TRUST IN TRANSITION
CLIMATE BREAKDOWN AND
HIGH CARBON WORKERS

NEW ECONOMICS FOUNDATION

TRUST IN TRANSITION
CLIMATE BREAKDOWN AND
HIGH CARBON WORKERS

CONTENTS
SUMMARY

2

1. A CRISIS OF TRUST

4

2. THE JUST TRANSITION CHALLENGE

6

2.1 Defining a just transition

6

2.2 The scale of transition

6

2.3 Dimensions of transition

7

2.4 Regional implications

9

2.5 Learning from transitions elsewhere
3. EMPATHY
3.1 The worker perspective
4. CO-DESIGNING POLICY

10
11
11
13

4.1 Worker voice

13

4.2 National leadership

14

4.3 Changing the rules nationally

14

5. LOCALISING TRANSITION

16

5.1 Local industrial strategy

16

5.2 New Regional Authorities

17

6. RECOMMENDATIONS

19

7. CONCLUSION

21

ENDNOTES

22

NEW ECONOMICS FOUNDATION

TRUST IN TRANSITION
CLIMATE BREAKDOWN AND
HIGH CARBON WORKERS

Areas of the country that are likely to be
particularly affected do not have the resources,
the flexibility, or the time that they need to
shape meaningful transition plans. While the
climate transition will affect the whole country,
it will affect some regions acutely. Areas of the
country with lower gross value added (GVA) per
capita, including those that have already suffered
the most from decades of deindustrialisation, are
disproportionately reliant on clusters of highcarbon industry – oil, coal, or gas production or
generation – or other forms of economic activity
that are likely to be most directly affected by the
climate transition. Some regions of the UK, such
as the East and West Midlands, Yorkshire and the
Humber, and Aberdeen, are particularly exposed; in
more than 40 local authorities, jobs in sectors that
may be acutely affected by the climate transition
make up more than 30% of all employment.

SUMMARY
B

ritain has a terrible track record of
managing deep industrial change in a just
way. Decades of free market economic policy
have undermined the prosperity of workers and
communities. It is not surprising that we have
ended up with a profound lack of trust: millions
of people lack trust in elites; industrial heartlands
lack trust in the direction of industrial change; and
trade unions and workers lack trust in government
promises that ‘this time will be different’. The
rebuilding of trust in transition to a zero-carbon
economy is perhaps the central political challenge
facing the UK as it decarbonises.

A just transition for people and places is
essential. It has been a central demand of trade
unions for decades, and a core commitment
under the Paris Agreement on Climate Change.
The just transition is principally a process, not a
fixed outcome. It involves changing the priorities
for industrial planning so that it ensures a fair deal
for directly affected workers and communities
– giving them a meaningful voice over how the
transition evolves, and ensuring people and places
are not left on the scrap heap as climate policy and
global market forces unfold and interact.

Increased climate ambition is just one of the
forces set to reshape UK industry, whether
driven by increased policy action at home or as
markets are reshaped by the leadership of others.
The Committee on Climate Change (CCC) has
warned that the government’s policy actions
are not up to scratch even before the UK’s new
commitment to net-zero emissions by 2050 – a date
that must be brought forward. The potential for job
creation from clean industries and new business
models is well established, but job creation in some
sectors (such as energy) could be offset by job
losses elsewhere – not necessarily in the same parts
of the country, or among workers with similar skills
profiles.

The lack of progress in delivering a just
transition to date is a core function of how
our economy is run. Without the principles of a
just transition process guiding industrial strategy,
workers in high-carbon industries would be
justified in distrusting that these changes will be to
their benefit. Nor are there any guarantees that the
jobs that are created will be good jobs, i.e., secure,
well-paid, unionised, and with decent terms and
conditions.

Accelerating decarbonisation must be a shared
national project, but in a democracy, no change
of the scale required can be forced onto people,
particularly those whose way of life could be
significantly disrupted. A UK gilets jaunes response
would be a certainty.

Done right, transitions – or transformations
– are an opportunity to reshape how policy is
made, and for whom. Business as usual is not
an option in the face of global trends and the
climate crisis. A new model is needed that seeks
to localise industrial strategy around the distinct
aspirations and needs of communities. The only
kind of industrial policy that makes sense in the
years ahead is one that responds to our economic,
environmental, and social crises together.

Many workers and trade unions do not
feel included in the conversation about
decarbonisation, which is too often framed in
terms that do not respect the shared identity,
heritage, and lived experiences of people and
communities whose hard work has underpinned
much of the economic benefits of the fossil fuel age.
2
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DELIVERING TRUST IN TRANSITION

3. Localising transition planning.

Trust, the currency of transition, is in short supply.
Rebuilding it has three essential elements:

National carbon budgets should be mapped
against the needs of regions or localities in a
way that reflects the different carbon reduction
trajectories of different parts of the UK. This
would provide a focus for co-designed localised
industrial strategies supported by the Just
Transition Fund. These strategies must centre the
just transition. This will require new combined city
and county regional authorities and new local
economic partnerships (LEPs) with a broader
mandate and more democratic membership
than existing ones.

1. Committing to government leadership and a
Green New Deal.
A national plan, such as a Green New Deal,
is needed to deliver a just transition in practice
and set a clear mandate for industrial planning,
delivering social justice and rapid decarbonisation
together. More ambitious deadlines for economywide and sectoral decarbonisation are needed to
ensure UK industry is not left behind as global
markets change. Institutions, in particular the
Treasury, should be given a clear mission to
deliver the just transition via a Green New Deal. A
new Just Transition Fund should be established,
including by redirecting current economic support
for fossil fuels.
2. Making sure workers are empowered to play
an active role.
Trade union legislation must be revised so that
unions can play an active role in setting national
priorities for the just transition and co-designing
industrial strategy, and to enable union members
to organise and take legitimate industrial action
if they feel that their workplace is at risk of being
left behind as the country decarbonises. Workers
should be supported to reskill and to take part
in industry-wide transition planning by the
government topping up wages, via a localised
Just Transition Fund, to enable reductions in core
working hours.
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The world is responding to the climate transition
as just one of a suite of macro trends, including
increasing financialisation, automation, and
globalisation, and the reconsolidation of global
supply chains around emerging markets. These are
already affecting industry in the UK, as can be seen
with the rapid growth in the electric vehicle (EV)
market in China.

1. A CRISIS
OF TRUST

Change is inevitable for many hundreds of
thousands of workers in UK industry, whether
driven by increased policy action at home or as
markets are reshaped by the leadership of others.
What is not inevitable is how we deal with it.

T

he UK has a terrible track record of managing
deep industrial change in a just way. Over the
last 40 years, there has been a lack of planning
for industrial change, and the deliberate shifting
of power from organised labour to global capital.
Decades of free market economic policy have
undermined the prosperity of workers and
communities, with little respect for any proud
heritage of working industry,1 most viscerally seen
through the processes by which coal mines were
closed in the 1980s. The people and places at the
sharp end of our broken economic system have
been largely powerless in its face.

A just transition is needed which does not
leave industry, workers, or communities on the
scrap heap as climate policy and global market
forces unfold. In a democracy, delivering a just
transition is perhaps the central issue for the
politics, economics, and the viability of the UK’s
acceleration towards zero carbon as well as its
rebuilding of the country’s divided economy and
disillusioned democracy.
The only kind of industrial policy that makes
sense in the years ahead is one that responds
to our economic, environmental, and social
crises together. A Green New Deal, originally
co-designed in 2007/8 by the New Economics
Foundation (NEF),8 would embed a new mission
for government to create a generation of green
jobs around the country as we retool the UK for
a zero-carbon economy, particularly in the places
that need it most. The UK faces not only a climate
transition challenge, but also a profound inequality
challenge both within and between regions.

It is not surprising that we have ended up with
a profound lack of trust: millions of people lack
trust in elites; industrial heartlands lack trust in the
direction of industrial change; and trade unions
and workers lack trust in government promises that
‘this time will be different’. The rebuilding of trust
is perhaps the central political challenge facing the
UK as it decarbonises.
Trust in transition to a zero-carbon economy
is essential for a national mission to respond
proactively and fairly to the climate and ecological
crisis.2 Scientists have warned that the world has
a handful of years to radically reduce greenhouse
gas (GHG) emissions.3 The UK government has
legislated for net-zero carbon emissions by 2050,
a date that is already criticised as too far away. But
policies to deliver this are not up to scratch, as the
Committee on Climate Change (CCC) made clear
earlier this year.4 State economic support for the
continuing production, consumption, and use of
fossil fuels is extensive: The European Commission
estimates that UK state economic support for fossil
fuels amounted to £10.5 billion in 2016.5 Other
estimates are higher, depending on definitions; the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) estimated a
figure of £26 billion in 2015.6 What matters is not
definition, but intent.7

As NEF has recently shown, many in the UK
have not experienced an increase in their living
standards since the financial crisis more than a
decade ago.9 And as we illustrate in this report,
many of the regions of the UK that have gained
the least in these past 10 years remain the most
carbon intensive. While millions of workers across
the economy stand to benefit in the long run,
the short-term future for high-carbon or energyintensive industry is less certain.
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In this report, we argue to the importance of
thinking of the just transition as a process, not as a
defined outcome, an approach to embedding social
justice and the rebuilding of community power and
worker voice into industrial strategy and delivery.
Those who are most affected on the ground must
have a real and meaningful voice in delivering a
sustainable economic future. To this end, we argue
that dialogue is essential. A degree of consensus,
or at least the willing co-management of inevitable
change, must be actively sought.
Many of the issues discussed in this report link
to deeper and more systemic challenges facing
the UK as a result of decades of market-first
neoliberal economics. Done right, transitions – or
transformations – are an opportunity to change
how policy is made more broadly. This reveals the
need for a new model for industrial strategy that
seeks to localise it around the distinct aspirations
and needs of communities and those directly
affected by change.
The just transition has many dimensions, as we
explore in the next chapter. However this is a
report that focuses on delivering a just transition
specifically for those workers in high-carbon
industries who face an uncertain future in a rapidly
decarbonising UK and global economy.
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If change that affects people must be designed with
the needs of those people uppermost in mind, trade
unions will have a central role in shaping local
and national policy on the transition, and in the
building of trust that all parties are serious about
economic transformation to deliver genuinely
radical, socially just reductions in emissions.

2. THE JUST
TRANSITION
CHALLENGE

2.2 THE SCALE OF TRANSITION
A transition to a zero-carbon economy will be an
economy-shaping transformation with far-reaching
consequences for ‘business as usual’. Properly
embraced, this could create hundreds of thousands
of new jobs around the country and trigger
innovation in the development of new business
models.15 It will come with significant change,
however, and create substantial risks that must be
properly managed.

2.1 DEFINING A JUST TRANSITION
What is a just transition? The International
Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) defines a just
transition as ‘decent work, social inclusion, and
poverty eradication’ while reducing emissions in
line with global commitments on tackling climate
breakdown.10 This broad definition reveals the
different potential impacts of the transition to
a zero-carbon economy on workers, localities,
industries, and nations.

NEF’s analysis of GHG emissions by economic
sector demonstrates that the sectors directly
responsible for first-order GHG emissions are
electricity and gas, agriculture, manufacturing,
and transport and storage (Figure 1). Over the
last decade, the bulk of emissions reductions have
taken place in the electricity and gas sector (which
managed to reduce emissions by almost 50% from
2013 to 2017, due primarily to coal plant closures),
while emissions from agriculture and transport
have gone up (Figure 1). It is sectors of the
economy other than energy generation, therefore,
that are likely to see the biggest changes in future.
The United Nations has described the necessary
reductions in emissions as ‘critical’ to climate
stability, but they also have implications (both
positive and negative) for jobs and livelihoods
across communities.16

It is certainly the case that building a zero-carbon
economy is a profound matter of social justice:
who pays, who benefits, and to what extent the UK
plays its part in averting the humanitarian crises
that climate breakdown is already causing and
will continue to cause. The UK, after all, bears a
particularly high historical responsibility for carbon
emissions.11
In the UK context, however, the just transition is
principally understood as relating to work and
industry. The term itself was first coined by unions
in North America to mean support for workers
who lost their jobs as a result of policies introduced
to protect the environment.12 This is the framing
used within the preamble to the Paris Agreement
on Climate Change which includes a specific
reference to ‘taking into account the imperatives of
a just transition of the workforce and the creation
of decent work and quality jobs’.13 Other literature,
such as the 2019 Trades Union Congress (TUC)
pamphlet ‘A just transition to a greener, fairer
economy’,14 centres the importance of giving
workers directly affected by industrial change a
sense of voice and control.

The Committee on Climate Change’s net-zero
report (May 2019) spells out the scale of what
this might mean for UK industry and jobs.17
Between now and the target net-zero date of 2050
– a date considered to be too far away by many
campaigners18 – the CCC predicts a large shift in
employment:
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FIGURE 1: UK GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS BY ECONOMIC SECTOR, AND CHANGE IN EMISSIONS 2013-17
GREENHOUSE EMISSIONS BY SECTOR

CHANGE IN GHG EMISSION 2013-17
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‘The transition will necessitate a shift in
employment, away from some inherently high
emitting activities (e.g. fossil fuel supply) to
highly-skilled jobs to deliver the emissions
reductions required. A strategy will be needed
to ensure a just transition across society, with
vulnerable workers and consumers protected.’ 20

‘Looking at the broad implications for workers,
we estimate that around one-fifth of current jobs
(21%) in the UK have skills for which demand
could grow in the green economy or which could
require reskilling. This is equivalent to more than
6 million people. Around 10% of workers have
skills that could be in more demand, while 10%
are more likely to need reskilling. Importantly,
this does not mean these jobs will be lost; rather
that this is where particular attention will be
needed. Construction (30%), transport (26%)
and manufacturing (17%) are the sectors that
could require greatest reskilling.’27

The theoretical potential for job creation from the
climate response is well established and is at the
heart of proposals for a Green New Deal. One
estimate is that low-carbon industries could grow
from around 2% of UK GDP in 2015 to 8% in 2030
and 13% by 2050.21 Insulating all homes to Energy
Performance Certificate C, as called for by the
National Infrastructure Commission,22 could create
hundreds of thousands of new jobs;23 in principle,
the move to EVs could lead to the creation of up
to 19,000 jobs.24 But such figures only tell a small
part of the story. Job creation in some sectors may
be offset by job losses; for example, while jobs in
offshore wind are expected to quadruple to 27,000
by 2030,25 all coal-fired power plants are to close
by 2025.26 The Grantham Research Institute at the
London School of Economics suggests:

2.3 DIMENSIONS OF TRANSITION
There will be immediate physical risks to industry
from climate change itself. Weather events such
as droughts, floods, and storms that could have a
profound impact on the economy, like the year’s
lost production by the CEMEX cement works in
South Ferriby following a December 2013 tidal
surge.28 While various sectors and supply chains of
the UK economy will be under threat of extreme
climate-related weather events, it is the agricultural
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and forestry sectors that are most vulnerable
to first-order physical risks,29 for example from
changes in patterns of rainfall, decreased availability
of water for irrigation, increased flooding, and drier
soil conditions. Coastal industries and communities
will be particularly exposed to sea-level rise.30 More
broadly, climate change will affect supply chains
and resource availability.

levels.33 As awareness increases, the preferences
and expectations of investors, consumers, and
society at large are subject to change.
It is not a given that jobs that can be reskilled, will
be; or that employment that can be preserved,
will be. Unions believe that too many green jobs
are already going overseas, and not enough is
being done to intervene.34 Global markets and
other countries are moving fast, particularly in
the area of transport,35 where breakthroughs
in battery technology, large infrastructure
investment programmes, and the policy response
to air pollution are already triggering a rapid
transformation of the industry. In 2019 alone it
was announced that two major UK car factories
are under threat – Honda’s Swindon plant,36
and Ford’s in Bridgend37 – for a nexus of reasons
thought to include Brexit uncertainty but more
significantly the consolidation of what are global
supply chains, as both firms invest in electric and
hybrid technology. The UK’s lack of industrial
strategy, its underinvestment in research and
development (R&D), and in particular its lack
of support for building a domestic EV supply
chain for manufacturers, are thought to be major
contributors to these decisions.38

In addition to physical risks, dynamic risks reflect
the interacting implications of policy, technology,
and societal changes on industry and workers. The
policy, technological, and societal responses, seen
so far in Britain and around the world, are already
starting to impact business models and patterns of
investment in the UK. It is realistic to expect this to
increase over the coming months and years, with
the depth of policy response, speed of technological
innovation, and the fervour of social pressure
interacting dynamically to produce a range of risks:
Policy risks: Policies such as increased prices
on carbon, the reversal of economic support
for fossil fuels, and mechanisms such as a
Frequent Flyer Levy31 are increasingly likely to
form a central part of any coherent government
response to cutting carbon emissions. Workers
and communities that are directly dependent on
carbon-intensive industries for their livelihood risk
being significantly affected either directly through
job losses, or through knock-on changes to the
economic fabric of towns and regions.

There is no guarantee that any jobs created in
the UK will be good jobs, i.e., secure, well-paid,
unionised, and with decent terms and conditions.
Since 1981, the proportion of the workforce that
are members of trade unions has halved,39 as the
power of unions has been deliberately curtailed
by successive governments. This has been a major
contributor to the UK’s underlying economic
weakness. NEF research has shown that individual
and collective power in the workplace is a vital
means of securing other ‘good job’ characteristics
which are vital for improving wellbeing, reducing
income inequality, and ensuring the protection
and health of workers.40 Greater democratic
ownership by employees and a larger stake in
the governance of firms – as proposed in NEF’s
Inclusive Ownership Fund41 – are central parts
of the economic rebalancing that is essential for
the UK’s long-term prosperity. Economies where
decision-making is not tilted towards the interests
of corporate lobbies tend to be less unequal and
more productive.42

Technology risks: The climate policy response
will encourage rapid innovation and technological
change, alongside other drivers. This is already
happening in battery storage and renewable energy.
This could be a major source of new employment
but could also contribute to entire factories and
industries being closed down or relocated. These
are international forces and the UK risks falling
behind rapidly changing markets. As the Green
Alliance notes with regard to the example of the
global consolidation of the automation industry
around hybrid and electric vehicles, ‘it’s not as if the
UK can afford to wait.’32
Societal risks: 2019 has seen a wave of new
activism around the world, characterised by
Extinction Rebellion and the youth climate strikers.
Concern about climate breakdown is at record
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2.4 REGIONAL IMPLICATIONS

To gain a heightened understanding of the areas
and particular jobs at risk, we analysed and mapped
the proportion of jobs in the climate critical sectors
(Chapter 2.2) across the UK economy, based
on data from the Office for National Statistics
(ONS).i Figure 2 demonstrates the extent to which
different parts of the country are disproportionately
directly reliant on high-carbon-emitting sectors for
employment.

According to recent data from the Centre for Global
Environmental Research,43 in 2017 the UK was one
of the countries with strongest fossil fuel emission
clusters. The density of these clusters broadly
suggest that distinct geographic areas of the UK
economy could be particularly vulnerable to the
dynamic and physical risks outlined so far.

FIGURE 2: REGIONAL RELIANCE ON HIGH-CARBON EMPLOYMENT IN THE UK

Proportion of Jobs
0%-10%
10%-20%
20%-25%
25%-35%
30%-100%
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Selby

Barrow-in-Furness

North
Lincolnshire
Amber Valley

Pendle

South Holland
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Corby

North
Warwickshire

Source: NEF analysis based on data from Business Register and Employment Survey, made available by Nomis (2019).44

i Based on ONS data made available from Nomis, we aggregated the employment of climate critical sectors for local district (note: we
removed transport employment from airports as this ultimately skewed the graphic). We then calculated the proportion of climate
critical sectors of total employment of the local district. Using opensource GIS software, we then plotted these results to acquire a
spatial distribution of the proportion of employment of these sectors in different areas.
9
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In total, there are roughly 4 million UK jobs in
sectors directly ‘critical to climate stability’.ii These
are not evenly dispersed geographically. There are
more than 40 local authorities where 25% of all
employment comes from climate critical sectors.
Just over 10 local authorities are particularly
affected, where climate critical jobs account for
more than 30% of all employment. As Figure
2 illustrates, the vast majority of these jobs are
highly concentrated in specific areas, primarily in
the East Midlands, West Midlands, and Yorkshire
and the Humber. The majority of employment
in these areas comes from either manufacturing
(e.g. Copeland: 36% of all jobs) or transportation
(e.g. Bromsgrove: 25% of all jobs), or a mix of
transportation and manufacturing (e.g. 30%: North
Warwickshire). These three regions of England have
the highest proportions of jobs that could be most
at risk from the transition.45 The North of England
– home to the majority of English coal and power
stations – could see approximately 28,000 direct job
losses by 2030.46 With over 26,000 people employed
in the mining and quarrying sector alone, a number
of jobs in Aberdeen City and Aberdeenshire could
also be affected.

It also implies that the UK’s shrinking national
carbon budgets must be applied through policy in
a way that reflects the different economic realities
for different parts of the UK. Any decision to ‘spend’
large proportions of the carbon budget in the
south-east – for example, by expanding Heathrow50
– necessarily transfers pressure onto places
disproportionately dependent on high-carbon
industry and where mitigation pathways are not
straightforward, like Yorkshire and the Humber.
2.5 LEARNING FROM TRANSITIONS
ELSEWHERE
A strategic and planned approach is needed.
Case-study analysis by NEF for the TUC points
to experiences from places that have undergone
notable, planned transitions in areas other than
decarbonisation – Iceland, and the cities of
Eindhoven and Bilbao – to look at what can be
learned.51 Three critical success factors emerge to
deliver well-managed industrial transformation:
1. A strong connection to place is of high
importance, creating genuine opportunities for
participation in decision-making, with devolved
powers and localised processes of industrial
strategy.

Looking at just one region, Yorkshire and the
Humber, gives an illustration of the extent of
clustering. It contains major power plants like
Drax, as well as steel, cement, and chemical works,
glass manufacturers, and heavy energy users in
brewing and food manufacture. Approximately
28,000 people work in these major plants, and
three or four times as many in their supply chains.47
Yorkshire and the Humber TUC has established a
Low Carbon Task Force to develop a low carbon
transition plan.48

2. A strong and active state that provides a
realistic sense of long-term opportunity and
commitment, and social mobility in an area.
3. A sense of trust, a shared purpose, and an
approach to dialogue, not confrontation,
underpinning all of the above.
It is important to contrast these factors with the
failings of the UK’s current economic model, which
has been set up to do things in exactly the opposite
way.

The UK’s spatial imbalances and its uneven
decarbonisation challenges are intimately linked.
Higher carbon industries are disproportionately
located in the parts of the country that have
relatively low GVA per capita,49 i.e., those that
have been most held back by the UK’s Londonfirst economic model. Delivering a just transition
is therefore principally about addressing distinct
challenges posed for particular places, regions, and
industrial clusters.

ii It should be noted that our analysis considers direct employment, but impacts could reverberate throughout the economy.
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‘Despite the amount of airtime given to “green
jobs,” neither labor nor environmentalists have
committed themselves to a meaningful green
jobs agenda. Instead, environmentalists slap
the word “job” onto anything they hope to win
labor’s support for, and unions affix the word
“green” with equally low standards.’55

3. EMPATHY

The climate transition means real change for the
lives of many thousands of people. Empathy is key
to trust and should be at the core of any consensus
building and successful dialogue.56

‘Unless the transition to a clean energy economy
is based on unifying politics, this next iteration
will also prove another adventure in pyrrhic
rhetoric.’ – David Foster, former Director of the
BlueGreen Alliance of American trade unions
and environmental organisations, 201952

3.1 THE WORKER PERSPECTIVE
Research by Climate Outreach57 into worker and
trade union concerns about the reality of the just
transition has identified the following key themes:

Trust will be the currency for a successful just
transition. In UK industrial relations, it is in very
short supply. This distrust is justified, and it is
hardly surprising that workers, communities and
unions are – in the words of one trade union
official – ‘once bitten, twice shy’.53 There are very
few examples of just (climate) transition happening
in practice in the UK. As Trade Unions for Energy
Democracy argues:

• Identity may trump climate concerns.
Environmentalist rhetoric often fails to recognise
that much of a person’s identity is derived from
the work they do and the people they work with.
In a study exploring the narratives of oil workers
in Alberta, Climate Outreach found that workers
expressed a strong sense of shared identity and
solidarity, placing great emphasis on supporting
each other and pulling together. It is this sense
of shared identity, more than ideology of political
orientation, that leads them to defend the oil
industry out of a sense of loyalty to their wider
community. This points to the importance of
policy and economic planning that starts from
the reality of place and work and seeks to respect
– not denigrate – work.

‘Those in charge of the transition to a resilient,
low-carbon future [in the UK] have failed. What
we have witnessed is more than two decades of
talk with nothing like the sort of action necessary
to back it up. This is not a problem of “political
will”; it is a problem of the capitalist political
economy and the imperatives of perpetual
expansion on which it is based.’ 54

• The just transition is seen principally as
an environmentalist agenda, rather than
something over which workers and the unions
that represent them have control. As explored
earlier, a just transition with meaning is
emphatically not just a phrase to be affixed to
technocratic climate policy; it has real meaning,
and implies a centring of the rights, needs, and
voices of workers in policy design. Narratives
that highlight ‘rapid’ or ‘unprecedented change’
or ‘disruption’ will evoke distrust and a sense of
a process being done to rather than with, or even
for, those who are affected.

Given the urgency of both the climate crisis and the
economic forces operating on UK industry, only a
shared national mission will do if we are to embed
a just transition into our politics in a meaningful
way. For this to happen, it is important to build
a joined environmental and labour movement
around a shared and respectful dialogue and
narrative. Consensus must be built and actively
sought. Any suspicion of pitting – or appearing to
pit – jobs against environment must end. For too
long, advocates of rapid carbon reduction have
appeared almost to speak a different language
to those of trade unions. As US organiser Jane
McAlevey argued in 2012,

11
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• Respect is critical for the people and
communities whose hard work has underpinned
much of the economic benefits of the fossil
fuel age – often under dangerous and dirty
conditions. For all the talk of a new industrial
revolution, what the just transition demands is
more akin to an evolution: new employment that
builds on the heritage, identity, and vibrancy of
existing people, places, and industry, rather than
appearing to jettison or belittle it.
Identity; voice and control; the unique heritage
of places; and respectful, pragmatic dialogue
between affected parties – these are the principles
that must guide the setting of decarbonising the
UK. The practice should centre the importance of
meaningful co-design of plans at a sufficiently local
level to be able to respond to the diversity of the
UK’s transition needs.
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The Just Transition Centre suggests that social
dialogue must be central to delivering the just
transition:

4. CO-DESIGNING
POLICY

‘Social dialogue will bring the policy coherence
we need to ensure that climate action also
means job creation and community renewal. It
allows us to bring together industrial strategy,
innovation, deployment of clean technologies
and investment in green infrastructure, along
with the measures we need to smooth out the
transition: social protection, skills training,
redeployment, labor market policies and
community development and renewal.’62

N

o UK trade union downplays the urgency of
the climate crisis. As the General Secretary of
the TUC, Frances O’Grady, noted in response to
the CCC’s May 2019 net-zero report: ‘Trade unions
stand ready to do our part.’58

Social dialogue, in essence, is about embedding the
importance of different voices, particularly of those
directly affected by policy, into that policymaking.
It is an ongoing, expected cultural and governance
process for the management of trade-offs, the very
essence of the just transition.

But the enduring memory and living reality for
communities and trade unions alike of a UK
‘energy transition’ is the process and aftermath
of the closure of the coal mines in the 1980s.
These closures were themselves the vanguard of
the broader political programme of trade union
disempowerment that has helped shape today’s
confrontational landscape of industrial relations.
Many communities to this day have not recovered
from the closure of the coal mines, and the jobs
that followed were certainly not widely equivalent
to those that were destroyed. Despite the difficult
working conditions, nothing has truly replaced the
cohesion, pride and sense of collective identity that
the mines provided; a study of ex-miners in Selby,
North Yorkshire, finds long lasting unemployment
and/or a legacy of limited support and poor-quality
alternative work.59

The UK’s processes of social dialogue, however, are
very weak – at least where unions are concerned.
Governments have spent much of the last 40 years
actively locking in dialogue with business, including
restructuring an approach to regulation that
privileges reducing the costs to business of new
regulations as an end in itself,63 alongside ongoing
restrictions on the activity of trade unions.
Unions have had precious little recent opportunity
for engagement with government either on
industrial strategy or decarbonisation. The
Coalition government ended the Forum for a Just
Transition that was created in 2009 by the Labour
government,64 which had previously been the
main avenue for extensive and constructive union
engagement. In its place it established the now
moribund Green Economy Council, on which
the TUC sat but which was otherwise dominated
by industry.65 The government’s Clean Growth
Strategy – which by itself contains much to
provide investor confidence in the government’s
commitment to clean energy – contains neither the
phrase ‘just transition’ nor reassurances that worker
and union engagement and social dialogue are a
priority.66 These are not accidents, but the structural
essence of neoliberal economics.

The UK’s so-called ‘post-industrial’ places – which
map closely onto those facing the largest transition
risks from decarbonisation (Chapter 2) – would be
entitled to be suspicious of what ‘transition’ has in
store.60
4.1 WORKER VOICE
The UK needs to rebuild its broken processes of
social dialogue defined by the International Labour
Organization as processes and commitments to
achieve collective bargaining on change, as part of
an ongoing expectation that social partners such
as trade unions will be actively consulted and have
meaningful structural influence on the direction of
the economy.61 But this needs to go further, with a
real commitment to what some have instead called
‘social power’: it needs to go beyond consultation
to true co-design.
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Delivering a just transition means privileging
the voices of the people and places that are most
affected. That certainly requires social dialogue,
at the very least. But given the extent to which
countries like the UK have tipped the balance
of power away from unions, social dialogue
is too meek a frame to capture the extent of
transformation needed. Trade Unions for Energy
Democracy call instead for new forms of social
power:

BiFab workers drew national attention to the
crisis at the plant when they first occupied the site
to complete its order for the Beatrice wind farm
project, and then later marched on Edinburgh to
demand a future for the yards. This demonstrates
the strength of feeling amongst workers to be
part of a clean energy future, but drastic measures
should not need to be taken to ensure workforces
can be equipped with the skills and order books
they need. It should be noted that at present,
unions are not allowed to take industrial action
over the carbon intensity or future ‘stranded asset’
nature of their site.

‘The Social Power approach is guided by
the belief that a just transition cannot be
accomplished without a deep restructuring of the
global political economy. It is guided by the belief
that current power relations must be challenged
and changed. If this does not occur, then the
vast majority of the world’s working people will
never see anything vaguely representing a just
transition… put simply, if union representation
and collective bargaining are both shrinking,
then just transition in workplaces or across
sectors will be more difficult either to create or
replicate.’ 67

Engagement by workers over the future of their
transition-exposed industries, and reskilling for
the clean economy, should not be something that
is done in their spare time. National funding via
a new Just Transition Fund (Chapter 5) could in
part ‘buy out’ the time of workers to enable them
to reskill and take part in planning for the future
of their workplaces. This is based on the German
‘short-time work compensation schemes’ where
employers are supported with public funds to
avoid unnecessary redundancies by temporarily
reducing working hours to meet reduced output
requirements, with wages maintained.70 Germany’s
largest union, IG Metall, is currently campaigning
for the policy to be extended to cover the time of
workforces at risk of technology unemployment to
re-skill and work alongside new technology.

4.2 NATIONAL LEADERSHIP
At the heart of the crisis of trust and the UK’s lack
of social dialogue is a sense that the experiences
of workers are not properly represented in policy
and that trade unions do not have the levers to
influence how the just transition will happen in
practice. It is for these reasons that trade unions are
generally supportive of greater public ownership of
key parts of the energy economy, as indeed are the
public at large.68 As one union official told us, ‘You
can’t influence what you don’t control.’

4.3 CHANGING THE RULES NATIONALLY
That there are UK yards that could be making parts
for UK renewables – and which have fought hard to
secure an ongoing future despite economic policy
headwind – points to the gap between rhetoric
and reality. And it underlines the lack of trust in
government to make it happen. Tim Roache, the
General Secretary of the GMB – a union with
extensive representation of workers in high-carbon
and energy-intensive industries – summarises his
union’s position:

A touchstone example of the failings of the just
transition in the UK is the ongoing travails of the
workers at the Burntisland Fabrications (BiFab)
manufacturing yards in Fife, Scotland.69 In 2017,
workers agreed to work without pay to complete
a contract for the Beatrice wind farm, due to the
financial difficulties of the then owners – after
which the Scottish government took an equity
stake in the company. In 2019, despite assurances
that the yards would be used to build wind turbine
jackets (steel mountings) for the forthcoming Neart
Na Gaoithe wind farm 15 miles off the Fife coast,
the owners of the wind farm, EDF Energy, appear
set to ship the jackets from Indonesia.
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‘Rather than fearing the move to
decarbonisation, UK workers and unions would
embrace it if the opportunities associated with
it were realised, but when you look at the
state of the sector and the lack of government
action now, as an energy worker would you be
willing to take a leap of faith on a just transition
based on the promises of politicians? Union
members will be sceptical of any change until
it looks like a real plan for jobs, livelihoods and
communities.’71

The Labour Party has already set out plans
to renationalise the UK’s transmission and
distribution networks as a key part of mandating
decarbonisation across the country.74 The union
UNISON proposes nationalising retail energy
companies to protect the terms and conditions of
frontline workers who will be needed to retrofit
homes and boilers as part of moving to a netzero economy.75 The Public and Commercial
Services Union (PCS) has proposed that ‘all
energy, including fossil fuels, [is] reclaimed into
public ownership as we transition to a zero carbon
economy’.76

There are limits to what the workers at BiFab can
do to secure renewables jobs in the context of
national policy that does not prioritise good green
jobs at home. Government must do far more to
use its power to bring domestic contracts for clean
energy to UK industry, as part of a Green New
Deal. In the case of BiFab, Scottish ministers are
actively considering how to use their devolved
powers over the Crown Estate – which consents
the sea bed for offshore wind farms – to require,
not just hope for, greater local content in supply
chains.72 It is, after all, the public sector that
consents to and licenses renewables and provides
them with contracts for subsidy, paid via UK energy
bills.

It is certainly the case that the UK’s stuttering
performance on carbon reduction will require
far more ambition and direction, as the CCC has
pointed out. As one senior union official noted: ‘Just
transition works best as a phrase when it is focused
on the “how” to transition to an end point that is
largely set by external forces, rather than allowing it
to be a debate over “whether” to transition.’

At the national level, direct intervention is needed
to turn the rhetoric of a just transition into a
reality. Ministers must have a duty to embed a just
transition as a guiding principle across government
policy, procurement, and strategies. This would
explicitly require building a just transition into the
mandate of key departments such as HM Treasury,
whose active conversion to the cause is essential
for delivering a Green New Deal73 and ensuring
that budgets prioritise it. Government may also
need to provide transitional ownership support for
industry during the transition as part of enabling
new business models – such as worker ownership
or cooperatives – to take over in the longer term.
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In communities where young people face an
uncertain future, and with traditional industries in
decline, a new plan is needed. In 2018, a landmark
deal was struck between the Spanish government
and trade unions for a financial compensation
package for coal miners facing the closure of
Spain’s privately owned pits,81 which includes
the ability for miners to opt for early retirement
packages alongside a programme of re-skilling
and the upgrading of infrastructure in mining
communities. While welcomed by some unions,82
it is important to note that financial compensation
for the loss of work is a very poor substitute for an
active industrial strategy to create new, enduring,
and decent work to provide an economic future
for generations to come. The preservation and
evolution of the proud heritage of industrial places
depends on the retention of young people and
sustained employment.

5. LOCALISING
TRANSITION
T

he UK only looks like it does because of
oil, gas, and coal. Many of the places that
have already suffered the most from decades of
deindustrialisation77 are disproportionately reliant
on high-carbon industry, including the production
and generation of oil, coal, or gas, or other forms of
economic activity that are likely to be most directly
affected by the climate transition. The UK’s modern
economy has grown symbiotically with fossil fuels78;
entire towns and cities have been built on the
riches they provided. Some communities, towns,
and even cities only exist in their modern form
because of high-carbon jobs; the oil price crash of
2014, for example, saw Aberdeen’s population fall
by 15,000.79 The economies of entire towns, such
as Scunthorpe and Port Talbot, depend heavily on
the future for energy-intensive industries such as
steelworks.

5.1 LOCAL INDUSTRIAL STRATEGY
Industrial strategy only makes sense for how it
plays out on the ground. As part of a rethinking of
municipal democracy, a more localised approach to
industrial strategy should be
• guided by a clear national mission and deadlines,
and supportive national finance.

The precision of the just transition can only be
delivered and shaped locally. While there will
be a fundamental role for national policy in
setting frameworks, deadlines, and incentives for
transition, in practice, whether it happens well or
at all, will depend on what the future holds not
just for individual sites and industrial clusters,
but on local economic and community resilience.
NEF’s work with coastal communities around the
UK, which have been facing economic downturn
for decades as a result of the loss or decline of
their fishing industry, underlines the importance
of the relationship between cultural heritage,
regeneration, spatial planning, and effective
industrial transformation.80

• built around genuine social dialogue, including
trade unions and community groups.
• built around assets, i.e., people, identity,
infrastructure, heritage, and aspirations.
• able to iterate as plans unfold to guard against
unexpected local economic impacts.
Yet as NEF and others have long argued, a major
weak spot in the UK’s industrial policy is a lack of
a full focus on the importance of locality.83 Andy
Haldane, Chief Economist of the Bank of England
and chair of the UK Industrial Strategy Council,
recently argued that at root, ‘all economics is local’:
‘[…] other things equal, the greater are the
differences in the economic characteristics of
an area, the stronger is the case for recognizing
these differences in the setting of economic
policy. These economic characteristics include…
structural features of the economy, such as
industrial composition.’ 84

16

NEW ECONOMICS FOUNDATION

TRUST IN TRANSITION
CLIMATE BREAKDOWN AND
HIGH CARBON WORKERS

Industrial transformation done well requires
representation and where possible participation
of those that rely on at-risk industries. There are
obviously commonalities nationwide, but the
reality of these experiences will be unique to the
demographics, identity, and needs of different
places. If the just transition is principally about
adding an ethical and social dimension to an
otherwise green industrial strategy, then it should
also ensure that strategy is truly grounded in the
reality of different people and places.

options including securing funding from the
government to reduce working hours for
reskilling.
• LEPs are not given the power and resources
by HM Treasury to allow them to lead truly
meaningful transformation plans.89 There should
be far greater devolution of powers to localities,
and far greater geographical distribution of
investment and infrastructure development.
Increased appetite among many local authorities
for local innovation in inclusive economic
development strategies and a focus on building
and distributing community wealth, provides some
useful indication of what alternative approaches
to the development and content of local industrial
strategy could look like. For example, the Sheffield
City Partnership’s ‘Framework for an Inclusive and
Sustainable Economy’90 sets out a comprehensive
approach to economic development priorities that
foregrounds social and environmental outcomes.
Leeds City Council’s Inclusive Growth Strategy91
likewise attempts to directly tackle questions of
social equality, although less so on environmental
challenges.

Local Economic Partnerships (LEPs) – the 38
voluntary partnerships85 between local authorities
and businesses set up in 2011 by the Department
for Business, Innovation, and Skills – are tasked
with establishing Local Industrial Strategies that
set out a long-term economic vision for their area
based on local consultation.86,87 These strategies
generally have not embedded responding to
climate breakdown as a priority, nor are they
focused on delivering a just transition. This is for
the following reasons:
• They have relatively narrow mandates that
require them to focus on increasing productivity
growth. This by definition encourages a
tendency towards increasing the quantity of
high-productivity sectors in an area as rapidly
as possible (e.g. financial services, R&D, the
knowledge economy, or high-end technology).88
Changing emphasis to support the just transition
means that rather than focusing solely on GVA,
a wider suite of measures should be used that
reflect environmental and social priorities set
both nationally and locally.

5.2 NEW REGIONAL AUTHORITIES
LEPs in their current form are not fit for purpose
to deliver a just transition. Local government lacks
both the mandate and the resources and capacity
to bring about a deeper devolution of voice, vision,
and influence from the community, unions, and
business sector. Instead, NEF proposes:
• Establishing regional combined authorities,
with meaningfully devolved powers over local
finance, local economic strategy, and the shaping
of national economic strategy.

• They do not comprise sufficient diversity of
local stakeholders. This must change, with
the establishment of appropriately diverse,
mandated, and resourced regional forums
(whether boards, partnerships, agencies,
commissions) that give more voice to unions
and community organisations in generating
local industrial strategies to respond to climate
breakdown. In the area of the future of work,
it is appropriate that local institutions, citizens,
and in particular trade unions are in the driving
seat on how local skills development funding
and transition support measures are spent – for
example, working with workers and unions
in plants at risk of decline or closure to assess

• Replacing current LEPs by establishing
new Local Economic Partnerships with a
reviewed membership and mandate, to lead
the just transition process at the local level.
Membership would be drawn from a diversity
of sectors, particularly including trade unions,
the community and professionalised voluntary
sector, and large employers, alongside
representatives from the new regional
authorities. They would be tasked with ensuring
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that relevant interest groups across the region
have a meaningful influence over both the
priorities of economic strategy, and the decisions
made about how to support the economic
infrastructure to achieve those priorities. They
would work alongside local government in the
form of combined regional authorities.
They would be the vehicle through which a
new Just Transition Fund for regions would be
channelled. The Fund would support the processes
of locally led reskilling, trade union and civil
society engagement with economic planning, local
authority capacity building, mapping of transition
needs, and the construction of investment plans.
It should be weighted towards those regions and
localities facing the largest transition risk and
include paid time off for workers to retrain, for
education, and to take part in the just transition
process (Chapter 4).
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6.RECOMMENDATIONS
T

he currency of consensual and rapid transition
is trust. It is in woefully short supply in the UK.
Trust will be built by concrete action:

• Align the whole of government, in particular
the Treasury, around delivering a rapid and
just transition.

• A firm framework from government for deep
investment in and the direct creation of a new
generation of good jobs.

Institutional alignment is critical to delivering
on the just transition. A Green New Deal just
transition strategy must be jointly led by Treasury,
the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local
Government, and the Department for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy, but with delivery
requirements for the whole of government,
Whitehall, and regulators. In particular, the
Treasury’s role is central: every budget for the next
decade must be an explicitly green budget.

• The rebuilding of worker influence in the
direction of national and local industrial strategy.
• The devolution of significant parts of a national
green jobs and reskilling programme to regions
and localities, with the funds and powers to
match.

• Disaggregate the UK’s carbon budget(s) to
reflect regional and local need.

We recommend that the government do the
following:

Tighter carbon budgets at the national level must
be implemented in a way that reflects that the path
to net zero carries relatively greater implications
for those places where a large proportion of
employment depends on high-carbon or energyintensive work. Decisions on expanding Heathrow
airport, for example, may have a direct impact on
the ability of other parts of the country – usually
less economically prosperous than London and the
South East – to deliver a just transition for highcarbon workers.92

• Bring forward the target date for net-zeroiii
emissions as part of an economy-wide plan
or Green New Deal.
A significantly more ambitious net-zero target date
than 2050 is needed to provide the impetus for
transition planning, reskilling, and investment that
has to start now. The Labour Party and the Green
Party both support a date of 2030. The most critical
thing is that the date is part of a galvanising of
urgent short-term action, having a transformative
and unignorable effect on the day-to-day of
government decision making, and thus economic
planning for the economy as a whole. Sectoraland industry-specific targets will be needed below
this to ensure that key parts of the UK’s industrial
landscape are focused on rapid and fair transition
– for example, bringing forward to 2030 the phaseout of petrol and diesel cars, and committing to no
new oil and gas exploration in the UK after 2022.

• End all existing economic support for highcarbon energy, redirecting funding where
possible to support the just transition.
The Treasury should launch a full review of how
it will reverse all deliberate economic support for
continuing the UK’s economic reliance on fossil
fuels by 2025 at the absolute latest, with the phaseout for each guided by the principles of the just
transition and support redirected to clean energy
and a Just Transition Fund.

iii While the current UK target is expressed as net zero, this does not currently rule out the use of overseas offsets to balance out UK
emissions that prove hard to eliminate domestically. NEF does not support this position and notes that the CCC urges against the
use of international offsets. Therefore, our assumption is that the netting out of remaining emissions will only be the by-product of
efforts to rewild and restore other ecosystems and must only take place within the UK.
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• Overhaul trade union legislation to enable
the full participation of unions in the
shaping of national and local just transition
industrial planning.

• Establish new local economic partnerships
and new combined City and County Regional
Authorities to lead the just transition process
at the local level.

A legal framework should also be created so that
union members can organise and take legitimate
industrial action, if necessary, to secure the
environmental sustainability of their workplace; for
example, if their workplace is at risk of being left
behind as the country decarbonises.

Combined regional authorities would have
meaningfully devolved powers over local finance,
local economic strategy, and the shaping of
national economic strategy. Current LEPs would
be replaced with new Local Economic Partnerships
with a reviewed membership and mandate, to lead
the just transition process at the local level. They
would work with a new set of Local Economic
Partnerships in each region that would include
unions, community and voluntary sector, small
and medium enterprise (SME), and other business
sector representation, and be the vehicle for
engaging meaningfully with affected communities,
trade unions, and workers as well as firms and
elected representatives. New Local Economic
Partnerships would have a duty to develop a
Green New Deal economic plan and to establish
Just Transition Commissions to implement these
fairly, being the conduit for the disaggregated Just
Transition Fund. Union recognition agreements
would be a condition for any state-led investments
or procurement contracts under regional Green
New Deal programmes.

• Establish a Just Transition Fund for local and
regional use to support essential non-capital
measures.
There is a critical financial and capacity gap at the
local level in being able to properly plan for the Just
Transition. Distinct from the major programmes of
capital infrastructural investment, we need support
for locally led reskilling, trade union and civil
society engagement with economic planning, local
authority capacity building, mapping of transition
needs, and the construction of investment plans.
It should be weighted towards those regions and
localities facing the largest transition risk and
include paid time off for workers to retrain, for
education, and to take part in the just transition
process.
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The UK’s historic failure to manage industrial
transitions is not an accident; it is core to an
ideology and an economic system that prioritises
the rights of capital over those of communities, and
market forces over decent and sustainable work.
But the political facts on the ground have changed.
The Brexit vote has exposed the severe lack of trust
in institutions and policymakers and in the sincerity
of the government to ensure that acting on climate
breakdown will not exacerbate the UK’s yawning
regional inequality and further worsen living
standards.

7. CONCLUSION
C

hange is inevitable. As carbon reduction
accelerates, a pre-emptive, ambitious,
managed response is imperative for the UK, not
just to reduce emissions in and of themselves
but because the alternative is to stand back and
watch as our economy becomes obsolete, and jobs
and livelihoods that could form the bedrock of a
zero-carbon economy go elsewhere. Irrespective
of whether the UK moves quickly to actively guide
the transition of its industry on its own terms, the
transition itself is inevitable and the actions of
other countries will end up doing it for us. The UK’s
2040 ban on the sale of petrol and diesel cars, for
example, appears ever more unambitious.

Delivering a just transition will not happen at scale
without challenging some of the fundamentals
of our failing economic system. What we really
need is not so much a just ‘transition’ as a just
‘transformation’ of our industry and economy, and
just as importantly, of the power relationships and
priorities that govern them.93 Trust is the currency of
transition, and it is in woefully short supply in the
UK.

Transition is inevitable. Without an active industrial
policy that has the concepts and practices of
just transition at its heart, many of our already
economically marginal geographical areas,
communities, and businesses face an uncertain
future, even if ambitious climate policy was not
essential, which it of course is. The risk is that
increased efforts to meet or exceed our carbon
aspirations will further entrench the huge spatial
imbalance in the UK economy and with it our toxic
politics.
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