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TRADE UNIONS AND JUST TRANSITION
THE SEARCH FOR A TRANSFORMATIVE POLITICS

meaningful contribution towards achieving the 
kinds of transformative changes that are neces-
sary to secure a low-carbon and truly sustain-
able future.

In this section, we describe how a new trade 
union approach to Just Transition has begun 
to emerge in recent years. In contrast to “Social 
Dialogue”—a term that is widely and frequent-
ly used—this new approach does not yet have 
any clearly identifiable signature or commonly 
accepted name that might serve as a clear point 
of reference. For present purposes, we will call 
it the “Social Power” approach.

It is important to emphasize that the term Social 
Power is used for convenience and for discus-
sion purposes only. This new approach is still 
very much in the process of cohering around 
a new set of programmatic commitments and 
ideas for action on the ground. It is reflected in a 
series of proposals that distinguish themselves 
from the dominant approach by their willingness 
to challenge, in one form or another, existing ar-
rangements of ownership and power, mainly by 
asserting, or reasserting, calls for public or so-
cial ownership and democratic control over key 
sectors. The examples we offer below mainly 
address new trade union approaches to climate 
change, environment and energy-related issues, 
but there are signs that a pro-public approach is 
being fueled by the increasingly undeniable fail-
ures of neoliberalism, and in response to new 
and ongoing calls for further privatization and 
liberalization. This approach has gained further 
impetus from political developments, with the 
rejection of austerity and precariousness in-
creasingly being combined with concerns about 
climate change and other ecological crises.109 

There Are No Easy Victories 

The fact that the Social Dialogue approach has 
not been particularly effective does not, of 
course, mean that an alternative approach will 

automatically produce better results. The chal-
lenges facing both workers and workers’ orga-
nizations are formidable, even immense, and 
using more forceful language is of little help on 
its own. But there is simply no political case for 
staying confined to one approach, and no com-
pelling justification for continuing to appeal to 
the so-called “Social Partners,” in the hope that 
they will respect agreements reached more 
than half a century ago—during a different 
historical period, and in a region of the world 
(namely Europe) that has become less econom-
ically and politically significant over the past two 
or three decades. The globalization of Social Di-
alogue as a trade union narrative is simply out 
of step with the realities facing workers in most 
of the world. A programmatic shift is neces-
sary—one that reflects the challenge posed by 
Just Transition and can point to real solutions. 
Such a program may be able to win the sup-
port of some climate-concerned businesses in 
certain countries, that is, if they are willing to 
acknowledge that their pro-market approach 
to decarbonization is not working, and that 
approaches grounded in cooperation and the 
common good—rather than competition and 
private profit—need to be pursued.

It should not be assumed that an alternative to 
Social Dialogue must necessarily entail an exclu-
sive endorsement of social, class, or industrial 
conflict. At the same time, any serious approach 
to Just Transition must recognize that such con-
flicts are part of the reality of capitalism. When 
considered abstractly, dialogue seems unques-
tionably better than conflict, but union and 
worker struggles (including the struggle for a 
Just Transition) take place in the real world, and 
our choices must be made in concrete contexts.

As we consider new approaches, industrial and 
other forms of militancy should be considered 
tools, not guiding principles. In some instanc-
es they can produce results, but in others they 
have proven ineffective. The same can be said 
with regard to political strategy. For almost four 





¿Qué tan real es la 
transición energética?



“ “La transición energética 
          es inevitable 

Rachel Kyte 
Sustainable Energy for All



“ “La era de los combustibles 
   fósiles se ha acabado 

         

Kumi Naidoo 
Greenpeace





Participación de fuentes en la 
generación eléctrica a escala mundial

No fósiles Carbón Gas y petróleo



Participación de fuentes en la 
generación eléctrica a escala mundial
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Consumo de energía a escala 
mundial por tipo de fuente
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1990 to 01 , and are projected to continue to 
rise for at least another decade, if not two—
far beyond what is compatible with even the 
less ambitious “well below 2 degrees Cel-
sius” target.26 While global emissions leveled 
off from 01 01 —creating a lot of excite-
ment about the prospect of “turning the cor-
ner —they rose again by  in 01 , and are 
expected to rise again in 2018.27 As the I  
starkly observes, the levels of warming that 
are expected to accompany rising emissions 
on the basis of existing commitments “result 
in global mean surface temperature increas-

es in 2100 from 3.7 °C to 4.8 °C compared to 
pre-industrial levels.”28 

“Revolutionary Changes” in Energy

Energy makes the largest contribution to glob-
al GHG emissions through the burning of coal, 
oil, and gas. ven prior to the aris tal s, I A s 
then xecutive irector aria van der oeven 
asserted, “Keeping temperature increase below 
2°C will require revolutionary changes [to the 
global energy system].” 9 

However, in its latest “World Energy Outlook” 
01 , the International nergy Agency I A  

projects that world energy demand will in-
crease 0  by 0 0.30 The S nergy Infor-
mation Administration IA  projects a  
increase.31 ore recent projections by consult-
ing firm c insey in ecember 01  project 
a rise in overall global energy demand of  
from 01  to 0 0.32 

The anticipated growth in the use of ener-
gy means that, among many other things, an 
enormous amount of new renewable power 
generation capacity must be brought online 

Source: EIA, International Energy Outlook 2017

in the coming few decades in order to counter 
the ongoing expansion of fossil fuels and the 
upward pressure on emissions. As we have 
noted in recent TUED working papers, the cur-
rent rate of renewable energy deployment is 
not nearly su cient to ma e this happen, and 
there is compelling evidence to suggest that 
it will never be su cient, if the private sector 
and market forces are left to play a central 
role. As one source notes, “Despite a record 
installation of 161 GW of renewable generat-
ing capacity in 2016, global fossil fuel use con-
tinues to rise.”33 This is because global energy 
demand is rising even faster than the deploy-



¿Cuál el el significado de la 

transición justa?



Ciba-Geigy Plant 
Toms River, New Jersey, 1980s



“
“

He sido acusado de ser un militante. 
Pensé que aceptaríamos con orgullo  el 

rótulo de militantes. No  pretendo 
inclinarme ante ninguna  compañía 

injusta, gobierno injusto o  tiranía en  
ninguna forma; ese es mi papel hasta el 

último aliento de mi vida. De eso  se 
trata el sindicalismo. 

Tony Mazzochi 
Presidente de OCAW





“
“

…teniendo en cuenta los imperativos            
de una reconversión justa de la fuerza 

laboral y de la creación de trabajo   
decente y de empleos de calidad, de 
conformidad con las prioridades de 

desarrollo  definidas a nivel nacional…









¿Transición justa, o transiciones?



1. Transición centrada en la  
defensa del trabajo



2. Transformación socioeconómica 
radical y multi sectorial



3. La transición como ampliación del 
poder social o popular



¿Qué tipo de transición es 

viable y necesaria?









“ “El discurso de la transición 
justa está centrado en la realidad de los 
países ricos del Norte 

Sean Sweeney 
Coordinador de TUED



“ “Las grandes empresas 
deben salvar el planeta 

Richard Branson 
Presidente de Virgin









“ “La solución al cambio climático es       
el crecimiento verde 

Nicholas Stern 
Economista británico





“
“

Hay muy pocos ejemplos de 
una transición justa en el 

contexto de la acción contra 
el cambio climático 
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“
“

42% de los trabajadores a 
nivel mundial están en 

situación de precariedad y 
son vulnerables 



“ “El problema no el clima:  
es el capitalismo

Naomi Klein 
Investigadora canadiense





“
“

Tenemos que recuperar el 
financiamiento y la inversión 
pública y estatal y desafiar el 
enfoque hegemónico para la 

inversión en energías renovables. 
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