katharine Wright, and John Appleby. 

  

 
1 The European Group on Ethics in Science and New Technologies (EGE) is an independent high-level body 
appointed by the President of the European Commission that advises on aspects of Commission policies and 
legislation where ethical, societal and fundamental rights dimensions intersect with the development of science 
and new technologies. 

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/80988f27-b5e3-11ef-acb1-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/strategy/support-policy-making/scientific-support-eu-policies/european-group-ethics_en
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1. The urgency and complexity of a Just Green 
Transition 

The Green Transition represents a societal transformation that seeks to respond to the 
interwoven crises of climate change, biodiversity loss, and ecological degradation. The urgency 
of this transition2 is underscored by the extent of the scientific consensus regarding the 
increasing pressure on our nine ‘planetary boundaries’: the framework of indicators – from 
ozone depletion and ocean acidification to freshwater cycles and land use patterns3 – that 
represents the ‘safe operating space’ within which humanity can continue to develop and thrive 
(EEA 2020). The 2023 update on the planetary boundaries framework indicates that six out of 
these nine boundaries have now been breached, endangering the Earth’s stability, resilience, 
and life support functions; thus, leading to significant and often unpredictable environmental 
impacts (Richardson et al. 2023; Planetary Health Check 2024). These developments make 
immediate and transformative action imperative. 

While the Green Transition may be associated primarily with the need to shift from fossil fuels 
to sustainable energy sources, it is more than a technological or economic change: it mandates 
changes across political, social, and cultural domains in a context of entrenched social 
inequalities. Not only climate change itself, but also climate mitigation and adaptation action can 
disproportionately affect certain social groups and regions. For example, when governments 
phase out coal mining or other carbon-intensive industries, this is essential for climate mitigation 
– but it can also hit workers and communities in those sectors hardest, especially where there 
are few alternative jobs or retraining opportunities. Similarly, adaptation measures, such as 
building sea walls or relocating settlements from flood-prone areas, can displace low-income 
communities or increase housing inequality. In both cases, the costs of climate action fall 
unevenly, often on those who have contributed least to the problem and have the fewest 
resources to adapt. Moreover, remote and outermost regions may face specific structural 
challenges – such as geographical isolation, small economies, and ecological vulnerability – as 
well as fewer resources to carry out the Green Transition and less resilience to climate changes, 
thereby falling further behind cohesion targets. In part due to informal and gendered barriers to 
science and technology, women may also be less likely than men to move into new jobs 
generated by the green economy; thus, women may face higher unemployment rates (EEA 
2024). These forms of new or ongoing injustice risk leading to increasing social divisions, 
discontent, and even resistance to green policies, which can result in a backlash against 
attempts to secure human and planetary wellbeing. Such backlash has been observed in 
movements such as the Yellow Vests in France, or the Farmer-Citizen Movement in The 
Netherlands. Against this background, it is critical to ensure that the Green Transition is also a 
Just Transition. 

As we explore in this Opinion, the complexity inherent in the multidimensional change needed 
generates difficult and contested value judgements, with policy implications in multiple domains. 
Challenges include perceived tensions between socio-economic well-being and environmental 
goals, the fair distribution of costs and benefits across different regions and social groups, and 
the appropriate roles of public and private actors. Without a central focus on justice in all fields 
of policy, it is inevitable that people who are most exposed to the consequences of climate 

 
2  We are conscious of the problematic nature of the term transition in this context. As several scholars have 
noted (e.g. Fressoz 2024), it risks implying a linear, bounded process in which one clearly identifiable energy 
regime is replaced by another. Despite these limitations, we retain the term here due to its widespread use in 
both scholarly and policy debates, while explicitly rejecting any linear or euphemistic interpretation. 
3 The nine planetary boundaries are: (1) climate change, (2) novel entities, (3) stratospheric ozone depletion, 
(4) atmospheric aerosol loading, (5) ocean acidification, (6) modification of biogeochemical flows, (7) 
freshwater change, (8) land system change, and (9) biosphere integrity. In 2023, six of these boundaries were 
found to have been transgressed. This suggests ‘that Earth is now well outside of the safe operating space 
for humanity’ (Richardson 2023). 
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change, and those who are currently less privileged will suffer further detriment, bear more of 
the burdens, and experience fewer of the benefits of the Green Transition. In arguing for a 
transition that is not only green (ecologically sustainable), but also demonstrably just (socially 
equitable), we emphasise the need not only to seek to prevent and mitigate harm but also to 
actively foster inclusion and equity, ensuring that the process of transition acts to reduce, rather 
than add to, current burdens of inequality. This is what we envisage as a Just Green Transition. 

1.1. Responding to crisis: the role of ethical governance 
approaches 

A crisis is typically understood as a significant disruption to established systems, requiring 
urgent attention and action (SAPEA 2022). Crises often expose the fragility of existing 
governance structures and decision-making processes, highlighting the challenge of responding 
effectively to complex and rapidly evolving situations. While crises can be acute and time-bound, 
they typically unfold within wider contexts of persistent instability and uncertainty, in which 
evolving events, competing demands, and available support interact in unpredictable ways, 
challenging established modes of governance. Scholars have used the concept of ‘turbulence’ 
to describe these broader conditions, which disrupt stable patterns of decision-making and 
challenge traditional governance approaches (e.g., Ansell et al. 2017, 2023). Although 
turbulence is not the central focus here, it provides a framework for thinking about the dynamics 
that make crises particularly difficult to manage. 

Addressing crises, such as climate change, effectively requires strategies that account for 
complexity and uncertainty. These are strategies that foreground adaptive governance 
approaches and prioritise flexibility, learning, and ongoing adjustment. As explored in our recent 
Opinion on solar radiation modification (EGE 2024a), such approaches enable policymakers to 
respond to rapidly changing circumstances while considering the multifaceted causes and 
consequences of the problems they aim to solve. Furthermore, crises often necessitate close 
and time-sensitive collaboration among diverse stakeholders, including government agencies, 
civil society organisations, and private actors, to develop comprehensive, robust, and inclusive 
solutions. Understanding crises as systemic and interconnected phenomena, rather than 
isolated shocks, allows policymakers to use moments of disruption to confront 
structural injustices and to respond more effectively to the economic, social, and ethical 
challenges of a Just Green Transition. Crisis, etymologically ‘krisis’, means not only 
disruption but also an opportunity for change. In this case, it can be seen as a call to address 
structural injustices, for example, through rethinking governance and building more resilient and 
equitable societies. It is precisely by focusing on opportunities for change that ethics responds 
to crises, calling for public policies to be firmly rooted in ethical values and principles, ensuring 
they address the needs of all members of society – both present and future generations – while 
fostering resilience and equity. 

Crises also highlight the need to interrogate assumptions about the role of evidence in 
policymaking. While scientific evidence – for example, on the socioeconomic impacts of phasing 
out fossil fuels, the effectiveness of renewable energy subsidies, or the employment implications 
of transitioning to green industries – plays a key role in determining effective and ethical policy 
approaches, most policy problems cannot be solved solely on the basis of evidence. This is 
especially true in the context of complex systems such as ecosystems and the climate. 
Policymaking often involves complicated, value-laden, and politically contested issues that 
transcend the boundaries of technical or scientific solutions. Such problems usually present as 
‘wicked problems’, characterised by uncertainty, competing interests, and the absence of clear 
solutions (EGE 2021, 2024a; Head 2023; Rittel and Webber 1973). These challenges are 
exacerbated in environmental climate policymaking, where scientific evidence about climate 
change and ecological degradation may be contested or ignored in favour of economic, social, 
or political considerations. Evidence about the need for urgent carbon emission reductions, for 
example, often clashes with short-term economic goals and conflicting political interests, leading 
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to gridlock or suboptimal policy decisions (Head and Alford 2015; Schramm 2025). The 
intergenerational and global nature of the climate challenge adds further layers of complexity, 
as policymakers must balance immediate local concerns with long-term global impacts (Levin 
et al. 2012), alongside the difficult question of how planetary justice takes account of future 
generations, non-human species, biodiversity, and the wider environmental impacts (which will 
be addressed in a separate, forthcoming, EGE Opinion). As we have explored in earlier 
Opinions (EGE 2024a, 2024b), although scientific evidence remains crucial for informing policy, 
environmental and climate challenges exemplify the need for inclusive decision-making 
processes that integrate scientific evidence with European values and wider ethical 
considerations. 

Policymakers have tried to use a number of strategies to deal with complex policy problems, 
from approaches based on coercive and authoritative measures to incremental adjustment, 
prevention policies, and stakeholder engagement (Head 2023: Chapter 3). To tackle complex 
policy problems successfully, a combination of approaches, tailored to the specific context, will 
be necessary. Moreover, as Conklin (2006) notes, it is also important to help stakeholders 
negotiate a shared understanding of what the problem is, and how it can be addressed to enable 
coherent action. A key element in achieving a Just Green Transition must therefore involve 
reaching a broadly shared understanding of how justice matters in this context, and what actions 
it requires (see Section 2). This must be done alongside a commitment to inclusive approaches 
to policymaking (see Sections 3 and 8) to develop and implement sustainable approaches, while 
being aware of the time constraints we face. 

Ethical analysis is the explicit recognition and exploration of what is ethically at stake in 
policymaking, and it is a key part of an adaptive approach to policymaking. Ethical analysis 
prompts us to be alert to, and to address, our concerns about justice – with respect to our 
obligations towards present and future generations – and to consider the nature and extent of 
our obligations towards non-human entities. The Green Transition involves more than 
technological development and scientific assessment. It is also a normative and political 
process in which values, priorities, and collective visions play a decisive role in shaping 
both pathways and outcomes. Approaching the Green Transition in such a way helps us to 
identify where areas of broad agreement exist, and where progress can be made; and also, 
where the absence of any consensus demands further deliberation to identify ways forward that 
account for a plurality of perspectives. 

2. The normative foundations of a Just Green 
Transition 

A Just Green Transition compels Europe to clarify and articulate the kind of society it aspires to 
build and the kind of world to which it contributes. This involves going beyond environmental or 
economic objectives to pay explicit attention to other important values, and a response to the 
question of how Europe intends to address existing structural injustices as well as emerging 
societal inequities. In this manner, the need to solve an environmental crisis can be turned 
into an opportunity to strengthen equity, fairness, inclusivity, and overall planetary well-
being – namely a condition in which the Earth’s natural systems and ecosystems are 
unimpaired so that they sustain the well-being of humans as well as all other forms of 
life. Stated shortly, we need to both eliminate injustices that may be triggered by the process of 
transitioning to a more sustainable future and reduce existing injustices. 
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2.1. Justice: a multidimensional concept 
Justice is a rich and multidimensional concept, with a long ethical and legal history. Within 
Europe alone, different conceptions of justice coexist, informed by different philosophical 
traditions, designed according to different social realities and dynamics, framed in different legal 
systems, and operationalised differently within public policies (van Uffelen et al. 2024; Wood et 
al. 2024). Indeed, even a widely held understanding of justice, which underpins many of our 
contemporary theories and intuitive views on justice – namely, the idea that everyone should 
get what is due to them – can lead to different answers and interpretations (see e.g., Stone 
2012: Chapter 2), depending on the criteria for evaluating what is considered ‘due’. For example, 
do we determine what is due to people based on what they need, what they deserve, or what 
they are entitled to? Furthermore, how do we decide what people’s needs, deserts, and 
entitlements are? 

That said, ‘equity’ is an important concept that underpins many contemporary frameworks of 
justice. Equity acknowledges that people have different starting points and needs, and that 
these should be considered when deciding what people are due. Realising equity may therefore 
require an unequal distribution of goods and resources insofar as this would be necessary to 
address unequal starting points that are considered unfair (Rawls, 1971). For example, equity 
may require that communities in economically deprived regions may need more financial and 
other support than richer communities. Another important concept underpinning many 
contemporary conceptions of justice is ‘fairness’. With fairness we typically refer to impartiality 
or the absence of discrimination, that is, the equal treatment of individuals irrespective of their 
race, gender, age, or socioeconomic status. 

The challenges we face in respecting justice and promoting equity and fairness in urgent 
decisions about climate and energy policies represent intricate ethical and political issues that 
need to be made explicit and put on the EU’s agenda. Adopting a very practical approach, 
grounded in established conceptions of justice, the European Environment Agency has 
identified three important dimensions of justice in its recent report Just sustainability transitions 
— from concept to practice (EEA 2024: 6). These are characterised as: 

• “Distributional justice — the allocation of costs and benefits across society; 

• Procedural justice — equal access to and participation in decision-making; 

• Recognitional justice — respect for, engagement with and fair consideration of diverse 
cultures and perspectives.” 

Two further dimensions of justice have been added by the International Institute for Applied 
Systems Analysis (IIASA) in its Applied Justice Taxonomy and Assessment Framework 
(Hanger-Kopp et al. 2024, IIASA 2024): 

• Corrective justice – recognising what is owed to those who have been wronged; and 

• Transitional justice – concerned with the trade-offs that need to be made as part of 
achieving a more just world. 

In elaborating what each of these five dimensions of justice might entail, the IIASA tool does not 
aim to be normative in the sense of defining a specific view on what is just. Rather it “allows 
researchers and policymakers to reveal often-implicit justice aspects as well as communicate 
justice ideas using consistent terminology” (IIASA 2024). 

In what follows, we build on the valuable analysis of the EEA and IIASA, and on further 
elaboration of the IIASA framework in the context of climate change (Zimm et al. 2024). We 
particularly appreciate the value of IIASA’s approach in building a framework that helps 
decision-makers understand which aspects of justice matter in different situations, without 
forcing a single definition of what justice should mean. We highlight in particular: 
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• the significance of the corrective dimension of justice identified by IIASA in highlighting 
how the need for a Just Green Transition is situated in a context of existing and ongoing 
injustice to which we must pay attention (Section 2.2 below); 

• the key role of the procedural and recognitional dimensions of justice in thinking 
about the ‘how’ of achieving a Just Green Transition, including with respect to the 
institutional and legal provisions required to ensure that public engagement and 
deliberation is meaningfully integrated into policymaking (Sections 4 and 8); 

• the value of transitional justice in addressing legacies of past injustice, harm, and 
exclusion in contexts of societal change (Sections 4 and 5). 

We further note how the need to take account of the interests of future generations (often 
described in terms of intergenerational justice or intergenerational equity) alongside those of 
people living today, adds further complexity to the application of a number of these dimensions 
of justice, in particular with respect to distributional and recognitional justice. 

However, valuable as they are, such analytical frameworks can only take us so far. In particular, 
this is the case with respect to distributional justice, where there are multiple theories as to 
what constitutes a just distribution of burdens and benefits. These range from ‘prioritarian’ 
approaches that emphasise the claims of those most disadvantaged, to sufficiency-driven 
theories focusing on the need for everyone to have access to a minimum agreed level of 
distributed goods (Zimm et al. 2024). We need to take an unequivocal stance on what it is that 
we are aiming to distribute more justly: what kinds of ‘goods’ or benefits matter sufficiently to 
humans such that their just distribution should be of concern? This is the question to which we 
turn next, before considering the approaches to distributional justice that may be best suited to 
support the EU response to the climate crisis. 

2.2. Unpacking the commitment ‘Leave no one behind’ 
The widely-known commitment to ‘Leave no one behind’ (United Nations’ 2030 Agenda and the 
Sustainable Development Goals (UN 2025)4) is reflected in EU policies and action as a principle 
referring to inclusive transformation through a focus on marginalised and vulnerable groups 
(García-Mira et al. 2024, see also Section 3.1). In the context of a Just Green Transition, ‘leave 
no one behind’ challenges us to re-think the nature of the goods that we are seeking to distribute 
justly and how it could be operationalised in the context of the EU’s Green Deal: in particular, 
the importance of taking the distribution of non-economic and non-monetary goods into account. 
This prompts us to think about the kinds of metrics that are used when measuring relative 
advantage and disadvantage, and in particular the importance of looking beyond GDP and other 
classic economic metrics to include ways of capturing other core aspects of people’s well-being 
(Joint Research Centre, n.d.). We discuss below the possible role of the Capability Approach in 
helping to achieve this more holistic conception of what it is that we aspire to share more fairly. 

As mentioned earlier in our discussion of the corrective dimensions of justice, it is essential to 
consider the starting point from which the aspiration to ‘leave no one behind’ is evaluated. At its 
most basic and obvious level, this principle requires that policies avoid compromising the right 
of any individual to lead a dignified life in pursuit of broader goals (e.g., rapid and efficient 
technological or social innovation). A transition can only be considered just if it fully respects 
and incorporates everyone’s right to a dignified life throughout its development and 
implementation. However, on a second and more challenging level, it also means that the Green 
Transition must be engaged as an opportunity to make society more equitable – not merely 
preventing existing inequities from becoming more pronounced. That is: justice within the 
Green Transition is not just a matter of avoiding the aggravation of inequalities by 

 
4 For more from the UN on the principle to leave no one behind, see https://unsdg.un.org/2030-
agenda/universal-values/leave-no-one-behind  

https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/universal-values/leave-no-one-behind
https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/universal-values/leave-no-one-behind
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maintaining the status quo, but rather of using the transition as an opportunity to 
effectively reduce both new and existing inequities overall. 
An additional argument supporting this ‘doubling down’ perspective is that much of the work on 
achieving a Just Green Transition is concerned with identifying and supporting regions, groups, 
and sectors, who are vulnerable to the negative effects of the Green Transition. However, it is 
simply not possible, in advance, to identify every type of case of injustice that may arise. These 
are ‘unknown unknowns’ particularly when looking forward into the future. Given this situation, 
achieving a society that is altogether more equitable (‘doubling down’, as it were, on justice), 
can be seen as a way of addressing the risk of future unknown or as yet unrecognised injustices. 
Such an approach offers a more future-proof way of addressing injustices by tackling the root 
causes of injustice in general, rather than focusing only on identifying specific or expected forms 
of future injustice that derive from the processes of a Green Transition. It also enables us to 
conceptualise our concerns about justice more broadly, in ways that potentially allow us to 
include concern for the interests and rights of future generations and those of the non-human 
world. 

2.3. The relevance of the Capability Approach 
Among the various frameworks available for translating theories of justice into policy, we 
suggest that the Capability Approach offers valuable analytical tools for guiding EU policy for a 
Just Green Transition (see also Robeyns and Byskov 2025). It can help to operationalise the 
ideal of ‘leaving no one behind’ in energy transitions and climate change adaptation and 
mitigation in ways that capture the complex and multi-faceted nature of human well-being that 
is to be protected. In particular, it challenges policymakers to think beyond the distribution of 
purely financial benefits to include many other factors that impact human well-being. 

Capability theory was developed by the economist and philosopher Amartya Sen, who was 
dissatisfied with the GDP as an economic standard for well-being (e.g., Sen 1985, 1999). He 
argued that the economic and social development aims of countries should instead focus on 
human ‘flourishing’ (capability to live well) more generally, and in doing so should consider the 
distribution of capabilities for human flourishing among the population. The approach is based 
on two claims: “… first, the claim that the freedom to achieve well-being is of primary moral 
importance and, second, that well-being should be understood in terms of people’s capabilities 
and functionings” (Robeyns and Byskov 2025). In his work, Sen (1999) described capabilities 
in broad, flexible terms, avoiding a fixed list. He emphasised that people have diverse needs to 
achieve the same level of well-being. Martha Nussbaum proposed a specific list of basic 
capabilities, creating a more structured framework to minimise the influence of subjective 
accounts and facilitate the evaluation of public policies. Her structured framework of ten central 
human capabilities necessary for flourishing lists: life; bodily health; bodily integrity; senses, 
imagination, and thought; emotions; practical reason; affiliation; other species; play; and control 
over one’s environment (Nussbaum 2000). By prioritising well-being, dignity, and the freedom 
to pursue valued life choices, the Capability Approach provides a comprehensive yet flexible 
normative foundation for developing policies that promote justice at the level of individuals, 
communities, and nation states. With some modifications, the approach can also be extended 
to non-human forms of life (Nussbaum 2004, 2006, 2023). 

One of the hallmarks of the Capability Approach is its commitment to practical applicability, 
empirical grounding, and compatibility with economic methodologies. Despite criticism of the 
Capability Approach – e.g., that it is difficult to translate and implement into concrete public 
policies and difficult to measure or evaluate (Stewart 2005, 2008; Robeyns 2006, 2017; Alkire 
2002) – it lends itself to operationalisation through indicators, making it useful in development 
economics and social policy. A case in point is the implementation of conditional cash transfer 
programmes in Mexico, such as Progresa (later Oportunidades and Prospera), which were 
shaped by capability-based reasoning. These programmes aimed not only to increase income 
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but also to expand people’s actual opportunities – especially in health, education, and nutrition 
– thereby reflecting core principles of the approach (Robeyns 2006; Yanes and Méndez 2021). 

2.3.1. The Capability Approach in climate and energy policymaking 
Nussbaum’s version of the Capability Approach, despite the criticism of being too prescriptive 
and universalist (Deneulin and Shahani 2009; Jaggar 2006; Qizilbash 1996), has proven useful 
for climate adaptation and energy policymaking, as it allows for capabilities to be operationalised 
and quantified. In the EU policy context, for example, this has taken the form of climate 
modelling and projections (such as the European Climate Risk Assessment, and other risk 
assessment and vulnerability analyses and methodologies), monitoring, and the digitisation of 
climate mitigation and adaptation in various sectors. The approach has been particularly 
valuable also in bringing to the fore the many different aspects of well-being impacted by climate 
and energy policy. For example, in the context of the multidimensional problem of energy 
poverty, the Capability Approach has been fruitful in showing how energy-poor households are 
restricted in many aspects of well-being, and not simply in terms of access to income and energy 
resources. Precarious households have been found to be limited in at least five capabilities in 
their daily life: material property; recreational activities; culture; expression and management of 
emotions; and health and adequate nutrition. Moreover, these restricted capabilities sometimes 
reinforce each other, further undermining well-being (Pellicer-Sifres et al. 2021). The Capability 
Approach helpfully frames energy services as an enabler of human functioning and well-being 
(Lee et al. 2021). 

In addition to leveraging the approach to define energy poverty in various European countries 
(Bartiaux et al. 2021; Calidori et al. 2025; Day et al. 2016; Middlemiss et al. 2019), researchers 
have used the Capability Approach to: defend the right to energy access (Frigo et al. 2021); 
scrutinise issues related to climate change mitigation (Wood and Roelich 2019); inform the 
design of energy infrastructures and technologies (van der Veen et al. 2024); understand the 
factors related to public acceptance of energy infrastructure (Velasco-Herrejon and Bauwens 
2020); and assess energy policies in terms of justice (Jodoin 2021; Siciliano et al. 2025). The 
literature on climate and energy justice and capabilities has significantly increased in the past 
decade, and the Capability Approach is one of the most-adopted theories of justice in energy 
justice scholarship (van Uffelen et al. 2024). 

As an approach to distributional justice grounded in fundamental rights, and offering a holistic 
approach to the ‘goods’ that people value, the Capability Approach could be applied fruitfully in 
the EU’s Just Green Transition strategy. We discuss further in Section 3 how the approach is 
compatible with an ongoing aspiration to reduce inequalities beyond the achievement of 
minimum standards. In Section 5 we discuss how it also intersects in important ways with 
‘sufficiency theory’ in considering responsibilities towards future generations as well as in the 
just distribution of goods in the present day. At the same time, several limitations must be kept 
in mind, some of which we have already pointed out by referring to its critics. First, the Capability 
Approach is one approach to justice among others (Wood et al. 2024), and justice remains a 
concept that should be constantly discussed and navigated by experts and EU’s citizens. We 
must remain mindful of the risk that this important debate could be overshadowed or diluted 
during the (necessary) process of translating it into measurable metrics and numerical 
representations of capabilities (Gasper 2007). In other words, climate and energy policy 
decisions should not become depoliticised by being regarded as a matter of modelling 
or technological innovation. Instead, they need to be the subject of ongoing public 
dialogue and engagement. Second, as a theory of distributional justice, the Capability 
Approach cannot respond to all the dimensions of justice outlined above, as it is mainly 
concerned with ensuring everyone has access to minimal thresholds for well-being. It is 
therefore essential that other dimensions of justice, in particular procedural and recognitional 
requirements, remain in view. We return to both these points in later sections of this Opinion. 
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3. Embedding justice in policy frameworks 
To operationalise a Just Green Transition, justice must be systematically integrated into policy 
frameworks from inception to implementation. This requires a shared understanding of what, in 
actionable terms, would constitute a just outcome. In this regard, the European Environment 
Agency has set out clear policy objectives that a just approach to the Green Transition should 
aim to achieve: 

“Sustainability transitions can be considered ‘just’ when processes of transformative change 
‘improve the quality of life of current and future generations, within ecological boundaries while 
eliminating injustices that are triggered or exacerbated by unsustainability and its underlying 
causes’.” [EEA 2024: 6]. 

This understanding should be extended to include the imperative to reduce both new and 
existing inequities overall. As we noted earlier (see Section 2.2), the need to ‘double down’ on 
existing injustice should be recognised as a core element of achieving a Just Green Transition, 
in addition to the imperative of ensuring that the burdens of the transition itself do not fall 
disproportionately on those least able to bear them. We therefore suggest that sustainability 
transitions can be considered ‘just’ when processes of transformative change improve 
the quality of life of current and future generations within ecological boundaries, while 
addressing both existing and new inequities. 

The EEA (EEA 2024: 14) also highlights a further three cross-cutting aspects of justice with 
which sustainability transitions must actively engage: 

• Intersectionality – recognising the intersecting and compounding impacts of 
vulnerabilities such as gender, age, migrant status, and income; 

• Spatiality – accounting for both the multiple levels at which policies and legislation are 
implemented, and the need for such policies and legislation to be applicable in diverse 
geographical contexts; 

• Temporality – in this context, recognising how intergenerational justice further demands 
that policies address both present and future generations, reflecting the urgency to 
safeguard ecological integrity for generations to come. 

These three cross-cutting aspects of justice highlight the diverse and potentially conflicting 
interests of current and future populations, who live in different circumstances and have different 
needs. Policymakers must address these complexities when striving to achieve a transition that 
is not only green but also just. Acknowledging these challenges underscores the importance of 
adopting ethical approaches to governance, as discussed earlier in relation to the concept of 
turbulence in policymaking (see Section 1.1). In particular, governance approaches will need to: 

• be versatile and adaptable to different context – ensuring that measures adopted at 
regional, national, or global level combine universal standards with local circumstances 
and needs; 

• help balance the impact of transition strategies on more or less resilient regions and 
groups; and 

• seek continuous improvement, from the initial attainment of minimum standards to the 
aspiration to achieve equality of outcome. 

The concept of ‘continuous improvement’ suggests that the approach to distributional justice 
outlined in Section 2.3 should not, and does not, limit itself to a sufficiency-oriented perspective 
that focuses solely on meeting basic needs. Instead, we emphasise that ensuring universal 
access to those goods and services that are required to meet important human needs is 
compatible with an ongoing commitment to achieving greater overall equality (Carey et al. 2015; 
see also Deutscher Ethikrat 2024). 
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3.1. Current legislative and policy approaches within the EU: 
operationalising justice, equity, and fairness 

The Just Green Transition can, and should, harness the strengths and address the limitations 
of current legislative and policy approaches within the EU. The current EU climate strategy is 
multi-faceted, integrating political, legal, and financial instruments with the aim of aligning 
climate objectives with the socioeconomic realities in EU Member States. The normative basis 
of this strategy – its underlying ethical values and principles – is expressed in numerous 
elements of EU primary law, including: 

• Article 2 of the Treaty on European Union which defines the EU as a community of 
values, emphasising human dignity, equality, and non-discrimination; 

• Article 3 of the Treaty on European Union which emphasises the promotion of peace, 
prosperity, and sustainability and the fight against social exclusion; 

• Article 9 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (a ‘horizontal’ clause 
on the consideration of social aspects) which obliges the EU to include social concerns 
in its policies; and 

• Articles 191 and 194 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, which set 
out the integration of environmental protection and solidarity-based energy policy as 
fundamental principles. 

Against the backdrop of these Treaty provisions, the European Climate Law (Regulation 
2021/1119) reinforces the EU's climate ambitions by establishing binding obligations for 
Member States (Art. 5 (5)). Notably, alongside addressing social, economic and environmental 
aspects, the need to ensure a Just Transition for all is part of the climate target assessment, 
reflecting a shift from purely universal standards to a framework that accounts for contextual 
differences and underlying inequalities. 

While binding regulatory measures – such as the European Climate Law – serve as the 
cornerstone of EU climate policy by mandating action from individual Member States, the 
complementary role of soft-law5 mechanisms and funding initiatives is also critical. These latter 
play a vital role in operationalising the principles of justice (the obligation to ensure the 
distribution of benefits and burdens in accordance with the law and principles of equality), equity 
(the obligation to provide support to individuals to achieve balanced outcomes, accounting for 
individuals’ unique circumstances), and fairness (the obligation to ensure impartial and 
transparent processes in decision-making and allocation of resources) within the framework of 
the Green Transition. Together, these measures create a more holistic and inclusive approach 
to addressing the complex challenges of climate action. 

At the same time, Council Recommendation 2022/C 243/04 – a non-binding (soft law) 
instrument – emphasises the need for a Just Transition by guiding the integration of the ‘leave 
no one behind’ principle at the national level and advocating proactive measures such as social 
dialogue and tailored support mechanisms (recitals 3, 6, 17). The European Green Deal brings 
together a set of climate-related initiatives which both target the universal goal of achieving 
climate neutrality by 2050 and recognise the need to take action to promote equity within the 
transformation process. Key initiatives within the umbrella of the European Green Deal include: 

• the creation of a framework to facilitate sustainable investment, established by 
Regulation 2020/852; 

• the Just Transition Mechanism, established by Regulation 2021/1056; and 

 
5 The term ‘soft law’ refers to agreements, principles and declarations that are not legally binding, but which 
may, nevertheless, exercise a significant influential role on policy and practice. They also help with the 
interpretation of legally binding legislative texts. 
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• the Social Climate Fund, established by Regulation 2023/955. 

Those measures seek to address uneven burdens that climate policies can place on 
disproportionately affected communities and regions – for example by providing financial 
support to Member States and local authorities to address the social and distributional impacts 
of the extension of the Emissions Trading System (ETS) to buildings and road transport (ETS2) 
including the cost pass-through to consumers and the potential impact on vulnerable 
households. 

Other areas of soft law include the scope for state aid guidelines to facilitate a fair and equitable 
distribution of resources, by proactively supporting sectors and regions that are 
disproportionately affected by the green energy transition. The current (2022) Climate, 
Environmental Protection and Energy Guidelines6, for example, include provisions for state 
funding to support energy communities (citizen-driven movements promoting energy efficiency 
and sustainability). These communities play a crucial role in driving a bottom-up transition of the 
energy system and empowering citizens to contribute to a more just energy transition. Such 
funding aims to help energy communities overcome financial constraints, regulatory barriers, 
and technical challenges associated with integrating renewable energy sources, as well as to 
support efforts in nature conservation, climate action, and biodiversity restoration. However, the 
guidelines currently lack a strong emphasis on equity. 

While these various hard and soft law instruments play an important role in supporting Member 
States in pursuing a Just Green Transition, they are not, by themselves, sufficient. The main 
challenge at the European level lies less in the policy frameworks – often well-designed and 
normatively ambitious – than in their practical implementation. While the EU’s Just Transition 
policies articulate a strong and commendable commitment to social equity, climate justice, and 
territorial cohesion, significant challenges persist at the level of implementation. These include 
inconsistent national uptake, weak local engagement, limited administrative capacity, and 
difficulties in translating abstract principles into context-specific practices that meaningfully 
address the needs of affected workers and communities. Metrics and incentives are also often 
misaligned: Evaluation still focuses more on financial absorption and project delivery than on 
the profitability and reproducibility of investments according to justice-related outcomes (fair 
access, procedural inclusion, community benefit) achieved. Without strong incentives or 
accountability mechanisms, justice remains a rhetorical add-on. Moreover, the current policy 
framework is fragmented and lacks legally binding standards or clear, enforceable social 
conditions to align social protection with sustainability goals. 

To solve the above problems, better coordination is needed among funding mechanisms to 
create consistent, inclusive, and fair approaches. These efforts should be closely monitored to 
ensure they are effectively implemented and have a meaningful social impact. Additionally, 
conditions for funding should be linked to specific, measurable equity outcomes, as outlined in 
the Social Climate Plans submitted by Member States for approval. Including the monitoring of 
all Just Transition measures and policies into the European Semester process would also 
achieve a better evaluation of the effective and continuous implementation of the social 
dimensions of the Green Transition and bring the social and environmental pillars of this policy 
framework on an equal footing. The monitoring efforts should be supported by inclusive 
and interoperable data platforms, shared indicators (among regions and other public 
authorities/stakeholders) and open-data infrastructures that could allow and facilitate 
tracking the effective implementation of just green policies and continuous evaluation. 

 
6 Communication from the Commission – 2022 Guidelines on State aid for climate, environmental protection and energy. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/EN/legal-content/summary/2022-guidelines-on-state-aid-for-climate-environmental-protection-and-energy.html
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3.2. Strengthening the operationalisation of justice – justice 
by design 

In order to bolster and extend current regulatory approaches, the concept of ‘justice by design’ 
offers a valuable approach to ensuring that justice concerns are embedded in wider policy 
development and policy implementation from the very beginning. One approach to justice by 
design involves proactive assessments of equity impacts before policies can be implemented 
(ex ante), ensuring that both structural and emerging inequalities are identified and mitigated 
(and ex post assessment) rather than only recognised later when they have been exacerbated. 
In this context, it is important that policymakers actively use and facilitate access to 
compensation tools and financial mechanisms, such as the Just Transition Mechanism and 
Social Climate Fund, to support affected regions, communities, small businesses, and 
households. These mechanisms can help ensure that the burdens of transition are equitably 
distributed and that vulnerable groups are not left behind. Any such efforts should be built on 
the Better Regulation Agenda of the European Commission, which promotes science-based 
and more open and transparent policies, including more extensive public consultation.7 

A second approach to justice by design is ‘predistribution’, which refers to the proactive 
structuring of economic and social systems to ensure a fairer distribution of resources and 
opportunities before inequalities arise, rather than relying solely on redistribution after disparities 
have occurred (O’Neill 2020). This concept emphasises designing policies and institutions that 
embed equity considerations into the foundations of society, such as fair wages, access to 
essential public services such as education, housing, or accessible, high-quality healthcare, and 
inclusive decision-making processes. In the context of a Just Transition, predistribution is crucial 
because it ensures that the benefits and burdens of this transition are shared equitably from the 
outset. By mitigating – or, in the ideal case, preventing – systemic inequalities early, 
predistribution helps prevent marginalised communities from bearing disproportionate costs, 
such as job losses in carbon-intensive industries, while ensuring they have access to the 
opportunities created by green jobs and technologies. This approach fosters resilience, social 
cohesion, and trust, which are essential for achieving a sustainable and inclusive future. 

At the EU level, as well as at the level of Member States, predistribution means embedding 
equity and fairness into the design of policies and systems that guide the shift to a sustainable, 
low-carbon economy. This can begin with proactive investments (whether through direct state 
support or indirectly through incentives or requirements placed on businesses) in creating high-
quality green jobs and establishing training programmes to equip workers, particularly those in 
carbon-intensive industries, with the skills needed for emerging opportunities - instead of leaving 
the cost of skilling and reskilling to individuals or local communities. Similarly, energy pricing 
systems should ensure affordability for low-income households while incentivising efficiency and 
renewable adoption. Infrastructure investments should guarantee clean energy access for all 
communities, including rural and marginalised areas. Equally, inclusive decision-making 
processes, such as social dialogue and participatory governance, can ensure that policies 
reflect the needs of those most affected. Furthermore, targeted support for green industries and 
regional development in fossil fuel-dependent areas can help diversify economies and create 
new opportunities. The equitable distribution of transition funds, such as those from the EU’s 
Just Transition Mechanism, should prioritise vulnerable regions and communities, with 
transparency and accountability in their allocation. For this purpose, all existing conditionalities 
and milestones that are integrated into EU’s Green Transition framework should be tied to clear, 
measurable equity outcomes as prescribed in the Social Climate Plans and the Territorial Just 
Transition Plans submitted by Member States for approval and mainstreamed in order to 
support climate change and societal vulnerabilities on equal grounds and address challenges 
in the field of fundamental rights. 

 
7 European Commission, 2021, Better Regulation Guidelines. 

https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/d0bbd77f-bee5-4ee5-b5c4-6110c7605476_en?filename=swd2021_305_en.pdf
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Moreover, strengthening social protection systems, such as unemployment benefits and 
minimum income schemes, can provide a safety net for workers and communities during the 
transition, while progressive tax reforms and carbon taxes with redistributive mechanisms can 
fund these initiatives. Education and public awareness campaigns can prepare future 
generations for a green economy and build public support for equitable climate action. Finally, 
regular equity audits and transparent data collection can help to monitor the social and economic 
impacts of these policies. By embedding these principles into their Just Transition strategies, 
the EU and its Member States can address environmental challenges while reducing inequality, 
fostering social justice, and building long-term resilience. 

4. Beyond economic impacts: social and cultural 
dimensions 

While economic considerations dominate many discussions of the Green Transition, with a 
strong emphasis on the impacts on employment and the market, the holistic justice perspective 
proposed here requires recognition of broader social and cultural effects not only of climate 
change but also of an extensive range of other public policies (see Section 2.2). This is the case 
in part because the Green Transition impacts individuals and communities in many ways also 
outside the world of work and energy, including with respect to housing, in the planning of urban 
spaces and transportation, in the provision of health and social care, in education, and in tourism 
and the cultural and creative sectors (European Commission 2024). 

Moreover, even within the domains of employment and the market, it is crucial to recognise that 
employment is not merely an economic matter but is deeply intertwined with community identity, 
cultural heritage, social cohesion, and personal dignity (Beynon and Hudson 2021; Krassakis 
et al. 2024). Phasing out industries such as coal mining, for example, can have a profoundly 
disruptive impact on entire communities, not merely through job loss but also through harm to 
community cohesion. 

Given that the Green Transition is reshaping the demand for jobs and skills, with uneven impacts 
across populations, employment sectors, and companies, it is essential to establish 
mechanisms that allow workers to collectively express their concerns and participate in shaping 
solutions. Green collective bargaining and agreements involving all social partners should be 
promoted as a means to empower trade unions and safeguard workers from the potential 
negative effects of the transition, while equipping them with the skills required for emerging 
opportunities in the green economy. This process, which could become the basis of a new social 
dialogue, should prioritise the creation of robust social safety nets, particularly for vulnerable 
groups such as older workers or unskilled workers, and incentivise local communities and 
companies to foster equitable and sustainable work environments. Subsidised and accessible 
reskilling and upskilling schemes should be developed to ensure a Just Transition for all. 

Embedding collective bargaining within national and company-level structures for social 
dialogue would empower trade unions, social partners, and worker representatives to facilitate 
reemployment and reskilling, and the transition of impacted workers into new technological 
arenas and green job opportunities. Such measures would not only address socio-economic 
disparities but also contribute to a fair and inclusive Green Transition, aligning with the broader 
goals of justice and sustainability. At the same time, to avoid exacerbating socio-economic 
inequalities, it is important that appropriate and comprehensive compensatory measures are in 
place to minimise transition risks and ensure that the financial burden does not fall on those 
least able to afford it. 

Policies that are experienced by the population as the rejection or sidelining of their values and 
ways of living, risk contributing to social and political polarisation. This has been illustrated in 
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instances of polarisation between urban and rural areas (Luca et al. 2023 and 2024; Ródriguez-
Pose and Bartalucci 2024). Such polarisation contributes to the rise of populism (which 
mobilises prejudice and sentiment to deny or pervert scientific knowledge) and to democratic 
backsliding (see e.g., EGE 2024b). Indeed, concerns over the economic impacts of the Green 
Transition are increasingly weaponised in populist rhetoric aimed at polarising societies and 
deepening divisions between an alleged privileged European ‘elite’ and ‘ordinary citizens’ (see 
also EGE 2024b). 

It is essential that Green Transition policies take into account the need to respect collective 
cultural identities and ways of life, acknowledging and addressing social and psychological 
dimensions that extend beyond economic vulnerabilities. Adaptation strategies must be context-
specific, culturally sensitive, and developed through inclusive participation, ensuring affected 
communities are empowered to become partners in deciding on specific actions, rather than 
passive recipients of measures for change (see Section 8).The right to participate in decision-
making in the context of the EU’s environment and energy policies is already well-enshrined in 
several pieces of EU secondary legislation such as the Industrial and Livestock Rearing 
Emissions Directive (IED 2.0). Special tools have also been developed, such as the Equality 
Platform which promotes equality and inclusion in the energy sector, from energy professionals 
and decision-makers to consumers, as well as the Good Practice guidelines for public 
consultation, cost-effective measures, and public transport and mobility services8 that are 
provided to aid Member States in formulating their Social Climate Plans. Yet, according to the 
Commission’s EU-wide assessment of the draft updated National Energy and Climate Plans 
(NECP), very few Member States demonstrate concrete evidence of how they involve local and 
regional authorities in the process of preparing their draft updated Plans, and even fewer are 
building on an established multilevel dialogue for this process (COM/2023/796). 

In a review of social and human sciences research funded through Horizon 2020 (European 
Commission 2024), the European Alliance for Social Sciences and Humanities (EASSH) 
examined the wide range of stakeholders that should be engaged in the proposed shift to a 
‘circular economy’ as part of the Green Transition. Emphasising that this shift carries social as 
well as economic and environmental implications, EASSH highlighted the importance of 
involving consumers in deciding which products, services, and systems the economy should 
prioritise; the contribution of universities and research centres to skills development and 
transformation; the transformation of industrial relations; and the valuable input of the creative 
and cultural sectors and of young people – alongside the more traditional focus on the role of 
companies in economic change. 

Resonating with this perspective, the European Commission’s country-specific 
recommendations and its Guidance on the Social Climate Plans are key instruments for helping 
Member States ensure early, clear, and effective public participation. They also stress the need 
to give the public adequate time to be informed, engage in the process, and express their views 
(European Commission 2025). 

More broadly, as we explored in Section 2, understandings of justice that capture multiple 
dimensions of human flourishing will be essential in helping us move beyond purely economic 
analysis to achieve the ‘wider than employment and the market’ focus proposed here. In 
particular, the aforementioned Capability Approach exemplifies a perspective that prompts us 
to interpret distributional justice as being concerned with the fair distribution not only of economic 
benefits but also of wider elements of well-being. Furthermore, recognitional justice is 
particularly well-suited to ensure that attention is paid to socio-cultural aspects of employment. 
In addition, transitional justice highlights the need to pay specific attention to those most affected 
by the upheaval of transition, however necessary and justifiable the changes involved may be. 
All these dimensions of justice also point to the need for a broader understanding within policies 
supporting the Green Transition of the meaning of ‘work’ (EGE 2019), accompanied by a 

 
8 European Commission, Good practices for the Social Climate Plans.  

https://climate.ec.europa.eu/eu-action/carbon-markets/good-practices-social-climate-plans_en
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broader conception of the social and cultural, as well as economic, harms that individuals and 
communities may experience in the process of transition. 

5. The green economy as a just economy 
As outlined throughout this Opinion and particularly in Section 4, there is concern that policies 
for a ‘green economy’ could become a new source of injustice. Justice-informed sustainable 
economic strategies are essential for promoting European competitiveness — not by pursuing 
growth at any cost, but by ensuring that innovation and prosperity are shared equitably across 
society and that economic activity serves the public good rather than narrow financial interests 
that will benefit a few to the detriment of the majority. In tandem with this, any attempt to frame 
ecological sustainability and economic competitiveness as mutually exclusive aims that must 
inevitably be ‘traded-off’ against each other needs to be challenged as both simplistic and 
misleading. 

5.1. Challenging the zero-sum logic 
The challenges of the Green Transition are frequently portrayed as presenting tensions between 
ecological sustainability and economic growth or competitiveness. While it is important to 
acknowledge and address any real tensions that emerge between different legitimate goals, 
presenting these as simple ‘trade-offs’ implies a zero-sum logic that can be outright harmful in 
some contexts. A zero-sum logic suggests that, if one group gets something, then that 
‘something’ must be taken from someone else: that is, on the basis that the size of the ‘cake’ is 
fixed and cannot get bigger (Davidai & Tepper 2023). We argue that this kind of approach, 
where gains for one group are understood always to come at the expense of another, is 
inadequate for discussions about most aspects of climate justice. 

Climate justice emphasises fairness and shared responsibility, acknowledging that the burden 
of climate change disproportionately affects vulnerable communities, despite their limited 
contributions to the problem. Adopting a simple zero-sum perspective with respect to 
sustainability and growth risks undermining the collective action needed to mitigate climate 
change and adapt to its impacts, including the collective re-imagining of what forms of growth 
are to be valued and how they should be pursued. In many contexts, a zero-sum logic is also 
empirically flawed: most of the necessary measures benefit all people, even if not in the same 
ways and at the same time (Hasselmann et al. 2013, Baker at al.  2017, Davidai et al. 2023). 
Climate justice requires us to recognise the potential for interconnected benefits as a result of 
addressing social inequality and environmental degradation simultaneously. Investments in 
renewable energy, for example, offer scope for reducing emissions while creating jobs and 
improving energy access (Hanna et al. 2024, Dirma et al. 2024). Empowering marginalised 
communities strengthens resilience and (global) solidarity, which benefits societies at large. 
Even in cases when specific groups of the population require additional support to comply with 
necessary measures, this does not change the fact that the measures will eventually benefit 
others, too, thus undermining a zero-sum logic that plays different groups within and across 
societies against each other. 

Viewing climate action through this lens acknowledges that protecting the planet is a shared 
imperative, where many measures have the capacity to amplify rather than detract from 
collective well-being. Such a perspective avoids the limitations of zero-sum thinking, also by 
seeking to leverage the mechanisms of markets in the service of sustainability. This can, for 
example, include green financing mechanisms, green bonds, and sustainable development 
funds which can help channel capital towards sustainable projects, while carbon pricing systems 
and sustainable procurement policies can create incentives for businesses to implement 
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sustainable practices. On the level of international trade, trade agreements can be used to 
encourage the use of green technologies and sustainable production. 

At the same time, it is important not to see market mechanisms as a panacea for environmental 
and climate crises. Critics have repeatedly demonstrated the risks of manipulative practices 
within green finance and carbon pricing frameworks, which may lead to widespread 
‘greenwashing’ rather than tangible environmental improvements. It is important to go beyond 
market mechanisms and find ways of meaningfully engaging with and empowering communities 
to have real influence on the processes of a Just Green Transition. This must entail the creation 
of a shared vision of the kind of society to which innovation and ‘growth’ should be contributing. 

In this context – and going against zero-sum thinking, Mario Draghi’s report on The future of 
European competitiveness (Draghi 2024) makes a strong case for the compatibility of economic 
competitiveness and environmental responsibility. Recommendations to align decarbonisation 
with competitiveness, for example, include accelerating decarbonisation in a cost-efficient way, 
making sure that benefits of cheaper electricity flow through to consumers, and creating 
European-level industrial policies that support clean technologies and electric vehicles. The 
report also argues for new strategic and governance arrangements that “span investment, 
taxation, education, access to finance, regulation, trade and foreign policy, united behind an 
agreed strategic goal” across Europe (ibid: 67). 

For this purpose, it is important to consider public opinion not only on climate change and 
environmental degradation, but also on what the Green Transition is, as well as its impact on 
people’s lives and on the planet’s sustainability – topics that have triggered strong feelings of 
anxiety and distress: among those who fear the consequences of the Green Transition, and 
those who are concerned that its measures are insufficient. In both cases, the success of the 
Green Transition is at risk. More research is needed on public perceptions of the Green 
Transition, which should be supported through public funding. Such funding should not prioritise 
only technological progress with industrial and business (economic) impacts, but also social 
well-being, how people live and flourish, and how societies develop, with consequences also 
for mental health. 

At the same time, the rejection of a simple zero-sum approach to the impact of a Just Green 
Transition on market competitiveness does not detract from real tensions that may arise 
between the interests of different parties as part of the process of transition, and indeed the 
likelihood that the impact of such trade-offs may fall hardest on those who are already least well-
off (see also Section 4). The concept of transitional justice (see Section 2.1) reminds us of the 
imperative of being alert to such genuine trade-offs as policies are developed, of seeking to 
minimise them wherever possible, and of ensuring that those affected are adequately 
compensated where detriment is inevitable. This can only be successfully achieved through the 
meaningful and inclusive participation of those affected in determining what constitutes a just 
outcome in specific contexts (Susskind 2024). 

5.2. Alternative economic metrics 
Stepping away from the idea that economic growth should be measured and supported 
according to traditional economic metrics, we will now consider how human needs can be met 
within the limits of our planet with a more nuanced approach to the kinds of growth that should 
be valued and prioritised. One label under which limiting unnecessary demand and supply to 
levels that do not harm the environment has been discussed is that of ‘sufficiency’. This concept 
is drawing attention in the body of literature investigating how to live well within the nine 
planetary boundaries: making the argument that more sustainable, frugal lifestyles can enhance 
rather than reduce well-being (Fanning et al. 2020; Fanning et al. 2022; O’Neill et al. 2018 – see 
also Section 1). The notion of sufficiency challenges us to think about the nature of our current 
aspirations, as distinct from efficiency, which seeks to reduce the environmental impact of 
current levels of production or consumption – for example, through net-zero technologies. Are 
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sustainable growth and sufficiency complementary, or do they represent incompatible paths? 
And is sufficiency a good guiding principle? How can we imagine a future where we achieve 
more with less, or does this require rethinking what we mean by growth altogether? These 
questions guide us as we explore alternative economic models that prioritise well-being and 
ecological balance over profit and boundless expansion. 

The concept of sufficiency, while valuable in promoting the ideal of sustainable lifestyles within 
ecological limits, has faced criticism for potentially diverting attention from issues of equity. 
Critics argue that a focus on limiting consumption and production risks overlooking the unequal 
distribution of resources and the structural injustices that perpetuate poverty and inequality. By 
emphasising ‘living well within limits’, there are concerns that sufficiency may inadvertently place 
the burden of change on individuals rather than addressing systemic disparities or ensuring that 
marginalised groups have equitable access to resources and opportunities (e.g., Casal 2007; 
Jungell-Michelsson and Heikkurinen 2022). This critique highlights the need to integrate 
sufficiency within broader justice frameworks to ensure that sustainability efforts do not 
exacerbate existing inequalities but instead promote fairness and inclusion (see Section 5.3). 

The Capability Approach outlined in Section 2.3 could be helpful in determining the threshold at 
which the restraint on consumption called for by sufficiency theory might become ethically 
problematic: that is, that calls for sufficiency would become unjust if implemented in a way that 
would hinder people alive today from exercising their capabilities for human flourishing. Several 
philosophers have argued that sufficiency theory jeopardises flourishing because people’s 
needs and life circumstances differ (Casal 2007). Conversely, it has been argued that a focus 
on sufficiency in many cases may actively promote individuals’ capacity to flourish by 
encouraging a focus on elements of well-being that do not depend on ever-increasing 
consumption (Vollebregt et al. 2024). Such a perspective, in which the aspiration to reduce 
unnecessary consumption (and the commitment to reduce waste) is interpreted in the light of 
the capability to flourish, could support efforts to ensure that reductions or limitations on 
consumption are implemented primarily in areas where they do not restrict people's capabilities. 
Thus, rather than calling for an end to economic growth, a Just Green Transition prompts a 
redefinition of what growth means and should mean – shifting from material to broader and more 
humane forms of growth, such as investments in research and development to use resources 
more effectively (Susskind 2024). Just as public participation is crucial for making trade-offs 
legitimate (see Section 5.1), decisions concerning restraint require similarly inclusive 
deliberative processes, not least because they shape who bears costs and constraints. 

This interface between the need to remain within planetary boundaries to protect the interests 
of both current and future generations, and the need to protect the capability for human 
flourishing is reflected in the concept of the so-called ‘doughnut’ model of economics (Raworth 
2018). This model provides a frame for the challenge of ensuring that “collectively we do not 
overshoot our pressure on Earth’s life-supporting systems, on which we fundamentally depend 
– such as a stable climate, fertile soils, and a protective ozone layer” while at the same time 
ensuring that “no one falls short on life’s essentials (from food and housing to healthcare and 
political voice)” (Raworth, quote taken from website9). The ‘doughnut’ graphically marks the 
“environmentally safe and socially just space between the social and planetary boundaries in 
which humanity can thrive”, with the inner social boundary marking minimum requirements for 
human well-being and the outer boundary the nine planetary boundaries. Notably, the twelve 
dimensions of the social foundation that shape the inner boundary10 are drawn from the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals (UN 2015) and include many parallels with the ten capabilities 
identified by Nussbaum (see Section 2.3). 

 
9 Kate Raworth, Exploring doughnut economics. 
10 Among the twelve dimensions are sufficient food; clean water and decent sanitation; access to energy and 
clean cooking facilities; access to education and to healthcare; decent housing; a minimum income and 
decent work; and access to networks of information and to networks of social support (Raworth 2018). 

https://www.kateraworth.com/doughnut/
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Integrating the Capability Approach with concepts such as Doughnut Economics can enrich 
policy frameworks by explicitly situating societal goals for human and planetary flourishing within 
ecological boundaries. Equally, policy measures designed to keep us within these boundaries 
must be framed so as to protect, and where possible expand, the capabilities of both present 
and future generations to live lives that they value. Applying a capabilities-focused perspective 
reveals that environmental protections are essential for the realisation of many central 
capabilities (such as health, bodily integrity, and affiliation). The Capability Approach can 
therefore provide a justification for why environmental limits should be integrated into justice 
frameworks – not as external constraints, but as foundational conditions for human flourishing. 
Secondly, the Capability Approach can provide a normative yardstick for when demand-
reduction or other sufficiency-based limits are ethically acceptable: namely, when such 
constraints do not push anyone below a defensible threshold of central capabilities and, ideally, 
help secure those capabilities more robustly. In practice, this links sufficiency with an empirically 
operationalisable social floor (e.g., ‘decent living standards’) within a planetary ceiling (the ‘safe 
and just’ space). Specifying the floor and the limits should follow Sen’s idea of public reasoning 
– democratic, evidence-informed, and open to revision – and therefore avoid both subjectivism 
and universalism. This approach also addresses well-known critiques of sufficiency by pairing 
thresholds with priority for the worse-off and with rights-based safeguards. 

In this way, the Capability Approach could be seen to operationalise equity by focusing on what 
people are effectively able to do and to be, even under conditions of ecological constraint (Ballet 
et al. 2013). It can also help to shift policy emphasis from economic growth alone towards 
broader socio-ecological well-being, encouraging nuanced assessments through 
multidimensional indicators that capture genuine human flourishing and environmental thriving. 
However, translating the thresholds of sufficiency along those dimensions into practical policy 
requires the input of all those concerned through democratic decision-making processes – and, 
where appropriate, through community-led coproduction. The Capability Approach can provide 
a helpful conceptual and analytical foundation for environmental justice and can guide fair and 
context-sensitive transitions toward sustainability. 

This foundational theoretical work is being accompanied by efforts to develop alternative 
economics metrics and indicators. Over the past two decades, policymakers and researchers 
have increasingly recognised that Gross Domestic Product (GDP) alone is insufficient to capture 
societal well-being, sustainability, and human development. In response, several initiatives, both 
within the European Union and internationally, have sought to develop more comprehensive 
measurement frameworks. One of the most prominent efforts within the EU is the ‘Beyond GDP’ 
initiative, launched in 2007 by the European Commission in collaboration with the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), United Nations (UN), Club of Rome, and 
World Wildlife Fund for Nature (WWF).11 This initiative aims to complement GDP with indicators 
that better reflect environmental sustainability, social inclusion, and quality of life (European 
Commission 2009, Benczur et al. 2024, Benczur et al. 2025). Its key outcome has been the 
integration of alternative indicators into EU policy reporting, such as environmental accounts, 
well-being metrics, and distributional data. Complementing this, the EU Social Scoreboard, 
developed in the context of the European Pillar of Social Rights, monitors Member States’ 
performance across dimensions such as equal opportunities, fair working conditions, and social 
protection. It uses indicators on poverty, employment, education, and inequality, allowing for 
regular benchmarking and social policy coordination at the EU level (European Commission 
2023). In addition, the EU Sustainable Development Indicators (SDIs), aligned with the UN’s 
2030 Agenda, track progress across 17 sustainability goals in the European context. These 
include climate action, life satisfaction, education levels, and energy use; thus, offering a 
multidimensional perspective on societal progress (Eurostat 2023). 

 
11 The European Commission’s Joint Research Centre’s webpage Beyond GDP: delivering sustainable and 
inclusive well-being provides an overview of related resources. 
 

https://joint-research-centre.ec.europa.eu/projects-and-activities/beyond-gdp-delivering-sustainable-and-inclusive-wellbeing_en
https://joint-research-centre.ec.europa.eu/projects-and-activities/beyond-gdp-delivering-sustainable-and-inclusive-wellbeing_en
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Internationally, similar efforts include the OECD’s Better Life Index (OECD 2020), the United 
Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP) Human Development Index (HDI) (UNDP 2023), 
and the Gross National Happiness Index used in Bhutan (Ura et al. 2012). All these efforts 
reflect a broader shift toward multi-criteria measurement systems that can inform policy trade-
offs, highlight inequities, and support transitions toward more sustainable and just societies. 

5.3. Resilience 
Resilience is a critical concept for ensuring a Just Transition within the EU. The EGE previously 
noted the risks inherent in focusing on resilience at the level of individuals, which can conceal 
structural causes of crisis and distress and, in the worst case, lead to victim blaming (EGE 
2022). Resilience refers to the capacity of systems – whether societal, economic, or 
environmental – to recover, adapt, and maintain stability in the face of crises or external shocks. 
For a Just Transition, this means creating societal (including economic) systems that are not 
only robust but also equitable, ensuring that vulnerable and marginalised groups, often the 
hardest hit during crises, are adequately protected. Key elements of resilience, such as 
redundancy (a degree of ‘slack’ in systems), modularity, and the establishment of circuit 
breakers, are essential to prevent systemic failures and to ensure that no community is left 
behind (e.g., Monbiot 2022). For example, redundancy in healthcare systems, such as 
maintaining sufficient health personnel and resources, ensures continuity even during 
disruptions, while modularity prevents localised issues from cascading into broader systemic 
crises. Furthermore, addressing social and economic inequalities – an area where the EGE has 
consistently emphasised the need for action – is fundamental to resilience, as it reduces the 
disproportionate impact of crises on disadvantaged groups and strengthens societal cohesion. 
In the context of the EU’s Just Green Transition, embedding resilience into policy frameworks 
means prioritising investments in public infrastructure and in empowering affected communities 
and individuals, and ensuring that the transition to a sustainable economy is inclusive and fair 
for all. 

In making these arguments, we also recognise the pressures that run counter to this narrative 
– in particular, the spread of wars and violent conflicts, geopolitical shifts, economic and financial 
uncertainties, and the proliferation and deregulation of AI – which require immediate measures 
to boost the EU’s production potential, particularly as regards energy supply. We note that a ‘no 
return’ policy for the future of the planet that aims to also reduce inequalities must, at the same 
time, be able to incorporate policies that account for urgent economic and geopolitical priorities 
in order to remain sustainable in the long term – reiterating the importance of ‘redundancy’ or 
slack in systems to allow for a timely response to such external pressures. 

6. Responsible technological innovation 
Technologies have an essential role to play in helping us attain a Just Green Transition. Key 
examples include innovations in renewable energy generation, such as advanced wind turbines 
and next-generation solar photovoltaics, which are crucial for decarbonising energy systems. 
Green hydrogen technologies also offer low-emission alternatives for hard-to-electrify sectors 
like steel and shipping. Equally important are sustainable building materials, such as low-carbon 
concrete or engineered timber, that reduce the ecological footprint of construction. AI, if used in 
an energy-conscious and considered manner, can also be valuable in helping us to reach the 
goals of a Just Green Transition: this could be by analysing data to help identify and choose 
suitable pathways and approaches (for example, simulating scenarios and making predictions 
of likely outcomes), or by influencing the behaviour of individuals and groups, through 
prompting, nudging, explaining, informing, and coaching. 
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At the same time, as the examples above illustrate, the use of technological tools is not ethically 
neutral. The outcomes of AI modelling, for example, are dependent on the quality of the 
information on which it is based, with the risks of ‘baking in’ existing inequalities, while systems 
introduced to prompt and nudge people into more sustainable behaviours may tip over into 
surveillance and control. The rapid development and deployment of generative AI models, and 
of agentic AI12, and the mushrooming of data centres requires very large amounts of electricity 
and water resources whose environmental impact is not yet systematically taken into account 
in the context of the EU’s green and digital transition policies. Therefore, increasing reliance on 
generative and agentic AI could lead to unpredictable social and environmental consequences 
if not assessed and managed responsibly in Europe and beyond. We need to develop better 
methodologies to assess the social and environmental impacts of new technologies and 
advance the existing ones. Examples of the latter include Integrated Assessment Models 
(IAMs),13 that is, simplified computational frameworks of complex physical and social systems 
which have been applied to environmental challenges and sustainable development, and Life 
Cycle Assessment (LCA), a well-known method for the evaluation of the environmental impacts 
specifically of products and practices or services (Shang et al. 2022). 

We have already discussed the many risks of adverse impacts – both economic and related to 
well-being more broadly – associated with the process of transition to greener technologies (see 
Sections 4 and 5). This reinforces how both the vision of what should be achieved, and the 
accountability for how it is achieved, need to come from humans: vision and accountability 
cannot and should not be delegated to machines. Relatedly, as we explore further in Section 8, 
in democracies, this vision should be the result of an inclusive discourse where evidence-based 
arguments are put forward in a transparent way and governing authorities are clearly 
accountable for implementing democratic decisions. 

6.1. Limitations of technological approaches 
Technologies alone cannot achieve a Just Green Transition. An overly simplistic reliance 
on technological solutions risks overlooking significant externalities, unintended environmental 
harms, and exacerbation of global inequalities. For example, while renewable energy 
technologies such as solar panels and wind turbines are critical for reducing carbon emissions, 
their production and disposal generate significant environmental externalities, such as habitat 
destruction and water pollution from mining rare earth metals, as well as the growing problem 
of electronic waste (e-waste) dumped in low income countries (Sovacool et al. 2015; Talan and 
Huang 2022; Lovo and Rawlings 2024; Abalansa et al. 2021). Similarly, biological technologies 
such as biofuels, often promoted as sustainable alternatives to fossil fuels, can lead to 
deforestation, biodiversity loss, and food insecurity when agricultural land is converted into 
monoculture plantations. Even where smart technologies such as drones and AI optimise 
resource use in agriculture, smallholder farmers in both high- and low-income settings often lack 
the capital and expertise to access these innovations, leaving them at a disadvantage compared 
to large agribusinesses. 

Electric vehicles (EVs), another key component of the Green Transition, rely on batteries made 
from materials such as lithium, cobalt, and nickel, whose extraction often results in 
environmental degradation and human rights abuses in low-income countries. The European 
Critical Raw Materials Act (Regulation (EU) 2024/1252), alongside other initiatives, instruments, 
and regulations, underscores the critical role of these materials in driving green and digital 

 
12 While generative AI refers to models that produce (generate) new content (text, images, music, code, etc.) 
based on learned patterns from training data, agentic AI refers to more autonomous systems, that 
demonstrate agency, require minimal or no human intervention, and can plan, decide, and take actions on 
their own. 
13 As presented, for example, on the European Commission’s portal ‘Modelling tools for EU analysis’ and the 
United Nation’s portal ‘Modelling tools to assess the impact of the implementation of response measures’.  

https://climate.ec.europa.eu/eu-action/climate-strategies-targets/economic-analysis/modelling-tools-eu-analysis_en
https://unfccc.int/response-measures/impact-assessment-tools
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transitions. It seeks to address many of the previously mentioned challenges by strengthening 
national supply chains, promoting the sustainability and circularity of the raw materials economy, 
and investing in measures to mitigate adverse impacts on human rights and the environment. 
Notably, the core principle of the Act is that the EU should not advance its green and digital 
transitions in isolation but rather foster a mutually beneficial, win–win partnership with third 
countries. 

These examples highlight that while technology can play a vital role in addressing climate 
challenges, technological innovations must be implemented alongside systemic changes, 
equitable policies, and community engagement to avoid exacerbating inequalities and ensure a 
truly Just Green Transition. Moreover, reliance on existing technologies without corresponding 
changes in human practices – such as the ongoing unsustainable exploitation of natural 
resources –creates a moral hazard. Technological progress cannot be a substitute for 
thinking critically about our blind spots, biases and limitations. A short-term view that 
ignores how today’s actions affect future generations, and a perspective that focuses 
only on human needs, are both too limited. They fail to protect ecosystems and put the 
survival of many species at risk, including our own. 
Responsible innovation thus demands rigorous and transparent impact assessments that 
critically evaluate technological developments for their broader environmental and social 
consequences, including their own impact on the environment. EU law, specifically the 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) Directive (2011/92/EU as amended by 2014/52/EU), 
can serve as a basis for such an environmental assessment as it mandates that certain projects 
likely to have significant environmental effects undergo an assessment before they are 
approved. The Fundamental Rights Impact Assessment (FRIA) further aims to mitigate possible 
harms of high-risk AI systems in relation to individuals’ fundamental rights, beyond the rather 
technical compliance requirements of the EU AI Act. 

It is also crucial to avoid delaying climate action until the situation becomes so dire that societies 
feel compelled to deploy “technologies of desperation” (Gardiner 2013) – risky, large‑scale 
interventions in the context of crises, often with minimal democratic oversight. The temptation 
to resort to options such as geoengineering grows as viable alternatives seem exhausted and 
urgency mounts (EGE 2024a). But once the premise is accepted that desperate times justify 
undemocratic means, there is a risk of ceding control over critical decisions on behalf of future 
generations and undermining democratic norms. 

Ethical governance of technological innovation requires accountability mechanisms that ensure 
that technologies serve the broader societal interests we have outlined in this Opinion, rather 
than simply narrow commercial objectives. Furthermore, as we explore in the next section, a 
responsible approach to technological development necessitates explicit acknowledgment and 
management of global environmental footprints, ensuring European technological progress 
does not come at the expense of communities and ecosystems elsewhere and does not lead to 
ethics dumping practices where innovators, from European countries with stringent ethical 
regulations, perform ethically questionable technology development activities in non-EU regions 
with less strict ethical and legal environmental and labour standards and norms, exploiting local 
vulnerabilities. 

7. Strengthening global justice and solidarity 
The EU’s commitment to justice in the Green Transition must extend beyond its borders, 
recognising and addressing the impacts of climate change – such as forced displacement, 
environmental migration, and planned relocation – that are unfolding in various regions of the 
world. It is essential to recognise the illusory nature of the claim that any high-income country 
may have “solved its environmental problems simply through technological advancements and 
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economic growth” (Saito 2024), given the extent to which the environmental impacts of high 
living standards have been ‘greenwashed’ by displacing their externalities elsewhere, typically 
from high to low-income countries. For example, as mentioned earlier, the production of 
renewable energy technologies such as solar panels and EV batteries often relies on the 
extraction of rare earth metals and minerals in low-income countries, leading to environmental 
degradation and exploitative labour practices. Similarly, large-scale biofuel production, often 
driven by demand in wealthier nations, has resulted in deforestation and food insecurity in 
vulnerable regions (Gao et al. 2011; Bausano et al. 2023; Chowdhury et al. 2025). 

We believe that solidarity, as highlighted throughout the EGE’s recent work, should serve as a 
guiding principle for addressing global challenges. It is not merely an abstract concept but a 
tangible and ethical commitment to shared responsibility, mutual support, and the recognition 
of interdependence across borders (Bazzani 2023; Bartenstein 2025). Solidarity entails 
acknowledging historical and structural injustices that have contributed to global inequalities 
and actively working to address them. It is to be seen as complementary to justice in that it is 
action-oriented and rooted in mutual recognition, fostering practices of shared responsibility that 
go beyond formal rights and legal obligations to include care, support, and the active 
redistribution of power and resources (Prainsack, 2026). 

Importantly, in the context of EU law, solidarity is a foundational principle that is enshrined in 
the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) and is further elaborated through 
various EU policies and instruments. It illustrates an important commitment among Member 
States to share responsibility and support each other. This is particularly evident in areas such 
as asylum14, borders15, migration16, and the response to human-made or natural hazards17. It 
also guides the EU’s policy work in domains such as terrorist attacks18 and in addressing 
economic difficulties19 and public health emergencies20. The principle of solidarity has also 
taken the form of financial and operational support; in the domain of disaster response, for 
example, it has been materialised through the establishment of the European Union Solidarity 
Fund. 

Cohesion Policy in itself is the most visible expression of EU solidarity as it aims to correct 
imbalances between countries and regions and to reduce economic and social disparities 
across European regions. In the context of the Green Transition, solidarity involves fostering 
partnerships that are equitable and inclusive, ensuring that the voices and needs of vulnerable 
or marginalised communities are prioritised in decision-making processes21. 

In order to enable a Just Green Transition at both interstate and interpersonal level, solidarity – 
as a concept closely related to justice – needs to be operationalised as a guiding principle, 
avoiding the concept being deployed in a vague or transactional manner. Instruments such as 
the European Globalisation Adjustment Fund for Displaced Workers (EGF), which supports 
European workers and self-employed people displaced by restructuring, demonstrate how 
solidarity can be operationalised to promote a Just Transition. Similarly, climate finance 
mechanisms, including the Global Gateway, which mobilises investments for transition projects 
with the aim to narrow the global investment gap, can play a critical role by providing financial 
support to lower-income countries, provided they do not impose unsustainable debt burdens. 

 
14 Article 67 TFEU 
15 Article 67 TFEU 
16 Article 67 TFEU 
17 Article 222 TFEU 
18 Article 222 TFEU and Council Decision 2014/415/EU of 24 June 2014 on the arrangements for the 
implementation by the Union of the solidarity clause 
19 Article 122 TFEU 
20 Regulation (EU) 2022/2371 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 23 November 2022 on 
serious cross-border threats to health and repealing Decision No 1082/2013/EU 
21 Article 174 to 178 Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 
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There is also a strong ethical as well as political need for a proactive approach to global justice. 
A solidarity-driven European strategy must avoid perpetuating historical patterns of extraction 
and exploitation, particularly in its relationships with lower-income nations. EU trade, 
investment, and development policies offer concrete opportunities to embed climate justice 
principles, such as promoting fair resource extraction, sustainable production practices, and 
equitable technological transfers. Within this frame, it is important that the EU and its Member 
States support ongoing efforts to reform the international financial architecture – such as the 
Bridgetown Initiative22 – and continue addressing global challenges and inequalities, 
safeguarding global public goods and ensuring that no country has to choose between fighting 
poverty and fighting for the planet. Achieving this requires active dialogue and meaningful 
engagement with global partners on an equal footing, alongside a multilateral approach and 
coherent policies that prioritise long-term, equitable solutions over short-term fixes. By 
embedding solidarity into policies and practices at all governance levels, the EU can 
contribute to a more just and inclusive global response to the climate crisis while 
mitigating future risks, such as deepening inequalities, resource conflicts, and the 
erosion of international trust. 
It is of particular importance that policymakers ensure that international trade agreements 
prioritise fair and sustainable resource extraction and production along supply chains worldwide. 
This includes safe working conditions and fair labour practices, guaranteed by respective human 
rights clauses in trade agreements. Embedding robust environmental and social standards into 
trade and investment agreements is essential to prevent the exploitation of resources and 
communities. This includes taking into account human rights, such as, to respect the 
international treaty obligations of EU Member States and the EU itself, as well as the rules of 
customary international law. On the basis of international efforts and agreements in this context 
– importantly, the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UN 2011) and the 
Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (CBD 2022) – the EU aims to continue 
reinforcing its legislative framework in this regard. This framework includes the Critical Raw 
Materials Act (Regulation (EU) 2024/1252), the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive 
(Directive 2024/1760), the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (Directive (EU) 
2022/2464), the Sustainable Finance Disclosure Regulation (EU 2019/2088), the Conflict 
Minerals Regulation (Regulation (EU) 2017/821), the Forced Labour Regulation (Regulation 
(EU) 2024/3015), the  Regulation on deforestation-free products (Regulation (EU) 2023/1115), 
and the Batteries Regulation (Regulation (EU) 2023/1542). 

Revenues generated from carbon pricing should be directed toward addressing social and 
environmental concerns, such as providing income support and facilitating skills development, 
while avoiding trade-offs that exacerbate inequality. Just as a significant share of the ETS2’s 
revenues will be used for social support through a dedicated Social Climate Fund (aiding 
vulnerable households and micro-enterprises with energy transition costs23), the EU’s Carbon 
Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) should play a key role in supporting low-income 
countries in their decarbonisation efforts by redistributing revenues to those most affected by 
the transition. 

The EU’s international efforts in this context should also give due consideration to the right to a 
healthy environment and the right to science. The right to science, codified in Article 15(1)(b) of 
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and Article 27 of 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), although widely neglected until recently, is 
particularly interesting, in part because it provides a legal foundation for interpreting secondary 
EU law, and in part because it could gain influence in the jurisprudence of the Court of Justice 
of the European Union (CJEU), which incorporates fundamental rights into its definition of the 

 
22 The Bridgetown Initiative, released in September 2022, is a package of proposals to reform international 
finance for climate with the aim to reduce lending risks for climate-vulnerable countries. 
23 As explained on the European Commission’s website about the Social Climate Fund. 

https://www.bridgetown-initiative.org/
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/funding/social-climate-fund_en
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general principles of EU law. These latter principles are essential for determining the lawfulness 
of legislative and administrative measures, including those related to a Just Green Transition. 

By embedding human rights considerations into global justice policies and actions, the EU can 
contribute to a fair and inclusive global transition for current and future generations and ensure 
its compliance with international legal obligations. Recognising its global position and 
responsibility, the EU should keep up and ambitiously further its efforts in global climate and 
Just Transition action. 

In this context, we welcome the agreement reached at the 30th United Nations Climate Change 
Conference (COP30) in November 2025 “to develop a just transition mechanism, the purpose 
of which will be to enhance international cooperation, technical assistance, capacity-building 
and knowledge-sharing, and enable equitable, inclusive just transition” (UNFCCC 2025, CMA7), 
often referred to as the Belém Action Mechanism (BAM). The decision responds to the global 
call for climate action grounded in inclusivity, equity, solidarity, shared opportunity, and human 
rights and creates a first institutional pathway for the UNFCCC Just Transition Work 
Programme, launched at COP27 in 2022. It builds on a robust rights-based foundation that 
emphasises human rights and labour rights and the right to a healthy environment, calls for 
broad and inclusive participation, and explicitly stresses the rights and needs of Indigenous 
Peoples, people of African descent, migrants, internally displaced persons, women, informal 
workers, and other people in vulnerable situations (e.g. Kuehl 2025). A swift operationalisation 
of the mechanism, involving effective structures for broad and inclusive participation, will be 
important to ensure the practical delivery of support soon. We also join the calls for particular 
consideration of Just Transition challenges in the context of the sourcing of rare minerals and 
its impact on local communities.24 

We further welcome the Belém Declaration’s (COP30, 2025) strong emphasis on social 
dialogue and participation, ensuring that those most affected by climate change are centrally 
involved in decision-making. The Declaration’s call to prioritise research and innovation in social 
protection – long overlooked in climate negotiations – is a vital component of inclusive 
adaptation, mitigation, and responses to loss and damage. 

8. Enhancing participation, communication, and 
inclusivity 

A Just Green Transition poses challenges that are in some respects similar to those experienced 
in earlier crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, with the need for governments to call for 
solidarity in demanding times, impose a degree of restriction on individuals to protect others, 
and ask for sacrifices for the common good, although the time frame is substantially different. 
The lessons of the pandemic – such as the importance of a shared vision, the accountability of 
authorities, and transparency regarding the evidence base of political decisions – highlight the 
need for more than just top-down communication. They underscore the necessity of fostering 
public trust, avoiding political polarisation, and strengthening societal resilience through 
inclusive and deliberative processes. The effective participation of individuals and communities 
in decision‑making processes related to the national, regional, and local implementation of the 
Green Transition can be achieved through initiatives such as Citizens’ Climate Assemblies and 
EU Citizens’ Panels,25 composed of randomly selected citizens and inaugurating a new phase 

 
24 For example, Civil Society Recommendations for the UNSG’s Panel on Critical Energy Transition Minerals, 
2024; Women & Gender Constituency submission on Ensuring support for people-centric and equitable just 
transition pathways with a focus on the whole-of-society approach and the workforce, 2024.  
25 European Commission portal ‘European Citizens’ Panels: A new phase of citizen engagement. 
 

https://resourcejustice.org/civil-society-recommendations-for-the-unsgs-panel-on-critical-energy-transition-minerals/#:%7E:text=2.6%3A%20Governments%20should%20ensure%20that,rigorous%20environmental%2C%20social%20and%20human
https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/SubmissionsStaging/Documents/202409061809---WGC_submission_JT_equitablepathways_240904.pdf
https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/SubmissionsStaging/Documents/202409061809---WGC_submission_JT_equitablepathways_240904.pdf
https://citizens.ec.europa.eu/european-citizens-panels_en
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of citizen engagement. The success of the first ad‑hoc initiatives (2022‑2023), in their joint work 
with experts and politicians and in drafting recommendations for the legislative and executive 
branches, has created pressure for them to become a permanent fixture of the policy toolbox 
(e.g. Abels et al. 2022). 

The success and legitimacy of a Just Green Transition will fundamentally depend on good 
scientific evidence, including findings from social science and humanities research, which are 
important for understanding and addressing societal anxieties and risks and for informing policy 
in the domain of the Green Transition. Its success will also depend on effective communication 
– and it will need more thereof. And it will require genuine deliberation: a process of reasoned, 
inclusive, and reflective dialogue that goes beyond the mere exchange or summary of views. 
Deliberation, as understood by and others (Dryzek 2000; Erbaugh et al. 2024; Gray 2025), 
involves creating spaces where diverse participants can critically engage with evidence, 
articulate their values and priorities, and collaboratively explore solutions to complex problems. 

Transparent, two-way communication strategies in turn are essential for supporting deliberation, 
as they build trust, promote democratic engagement, and ensure public accountability. In 
diverse societies, deliberation must be adapted to meet the needs and abilities of different 
groups. Government communication, for example, often remains inaccessible to many due to 
the prevalence of legal and technical jargon (Fischhoff 2013). To address these barriers, digital 
tools and accessible information dissemination methods are increasingly being employed to 
create spaces for meaningful deliberation. Digital, AI-supported platforms are being developed 
as one way of enhancing participatory decision-making processes (Tessler et al. 2024). 
Whether digital or more traditional tools and platforms are used, they will need to be able to 
inform the public in ways that are responsive to individual information needs and preferences, 
facilitate the elicitation and shaping of preferences and priorities by enabling participants to 
reflect on their values and positions, provide feedback on the acceptability of trade-offs or the 
anticipated consequences of policy decisions to enrich the discourse, amplify the voices of 
underrepresented social groups, and support consensus-seeking by fostering mutual 
understanding and identifying areas of agreement. 

Deliberation also requires institutional mechanisms that enable citizens to engage meaningfully 
in decision-making. While voting is one way to express approval of specific transition-related 
priorities or programmes, such as taxes on meat consumption or subsidies for electric cars, it is 
insufficient for addressing the complexity of a Just Green Transition. Complementary formats, 
such as citizen assemblies, local needs forums, climate conventions, or participatory budgeting, 
have been proposed as ways to foster participatory decision-making. These forums can 
empower citizens to co-create socially acceptable sufficiency strategies and strengthen policies 
grounded in ecological limits, fairness, and well-being for all (e.g. Parrique et al. 2023). 

Encouraging political participation, particularly in deliberative formats, requires addressing the 
perception that such efforts demand significant time and energy with little prospect of impact. 
To overcome this challenge, deliberative processes must demonstrate their value by ensuring 
that participants’ voices are heard, their contributions shape outcomes, and the process itself is 
inclusive, transparent, and responsive to the needs of all members of society. 

Claiming inclusivity inevitably requires an understanding of who should be involved in such 
discourse and ensuring that they have fair access to opportunities for contribution. This 
underscores again the importance of keeping in view the requirements of representational and 
procedural justice (see Section 2.1), and of using the opportunity offered by the Green Transition 
to ‘double-down’ on existing inequalities (Section 2.2). Policymakers need to identify and 
engage not only with those who are newly and immediately affected by particular Green 
Transition policies or by climate threats, but also those already disadvantaged and marginalised. 
It is also necessary to identify those who are able to speak for themselves, and those who might 
need specific encouragement, empowerment, or representation. Thus, it will be necessary to 
develop new forms and fora of communication that will give all stakeholders an opportunity to 
express their views and be included meaningfully in the decision-making process. It is also 
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important to recognise that such communication may require knowledge and skills necessary 
not only for the expression of one’s own views, but also, importantly, for listening to others, and 
thoughtfully and sensitively considering their perspectives. This might be even more challenging 
in view of growing political polarisation. Moreover, given the global scale of the Just Green 
Transition, this discourse should not be limited to EU Member States; thus, it will also be 
necessary to find ways, however challenging this may be, of reaching out beyond and 
participating meaningfully in broader international fora. 

Meaningful participatory deliberation and decision-making must therefore give a voice to diverse 
populations, proactively solicit public feedback, and transparently communicate how citizen 
input has been effective in shaping policy decisions. Such inclusive approaches strengthen 
collective ownership and responsibility for the transition, enhancing societal resilience and 
ensuring broad-based support and legitimacy. Crucially, as we noted earlier (see Section 
2.1), the requirements of procedural justice cannot be limited to the creation of 
opportunities for participation and deliberation, but must also entail institutional and 
legal measures that ensure that such public contributions are meaningfully integrated 
into policymaking, and given due weight in the exercise of the mandates, tasks, powers, 
and competences of those policymakers. 

  



 

30 

Recommendations 
In view of the escalating environmental and climate crises that threaten biodiversity and human 
survival, the intensification of existing inequities and the potential emergence of new ones due 
to the effects of climate change and climate change policies, and the dangerous lure of 
‘technologies of desperation’, the EGE underscores: 

• the urgency of the Green Transition, 

• the unequal consequences of climate inaction, 

• the dangers of delaying or deprioritising the Green Transition, and  

• the need to ensure that the Green Transition is a Just Transition. 
We therefore call on policymakers at all levels to give due consideration to the following 
recommendations. 

I. Embed justice in policy frameworks 
Justice should become a guiding principle in the governance of the Green Transition. To this 
end, policymakers should apply distributional, procedural, recognitional, corrective and 
transitional justice in a systematic and transparent way. Where the consideration of these five 
dimensions of justice leads to differences in what groups deserve as specific support, these 
tensions should be made transparent and solved by means of democratic deliberation. 

The EGE recommends a justice-by-design approach that embeds justice considerations at 
every stage of the policymaking process. Justice-sensitive key performance indicators 
should be developed, with independent oversight mechanisms. Coordination between funding 
mechanisms should be streamlined, strengthened, and improved. A robust framework for 
tracking progress should be supported by inclusive and interoperable data platforms, shared 
indicators, and open-data infrastructures.  

Conditionalities, such as those set out in Social Climate Plans submitted by EU Member States, 
should be linked to clear, measurable equity outcomes and mainstreamed to address climate 
and social vulnerabilities in equal measure. 

As the European Union advances the Green Industrial Deal, new social conditionalities 
should safeguard labour and social standards, support workers, and facilitate the anticipation 
and management of change within the Green Transition. 

II. Look beyond economic impacts, and consider the social 
and cultural dimensions of the Green Transition 

The Green Transition affects all dimensions of life, and its success will depend on addressing 
this complexity. Policymakers must consider the broader implications of the transition, 
including its intersection with existing vulnerabilities. 

Indicators and metrics to assess the Green Transition should include well-being, 
sustainability, and equity, and take into account health, education, unpaid care, and 
environmental costs. 

Just Transition targets should be legally binding at the EU level and tailored to regional socio-
economic realities so that all interventions generate value for local communities and affected 
workers. Where transition processes disrupt the capacity to lead a dignified life, compensatory 
measures should be put in place, with Member States encouraged to submit national plans 
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and reports detailing how local communities are engaged in the design, implementation, and 
evaluation of Green Transition policies.  
Policymakers should promote a broad range of training schemes, essential services, 
compensation tools, and financial mechanisms, with a view to fostering an inclusive, whole-of-
society approach. 
EU policymakers should promote green collective bargaining to protect workers and equip 
them with skills to thrive in a green economy. Collective bargaining should be established as a 
core pillar in the context of the Commission’s Quality Jobs Roadmap. 

III. Address contradictions in markets, and tie economic well-
being and ecological sustainability 

Policymakers at all levels must address the inherent contradictions of markets in the Green 
Transition, and strive to reconcile economic objectives with ecological imperatives, treating 
sustainability, competitiveness, and fairness as interdependent goals. Long-term economic 
well-being, enshrined as a core concept in the EU Treaties, will depend on a holistic approach 
that integrates resilience, inclusiveness, solidarity, equity, and sustainability, where 
technological innovation serves as a bridge between social and economic divides. 

Green Bonds and the European Green Bond Standard should be advanced to strengthen 
the social dimension of the Green Transition, robust sustainability criteria and transparent 
reporting requirements to prevent greenwashing. 

Financial assistance and tax exemptions should be available for vulnerable households and 
frontline communities; disadvantaged regions should enjoy investment in clean energy 
infrastructure; and employment opportunities should prioritise local residents. 
Compensation measures should prevent the continuation of existing socio-economic 
injustices. 
Policymakers should ensure that the ethical implications of emerging and converging 
technologies, such as ‘clean’ energy innovations and AI applications, are assessed by ethics 
advisory committees and technology assessment bodies throughout their lifecycle (both ex ante 
and ex post). Technological advancement should align with social justice, environmental 
protection, and the UN Sustainable Development Goals, while it is recognised that technical 
solutions alone cannot replace the changes needed to social and economic practices to 
successfully face the challenges associated with a Just Green Transition.  

Policymakers should promote a culture of responsible innovation in the domain of the Just 
Green Transition through harmonised EU-wide frameworks for monitoring, risk management, 
and liability, while prioritising ethical, sustainable, and minimal sourcing of materials in line 
with the Critical Raw Materials Act, the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive, and 
other applicable legislation.  
Publicly funded research, particularly under the forthcoming Tenth Framework Programme, 
should prioritise societal challenges and focus on understanding the human dimensions of 
the Green Transition. 

IV. Strengthen global justice and solidarity 
A truly Just Transition should extend beyond the borders of the European Union. 
Policymakers have an ethical and legal duty to ensure that the Green Transition advances 
justice for all, in line with the framework of fundamental and human rights. 
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Policies must avoid displacing the burdens of transition onto particularly climate-
vulnerable countries, regions, or communities. Binding local and regional global 
agreements anchored in principles of solidarity and justice can serve as effective models for 
global cooperation. 
The European Globalisation Adjustment Fund for Displaced Workers (EGF) should be 
adapted to cover displacement resulting from the Green Transition, and the EU contribution to 
the International Labour Organization (ILO) Action Programme on Just Transition should 
be strengthened. The EU should also actively support the inclusive, effective and swift 
development and operationalisation of the Belém Action Mechanism and continue to 
contribute to further work of the UNFCCC Just Transition Work Programme. 
EU trade policy should be aligned with climate justice and human rights principles, and trade 
and investment partnerships should uphold ethical resource extraction, sustainable 
production, fair labour practices, and respect for human rights. Human rights 
assessments should be carried out for all EU trade agreements, and policies should promote 
circular economy models that reduce waste and encourage sustainable consumption and 
production.  
EU development cooperation should be reoriented more strongly to support a global Just 
Green Transition, with climate finance made accessible to low- and middle-income 
countries. Transparency should be enhanced and administrative procedures should be 
simplified to ensure that funds effectively reach Indigenous and local communities who are 
disproportionately affected by climate change.  

The Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) should be designed and implemented 
in a way that supports developing countries and mitigates the risk of global inequity, with 
revenues redistributed to those most affected.  

The principle of solidarity should guide Green Transition policies, with all such policies 
developed, implemented, and monitored within a human rights framework, with particular 
attention to the right to a healthy environment and the right to science, ensuring that 
research, innovation, and policymaking for the Green Transition remain transparent, evidence-
based, and consistent with the principles of justice and human dignity. 

V. Reinforce communication, participation, and inclusivity 
The success of the Green Transition will depend on the active participation, trust, and 
engagement of citizens. Clear, transparent communication and institutionalised participation 
mechanisms should reflect the diversity of European societies and foster an inclusive sense of 
shared purpose. 

Policy development should involve local and regional populations, and enable the 
participation of vulnerable and marginalised groups as well as the empowerment of all 
individuals as agents of change across all areas of Green Transition governance. Public 
participation should become systematic and procedurally embedded, with Member States 
obliged to establish permanent participatory forums.  

To build trust, EU institutions and Member States should coordinate strategic communication 
frameworks that communicate the costs and benefits of transition measures, highlight 
success stories and effectively counter disinformation campaigns. 
To anchor the Green Transition in social norms, EU and national education systems should 
promote civic education on social and environmental justice, and integrate climate literacy 
and sustainability education across all levels of schooling. Education should encourage 
ethical reflection, critical thinking, and intercultural dialogue. 
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The role of artists, educators, journalists, and heritage organisations should be strengthened, 
with more funding for community-led cultural initiatives that address the social and human 
dimensions of climate change. 

Digital inclusion should be treated as a priority, with universal access to digital 
infrastructure and connectivity, digital literacy programmes for all, and free access to 
digital tools for consultation and citizen engagement. 

Lastly, a shared cultural narrative for the Green Transition should be developed, 
connecting ecological sustainability with justice, dignity, and collective well-being. EU 
institutions, Member States, and civil society should cultivate a language of hope and shared 
responsibility to counter fatalism and polarisation, stressing that every act of participation, 
however small, contributes to building a fairer, greener, and more cohesive Europe. 

Conclusion 
The Green Transition is both a moral imperative and a profound opportunity for renewal. Its 
legitimacy and success will depend on the degree to which it is just, that is inclusive, 
participatory, and rooted in solidarity, within Europe and across the world. 

By integrating social justice, human rights, and ethical reflection into every aspect of policy 
design and implementation, the EU can ensure that the Green Transition is also a Just 
Transition, becoming not only a path toward environmental sustainability, but also a foundation 
for human dignity, equality, and collective resilience. 
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GETTING IN TOUCH WITH THE EU 
In person 
All over the European Union there are hundreds of Europe Direct centres. You can find the address of the centre nearest you 
online (european-union.europa.eu/contact-eu/meet-us_en). 
 
On the phone or in writing 
Europe Direct is a service that answers your questions about the European Union. 
You can contact this service: 
- by freephone: 00 800 6 7 8 9 10 11 (certain operators may charge for these calls), 
- at the following standard number: +32 22999696,  
- via the following form: european-union.europa.eu/contact-eu/write-us_en. 

 
FINDING INFORMATION ABOUT THE EU 
Online 
Information about the European Union in all the official languages of the EU is available on the Europa website (european-
union.europa.eu). 
 
EU publications 
You can view or order EU publications at op.europa.eu/en/publications. Multiple copies of free publications can be 
obtained by contacting Europe Direct or your local documentation centre (european-union.europa.eu/contact-eu/meet-
us_en). 
 
EU law and related documents 
For access to legal information from the EU, including all EU law since 1951 in all the official language versions, go to EUR-Lex 
(eur-lex.europa.eu). 
 
EU open data 
The portal data.europa.eu provides access to open datasets from the EU institutions, bodies and agencies. These can be 
downloaded and reused for free, for both commercial and non-commercial purposes. The portal also provides access to a wealth 
of datasets from European countries. 
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The triple planetary crisis of climate change, biodiversity loss, and 
pollution – and the measures to mitigate and adapt to them – 
disproportionately affect certain social groups and regions. Those 
with the fewest resources, and those who have contributed least to 
these problems, are often most negatively affected.  

In this Opinion, the EGE calls policymakers to frame the transition 
as an opportunity to tackle the underlying drivers of injustice and 
formulates recommendations to this end.  
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