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MINISTERIAL FOREWORD 

T
he Presidency has placed the just energy transition (JET) at the heart of global dialogue, a mission we have 
driven through the three priorities that we canvassed across four Energy Transition Working Group (ETWG) 
meetings. From the outset, we declared that "energy transitions must safeguard livelihoods and amplify local 
value chains". Throughout our engagements, we called for "pooled resources for coal regions to ensure no 
worker is stranded”, and we have crystallised the urgency of socio-economic protection and the need for 

inclusive, resilient change. 

This Outcome Two report delivers on that vision, offering an integrated framework and actionable recommendations to 
protect fossil-fuel-dependent regions while fostering economic renewal. Anchored in the People, Planet, Prosperity, and 
Power (4Ps) – it outlines strategies to mitigate job losses, promote decent work through local sourcing, and manage 
stranded assets while safeguarding biodiversity, directly addressing vulnerabilities in provinces like Mpumalanga. As we 
emphasised in Sun City’s ETWG session, "Safeguards transform transitions from threats into opportunities for shared 
prosperity."

We are encouraged by the report’s recognition of the need to mobilise public-private finance to build resilient economies 
that leave no one behind. In fossil-dependent regions, this means transforming coal jobs into sustainable opportunities, 
protecting ecosystems, and empowering marginalised voices of women, youth, and Indigenous groups, especially when 
it comes to decision-making.

As we reflect on our ETWG's journey, this report stands as a testament to collaborative action among the Council for 
Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR), the International Labour Organization (ILO), the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP), the United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), the Institute for Economic Justice 
(IEJ), and the Sam Tambani Research Institute (SATRI). It is more than a guide; it is a call to the the Group of Twenty (G20) 
to adopt unified policies for social compacting, environmental due diligence, and inclusive oversight. South Africa, drawing 
on lessons from our JET Investment Plan, will endeavour to pilot these safeguards, inviting partners to co-invest in a future 
where transitions uplift rather than displace.

With these safeguards in place, we can forge a powerful vision for South Africa's energy transition. As we unite in collective 
effort, ensure fairness for all, and build a lasting inheritance of environmental stewardship, we not only secure a just energy 
transition but also dignity for all, pave the way for a resilient, inclusive, and thriving future, and indeed ensure that we live up 
to our presidency’s theme of solidarity in action, equality in outcome, and sustainability in legacy.

Dr. Kgosientsho Ramokgopa
Minister of Electricity and Energy 
Republic of South Africa
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A
s the global community accelerates efforts towards carbon neutrality, the transition from fossil fuels to clean 
energy presents profound socio-economic challenges, particularly for regions heavily dependent on fossil 
fuel industries. These regions face the risks of job displacement and a decline in economic, environmental, 
and social outcomes if transitions are not managed inclusively and equitably. To ensure no one is left behind, 
socio-economic safeguards are essential for energy transitions.

The G20 has evolved from high-level policy affirmations to action-oriented frameworks. The launch of the ETWG at the 
2023 G20 Summit in New Delhi drew focused attention to inclusive energy transitions, and the Brazil Leaders’ Declaration 
in 2024 welcomed the focus on labour and social justice to fight poverty and inequality. The main objective of the socio-
economic safeguards and local value creation for fossil-fuel-dependent regions, as espoused in this document, is two-fold.

•	 Support a fair transition by developing safeguards to secure decent, sustainable jobs and incomes in fossil-fuel-
dependent communities through economic diversification, enhancing social safety nets, and environmental protection.

•	 Develop pathways for action on socio-economic safeguards for fossil-fuel-dependent regions. The South African 
Presidency has identified safeguards and local content as important tenets that cannot be negated if the transitions, 
particularly in coal-dependent regions, are to be successful. Therefore, socio-economic safeguards and local value 
creation for fossil-fuel-dependent regions seek to:

o	 Mitigate job losses in the fossil fuel sector by creating pathways for employment through decent job creation, 
training, lifelong learning, and local skills development. 

o	 Enable full and meaningful participation of workers and affected communities in policy design, implementation 
and oversight, especially women, youth, and marginalised groups. 

o	 Promote environmental and ecological protection in impacted, fossil-fuel-dependent regions.

o	 Establish pathways to retain local economic value addition and local content through domestic sourcing in 
green investments.

The 4Ps framework, namely People (centred), Planet (denoting care for the environment), Prosperity (signifying development) 
and Power (for the needed energy supply), provides a holistic view of the requisite ingredients for transitions that leave no 
one behind. 

The action-orientated output of Outcome 2 of the South African G20 Presidency is an integrated, guiding framework 
for inclusive energy transition policies and practices, together with salient recommendations for action, guaranteeing 
sustainable livelihoods for communities, particularly in fossil-fuel-dependent areas. The building blocks enshrined in this 
document underpin the need for accelerated and scaled-up implementation through a reinvigorated framework for action 
consisting of four interrelated and mutually supportive elements, namely: (i) promoting inclusive, sustainable, and job-rich 
economies; (ii) advancing social justice; (iii) managing a just transition; and (iv) financing a just transition.

A well-structured policy framework, combined with a clear, actionable roadmap for social compacting, is essential to 
guide fossil-fuel-dependent regions toward sustainable futures. Such an approach ensures that the transition to cleaner 
energy does not come at the cost of livelihoods or local economies. Socio-economic safeguards must be seen not only 
as protective measures but also as opportunities to foster resilient, inclusive, and equitable societies. To be effective and 
credible, these plans must clearly define the ideal pace of the energy transition, establish the timing and sequencing of 
livelihood protections, assign accountability for socio-economic outcomes, and implement robust review mechanisms to 
track progress at both macro- and micro-levels.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The G20 has steadily evolved from high-level policy affirmations to action-orientated frameworks. The launch of 
the Energy Transition Working Group at the 2023 G20 Summit in New Delhi ignited focused attention on inclusive 
energy transitions, and the 2024 Brazil Leaders’ Declaration welcomed a focus on labour and social justice to 

fight poverty and inequality. The main objective of the socio-economic safeguards and local value creation for fossil-fuel-
dependent regions, as espoused in this document, is two-fold:

•	 Support a fair transition by developing safeguards to secure decent jobs and incomes in fossil-fuel-dependent 
communities through economic diversification, enhancing social safety nets and environmental protection.

•	 Develop pathways for action on socio-economic safeguards for fossil-fuel-dependent regions. 

The South African Presidency has identified safeguards and local content as important tenets that cannot be negated if the 
transition, particularly in coal-dependent regions, are to be successful. Therefore, socio-economic safeguards and local 
value creation for fossil-fuel-dependent regions seek to:

•	 Mitigate job losses in the fossil fuel sector by creating pathways for employment through decent job creation, training, 
lifelong learning, and local skills development. 

•	 Enable full and meaningful participation of workers and affected communities in policy design, implementation, and 
oversight, especially women, youth, and marginalised groups. 

•	 Promote environmental protection in impacted, fossil-fuel-dependent regions.

•	 Establish pathways to retain local economic value addition and local content through domestic sourcing in green 
investments.

The 4Ps framework provides a holistic view of the requisite ingredients for transitions that leave no one behind (Figure 1).

The action-orientated output of Outcome 2 of the South African G20 Presidency is an integrated, guiding framework for 
just and inclusive energy transition policies and practices, together with salient recommendations for action, guaranteeing 
sustainable livelihoods for communities, particularly in fossil-fuel-dependent areas. Essentially, the recommendations advocate 
implementing domestic sourcing policies for renewable projects to mitigate job losses incurred as a result of the transition.

Figure 1: The 4Ps Framework for socio-economic safeguards
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2. SOCIO-ECONOMIC SAFEGUARDS FOR A JUST AND 
INCLUSIVE ENERGY TRANSITION

As the global community accelerates efforts towards carbon neutrality, the transition from fossil fuels to clean energy 
presents profound socio-economic challenges—particularly for regions heavily dependent on fossil fuel industries. These 
regions face the risks of job displacement and a decline in economic, environmental, and social outcomes if transitions are 
not managed inclusively and equitably. To ensure no one is left behind, robust socio-economic safeguards are essential. 

Socio-economic safeguards are critical policy instruments and standards designed to ensure that the transition to a low-
carbon economy is inclusive, equitable, and environmentally sustainable, particularly for communities reliant on fossil fuel 
industries. At a high level, these safeguards aim to protect workers’ rights, promote social and economic inclusion, and 
foster economic resilience by supporting the creation of decent jobs, sustaining local livelihoods, and ensuring income 
diversification. Core objectives include ensuring fair compensation and social protection for displaced workers, enabling 
skills development through retraining and reskilling programmes, and facilitating participatory decision-making processes 
that empower affected communities. Effective implementation requires robust regulatory frameworks, inter-ministerial 
coordination, sustained financing mechanisms, and the active involvement of social partners, including government, labour 
unions, industry, civil society, and vulnerable groups. By integrating these safeguards, governments can promote a just and 
equitable transition that upholds livelihoods, reduces inequality, and fosters long-term resilience.

To broaden understanding of the current status quo, a survey was carried out to gauge people’s perceptions of socio-
economic safeguards in the context of energy transitions. The survey sought to provide empirical evidence to serve as 
a basis to ensure that the transition process remains fair, inclusive, and responsive to the needs of all stakeholders and 
communities. The survey instrument was framed along the aforementioned 4Ps framework. The section below highlights 
the survey outcomes.
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2.1  PEOPLE CENTRED
People are central to the process of the energy transition as producers, consumers, workers, and enterprises. Responses 
from the survey suggest a non-inclusive approach to the JET, which is critical for everyone, not just the few. If no one is 
to be left behind, then more community engagements are required. People should be engaged in matters that affect their 
well-being, and they ought to be part of the process, including agents of inclusive development (such as women, youth, 
and the marginalised).

Figure 2 illustrates that the JET is characterised by mistrust between decision-makers and their communities. Some of the 
critical tenets echoed from the respondents’ perceptions include the need to enhance transparency, scale up investment 
in community infrastructure for enhanced service delivery, and avoid neglecting the provision of alternative employment, 
particularly for those previously employed in the fossil-fuel-dependent regions. 

Figure 2: Perceptions of socio-economic safeguards on people in the Just Energy Transition
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2.2  PLANET
The survey results on environmental safeguards for JET reveal a cautious, critical perspective among stakeholders (Figure 3). 
Stakeholders highlight concerns about the establishment and implementation of safeguards prior to the decommissioning 
of fossil fuel assets, the allocation of financial and institutional resources, and the effectiveness of management during site 
repurposing. Respondents also pointed to a lack of meaningful engagement with affected workers and local communities, 
underscoring issues with inclusivity, transparency, and trust in the process. There is scepticism about whether environmental 
integrity indicators, such as biodiversity conservation, pollution reduction and land restoration, are adequately tracked and 
reported.

These findings align with broader research on the JET in South Africa1, which emphasises the importance of balancing 
environmental sustainability with social justice, ensuring inclusive decision-making, and supporting workers and communities 
affected by the shift away from fossil fuels. The transition's credibility and legitimacy are perceived to depend heavily 
on closing the gap between policy commitments and on-the-ground realities, particularly through financial support for 
rehabilitation, transparent environmental reporting, and robust management of stranded assets to prevent environmental 
degradation and socio-economic harm. For policymakers, this underscores the urgent need to strengthen environmental 
safeguards as a central pillar of JET strategies. Priority actions include:

•	 Allocating adequate financial and institutional resources for environmental restoration and monitoring.

•	 Embedding inclusive consultation processes with workers and local communities.

•	 Ensuring transparent and enforceable reporting mechanisms for environmental outcomes.

•	 Proactively addressing stranded assets through decommissioning, remediation, and ecosystem restoration.

By embedding accountability, inclusivity, and ecological integrity into transition strategies, policymakers can transform 
safeguards from protective measures into proactive opportunities for community resilience, environmental regeneration, 
and equitable socio-economic transformation.

1	 See: https://www.climatecommission.org.za/publications/public-perceptions-and-attitudes-relating-to-climate-change-and-the-just-transition-in-south-africa

Figure 3: Stakeholder perceptions of environmental safeguards in the Just Energy Transition
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2.3  PROSPERITY
Central to the perceptions on safeguards around the economic aspects of the JET is the acknowledgement that the energy 
transition is a necessity, creating a plethora of opportunities through infrastructure investment and associated economic 
development, with an anticipated long-term reduction in energy costs for consumers. These are some of the positive 
highlights illustrated in Figure 4. However, several setbacks are being identified, including a lack of appropriate skill sets 
for clean energy technologies, limited support infrastructure for local businesses, small, medium, and micro-enterprises 
with limited financial support, and a limited or non-existent capacity for the absorption of workers who have been working 
in the fossil fuel sector. Moreover, the energy transition is triggering several economic risks, including job losses, as new 
opportunities are not generating as many jobs as those lost in traditional sectors, while the high cost of financing further 
heightens economic vulnerabilities. 

Figure 4: Perceptions of economic safeguards on the Just Energy Transition
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2.4  POWER
Alternative energy sources don’t always provide a more reliable and secure supply, at least not for now. They do for some 
who have money to invest in household-based renewable energy generation, but this remains a very small minority of well-
off people with higher disposable incomes who are able to make such choices. More investment is needed so that more 
people, households and businesses have access to renewable energy sources. It’s a process; it’s going to take time, but if 
we don’t do it and invest, we are all going to lose out and slowly but surely destroy the planet.

Alternative energy sources promise a more reliable and secure supply with an integrated energy system that incorporates 
energy storage to reduce renewable energy intermittency and enhance grid stability, optimise energy utilisation, and support 
the transition to low-carbon industrial development.

The shift to renewable energy sources should create better opportunities by providing access to clean, affordable energy 
for communities that have been deeply trapped in energy poverty, especially in the global South. The sun and wind are 
readily available regardless of geopolitical location. All that is required is fairness in the infrastructure required to sustain the 
grid. The pace and scale of the transition need to be revisited, especially for most third-world countries. More research and 
a pragmatic approach are needed to ensure that safeguards for people’s livelihoods are guaranteed.

Figure 5: Perceptions on safeguards related to energy security in the just transition.

The socio-economic safeguards for fossil-fuel-dependent regions must be underpinned by inclusive policies, proactive 
planning, systematic monitoring and evaluation of implementation, and strong collaboration between governments, 
academia, business, labour unions, civil society, and affected communities, including women’s and Indigenous Peoples’ 
groups.
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3. LOCAL CONTENT

To be effective and inclusive, just transition policies and interventions in G20 fossil-fuel-dependent regions must 
be firmly grounded in country and local contexts, based on an understanding of the needs of communities, local 
government, employers and workers, and the concerns of vulnerable groups, and anchored in national institutional 

and policy frameworks. Evidence-based research can support this effort. This is key to ensuring ownership and the 
sustainability of socio-economic safeguards and energy transitions as G20 countries move towards an effective and low-
carbon energy mix and diversify their economies. 

Since each region is unique, local content and energy transition support policies that create new economic opportunities for 
local enterprises and workers are key to optimising local value creation and realising national development goals. As fossil-
fuel-dependent regions diversify their economies, new economic activities should include scaling up local procurement to 
boost the amount of goods and services purchased from local enterprises, investing in decent job creation, and conducting 
comprehensive assessments of current and future skills needs. Early investments in reskilling and upskilling initiatives 
aligned with evolving labour market demands are vital to ensure local workers can fully and meaningfully participate in 
emerging economic opportunities. Additionally, investments in community-focused infrastructure further contribute to 
inclusive and sustainable local development.

To enable local enterprises and entrepreneurs to prosper and be prepared to realise these opportunities, governments 
must promote the development of sustainable enterprises and create an enabling environment that provides adequate 
incentives for innovation and entrepreneurship. This includes improved access to green finance and business development 
services, enabling micro-, small- and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) as well as social and solidarity economy entities 
to pursue environmentally and ecologically sustainable business models. It also includes improved access to technological 
development and environmentally sound technologies, sustainable behavioural practices, and cleaner production and 
resource efficiency, including in MSMEs.

G20 countries are encouraged to integrate local content policies and frameworks into national industrial strategies to 
harness new opportunities, maximise the domestic benefits of clean energy investments, and equip the local workforce with 
the necessary skills and expertise. By integrating Local Content Requirements (LCRs) into project tenders in a transparent 
manner, governments can stimulate industrial development, foster domestic value chains, and create decent jobs across 
the energy sector. 

In fossil-fuel-dependent regions, especially those with constrained technological and human capital, G20 countries should 
support strategic carbon-neutral technologies by promoting targeted knowledge exchange and capacity-building initiatives. 
This includes technology transfer programmes, partnerships with educational and research institutions, and vocational 
training geared towards the development of cleaner industries and sustainable energy markets, thereby facilitating a just 
transition to a low-carbon economy. Countries are encouraged to facilitate green innovation ecosystems through research 
and development investment and inclusive governance mechanisms, ensuring that new industrial value chains emerge 
within regions undergoing transition.

Project developers and investors should work closely with host countries to develop technologies tailored to local 
conditions and strengthen local supply capabilities in critical areas such as equipment manufacturing (e.g., wind turbines, 
solar panels), raw materials (e.g., steel), and key components (e.g., photovoltaic cells). Prioritising local procurement 
and workforce development increases the share of locally retained economic value, strengthens the competitiveness of 
domestic industries, and fosters inclusive and sustainable industrial development. These efforts are essential to ensuring 
that fossil-fuel-reliant communities are not left behind but empowered to participate in the global clean energy transition in 
a resilient and equitable manner.
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4. BUILDING BLOCKS FOR AN INTEGRATED FRAMEWORK 
ON SOCIO-ECONOMIC SAFEGUARDS FOR JET

Developing an integrated framework for socio-economic safeguards to promote inclusive energy transition policies 
and practices is crucial to ensure that the shift to sustainable energy systems is equitable and benefits all sectors of 
society, especially women and girls, people with disabilities, and Indigenous Peoples (Figure 6).

Figure 6: An action framework for Just Energy Transition

The ILO Guidelines for a just transition towards environmentally sustainable economies and societies for all (2015) provide 
the central reference for socio-economic safeguards and a basis for action. Their implementation should be accelerated 
and scaled up through a reinvigorated framework for action comprising four interrelated and mutually supportive elements, 
namely: (i) promoting inclusive, sustainable and job-rich economies; (ii) advancing social justice; (iii) managing the process 
of just transition; and (iv) financing a just transition (Figure 7):

•	 Inclusiveness: Developing an integrated framework for socio-economic safeguards to promote inclusive energy 
transition policies and practices is crucial to ensure that the shift to sustainable energy systems is equitable and 
benefits all sectors of society, inter alia, youth, women and girls, people with disabilities, and Indigenous Peoples. 
To achieve this, engaging diverse stakeholders, including governments, businesses, labour unions, workers, 
and agents of inclusive development, i.e., women, youth, communities, and civil society, in co-creating policies that 
address both the challenges and opportunities of the transition remains key. 

•	 Social Justice: Integrating gender equality, the empowerment of women and girls, and social equity, as well as 
equality considerations into energy policy design ensures that marginalised groups, such as women, people with 
disabilities, Indigenous Peoples, and youth, are not left behind and have equal access to all relevant resources and 
opportunities, and that women are engaged in decision-making processes.

•	 Transition Process: The pace and scale of implementation should be commensurate with the realisation of the 
intended goals. This framework should encompass a holistic approach that aligns energy, economic, social, and 
environmental objectives. Key elements include social protection for vulnerable communities, public awareness 
strategies for workers, job creation strategies in the renewable energy sector, effective mechanisms for anticipating 
skills needs, targeted reskilling and upskilling of workers to enable them to exploit new employment opportunities, and 
support for local industries to build capacity and competitiveness in green technologies. A phased approach—one 
that unfolds gradually to enable continuous monitoring, evaluation, and learning based on real-time developments and 
the way the transition is unfolding on the ground—could be adopted. 

13SOCIO-ECONOMIC SAFEGUARDS AND LOCAL CONTENT REQUIREMENTS FOR FOSSIL-FUEL-DEPENDENT REGIONS



•	 Finance: Policies, funding mechanisms, and institutional practices that protect vulnerable populations and workers 
from the negative impacts of transitioning to a low-carbon, sustainable economy remain a key ingredient. By 
embedding flexibility, accountability, and adaptive measures, the framework can ensure that the transition is not only 
environmentally sustainable but also socially just and worker- and community-centred, and that it fosters a resilient, 
sustainable, and inclusive future.

Figure 7: Selected building blocks for socio-economic safeguards
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The socio-economic safeguards included in the ILO Guidelines for a just transition are shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Socio-economic safeguards included in the ILO Guidelines for a just energy transition.

What How

1.	 Maximising social and economic opportunities of climate and environmental action

2.	 Strong social commitment and consensus

3.	 Gender equality, social inclusion, and equity

4.	 Pro-employment macroeconomic frameworks

5.	 Environmentally sustainable business models

6.	 Universal access to social protection

7.	 Skills and lifelong learning

8.	 Fostering safe and healthy working environments and respect for other 

fundamental principles and rights at work

1.	 Managing the process through social dialogue 

and tripartism

2.	 Policy integration and coherence

3.	 International labour standards

4.	 Active labour market policies

5.	 Financing the just transition

A just transition is key to creating decent work opportunities and environmentally sustainable economies, reducing 
inequality, and ensuring that no one is left behind. It involves maximising the social and economic opportunities of climate 
and environmental action, including an enabling environment for sustainable enterprises, while minimising and carefully 
managing challenges. 

Ensuring a just transition is important at all scales (local and national), at all levels of development, across all economic 
sectors (including both the formal and informal economy), and should be aligned with national development priorities. 
It should be based on effective social dialogue and respect for fundamental principles and rights at work and be in 
accordance with international labour standards. In addition, environmental, social and governance (ESG) criteria should 
be embedded across JET project lifecycles, reinforced by robust ESG impact assessments that identify opportunities for 
community regeneration and environmental resilience, not merely compliance (DBSA, 2020).

One of the key challenges facing coal-dependent economies in the shift to low-carbon pathways is the risk of stranded 
assets (e.g., investments like coal power plants, pipelines, and mines that lose value early due to regulatory, market, or 
technological shifts). These assets are increasingly vulnerable as global decarbonisation efforts intensify, making fossil 
fuel infrastructure obsolete. Poorly managed, stranded assets can lead to socio-economic and environmental harm, 
including unrehabilitated sites, abandoned facilities, and job losses. To reduce these risks, environmental safeguards 
must go beyond traditional controls to include liabilities tied to stranded assets. This includes applying the Polluter Pays 
and environmental liability principles, holding fossil fuel operators responsible for remediation, ecosystem restoration, and 
sustainable land use before assets are stranded. Mandatory decommissioning and land reclamation plans, backed by 
upfront financial provisions, are essential to ensure full site rehabilitation after closure (EPRI, 2010; EPRI, 2020; Caldecott 
et al., 2021; LSE, 2022).
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The overarching integrated framework for socio-economic safeguards described in the preceding sections 
encompasses a holistic approach that aligns energy, economic, social, and environmental objectives. Within a just 
and inclusive energy transition, key elements should include social protection policies for vulnerable communities, 

public awareness campaigns targeting workers, decent job creation strategies in the renewable energy sector, effective 
mechanisms to anticipate skills needs, accompanied by targeted reskilling and upskilling to enable workers to seize new 
opportunities in the renewable energy and non-energy sectors, and support for local industries to build capacity and 
competitiveness in green technologies. Additionally, integrating gender equality, the empowerment of women and girls, 
and social equity considerations into energy policy design and implementation ensures that marginalised groups, such as 
women, people with disabilities, Indigenous Peoples, and youth, are not left behind and have equal, full, and meaningful 
access to all relevant resources and opportunities, and that women are engaged in decision-making. By embedding 
flexibility, accountability, and adaptive measures, the framework can ensure that the transition is not only environmentally 
sustainable but also socially and economically just, worker- and community-centred, and that it fosters a resilient, 
sustainable, and inclusive future. 

A plethora of policies and standards remain key ingredients for the effective implementation of socio-economic safeguards 
in fossil-fuel-dependent regions. In this document, they are clustered into three broad streams, namely socio-economic, 
environmental, and cross-cutting themes. Each cluster is discussed in terms of a high-level overview, the objectives of 
each policy/standard, and what is required to implement them in the context of a JET to support decent jobs and incomes 
in fossil-fuel-dependent communities while ensuring environmental protection. The following section provides some of the 
key standards and policies identified to advance effective socio-economic safeguards. 

5.1  STAKEHOLDER ANALYSIS, ENGAGEMENT AND INFORMATION DISCLOSURE
Effective and systematic stakeholder engagement and access to relevant information are essential for implementing socio-
economic safeguards in fossil-fuel-dependent regions as they transition to clean and sustainable energy systems. This 
engagement involves creating inclusive platforms in stakeholders’ native languages that are accessible to all, where diverse 
stakeholders, including government agencies, environmental pressure groups, fossil fuel industry companies, workers, 
local communities, marginalised and vulnerable groups, such as women and people with disabilities, civil society groups, 
and labour unions, can collaborate and contribute to decision-making processes.

Regular consultations and dialogues help ensure that the concerns, needs, and aspirations of all stakeholders, including 
affected communities, are heard and addressed in a timely manner. Involving stakeholders early in the design and 
implementation of transition strategies fosters trust, builds shared ownership of the process, and ensures that policies 
are context-specific and tailored to regional socio-economic realities. This also enables the identification of potential risks, 
such as job losses, natural hazards, and social disruptions, and the timely development of targeted measures, including 
retraining programmes and social protection mechanisms, to mitigate these impacts. By prioritising transparent and 
continuous engagement, the transition process can be more inclusive, equitable, and effective in safeguarding both 
economic and social well-being. The selection criteria for stakeholders will be based on their value or contribution to the 
development of socio-economic safeguards, i.e., informational, industry participation and strategic involvement, to ensure 
that no one is left behind.

Key principles while undertaking stakeholder engagement include:

•	 Early Engagement: Stakeholder engagement must begin at the earliest stages of project planning and continue 
throughout design, implementation, and monitoring. This results in buy-in and ensures stakeholders’ perspectives 
shape interventions and potential risks are effectively managed.

•	 Information Disclosure: Information on project risks, interventions, and appropriate grievance mechanisms should 
be disclosed in a timely, culturally, and contextually appropriate manner. Project materials can be disclosed in local 
languages on relevant platforms that are easily understood and accessible to the relevant communities.

5. GUIDELINES TO OPERATIONALISE  
SOCIO-ECONOMIC SAFEGUARDS
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•	 Grievance Redress Mechanisms: Establish appropriate channels for stakeholders to raise their concerns and 
ensure that stakeholders are aware of them. The mechanism should be responsive, accessible, and culturally sensitive, 
enabling timely and fair resolution of disputes.

•	 Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC): In projects affecting Indigenous Peoples, projects should adhere to FPIC 
principles to ensure participation is voluntary and based on a full understanding of potential impacts.

One way of achieving these principles is through social licensing. Social licensing refers to the ongoing acceptance and 
approval of a project or intervention by local communities and stakeholders, based on trust, transparency, and perceived 
benefits. This is a requirement in safeguarding. Above all, safeguards should uphold and effectively engage diverse 
stakeholders, including governments, businesses, labour unions, and civil society, to co-create evidence-based policies 
that address both the challenges and opportunities of the transition.

5.2  LABOUR AND WORKING CONDITIONS
The ILO Centenary Declaration for the Future of Work (2019) states that all workers should enjoy adequate protection in 
accordance with the Decent Work Agenda (DWA), considering:

(i) 	 respect for their fundamental rights;

(ii) 	 an adequate minimum wage, statutory or negotiated;

(iii) 	 maximum limits on working time; and

(iv)	 safety and health at work.

The transition towards job-rich, sustainable economies requires a strong social consensus, supported by institutions 
and inclusive processes. Social dialogue is vital to shaping policies that promote social justice and guarantee fair wages 
and working conditions during the transition to a low-carbon economy, ensuring that communities achieve well-being equal 
to or better than that in fossil-fuel-dependent regions and industries. 

Collective bargaining and agreements are a critical mechanism for securing socio-economic safeguards in fossil-fuel-
dependent regions, ensuring that workers’ rights, livelihoods, and community interests are protected during transitions 
towards low-carbon economies. Collective agreements are increasingly concluded between employers and workers’ 
organisations to ensure decent wages and working conditions, skills training and retraining, and active labour market 
policies to support workers during labour market transitions. 

Collective agreements include a wide range of topics related to a just transition, such as environmental clauses and 
provisions on occupational safety and health (OSH), teleworking arrangements, benefits in kind for workers to use sustainable 
transport, the right of workers to refuse to perform tasks that would be an offence under environmental legislation, protection 
of workers during climate disasters, employers’ and workers’ duties to address climate change, training on a just transition, 
whistleblower protection, monitoring and assessment clauses, and green procurement practices.

The ILO DWA should remain the main reference point for labour and working conditions standards in the energy transition 
discourse. The agenda’s comprehensiveness ensures that workers’ rights are addressed in the energy transition. The 
section below illustrates the criteria for social and labour standards. 

Labour rights form a key part of the framework to address the challenges of a just transition for all, as they provide a 
legal basis upon which actions can be designed and applied. International labour standards address concerns raised by 
a just transition, such as promoting environmental protection at the workplace through standards on workers’ safety and 
health, ensuring that workers have rights to participate in the decision-making, receive information, and be consulted, and 
protecting workers in sectors affected by the transition through skills training and social protection programmes.

For the transition to a greener economy to be just, there needs to be distributive justice, which recognises that those 
displaced by the transformation of an economic sector should not be left on their own to confront their economic losses 
but should be supported through targeted policies, social protection measures, and inclusive economic opportunities 
that ensure a fair share of the benefits of the green transition. In this context, the rights to non-discrimination, to adequate 
standards of living, and to decent work should serve as core principles. In addition, a just transition maximises the positive 
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social impact of moving to an environmentally friendly, inclusive, and sustainable economy. This means that participatory 
rights and skills development also play an essential role. 

International labour standards (ILS) can clarify the rights involved in JET and offer policy solutions and tools for exercising 
them. For example, workers affected by the transition have participatory rights under international labour standards, 
including freedom of association, the right to organise, the right to bargain collectively, and consultation and cooperation 
at the enterprise level among workers, employers and governments. ILS also recognises that education and training are 
a right for all and calls on governments and social partners to ensure access to lifelong learning for all. Taken together, 
these standards can strengthen the just transition process by providing the legal foundation for action. 

From the perspective of international labour standards, the policy area of rights for a just transition is not limited to workers 
and communities affected by transition policies but extends to protecting workers, the workplace environment, and the 
general environment through measures that promote broader environmental sustainability in the world of work. 

5.3  COMMUNITY HEALTH AND SAFETY
Taking OSH into consideration is critical to a just transition, as risks may arise not only from environmental changes but 
also from new work processes or hazardous materials used during the transition. While work processes that promote 
greener practices and avoid the direct use of harmful chemicals may reduce OSH risks by reducing workers’ exposure 
to hazardous substances through automation and robotics, other processes and materials may increase risks. Workers 
may be exposed to toxic heavy metals in the life cycle of solar panels, specifically as e-waste, or to mercury in energy-
efficient compact fluorescent lamps. The mining rush for cobalt, an essential component of lithium-ion batteries, has led to 
significant OSH risks for workers from vulnerable populations. 

All jobs, including those in the green economy, should be decent, safe, and healthy. To ensure a safe and healthy future 
for all workers, their families, and their communities, OSH policies represent a fundamental dimension of a just transition. 
Governments, in consultation with social partners, can ensure that OSH risk assessments consider new risks arising 
from greening processes and identify adequate prevention and protection measures, based on the principles of 
eliminating and controlling hazards, reducing risk by substituting hazardous substances with less hazardous substances, 
and providing information, instructions and training to workers or communities. OSH standards must be adopted and 
implemented, and, when necessary, new standards should be developed. Training on applying OSH standards is needed, 
and labour inspectorates must have adequate capacity to monitor compliance. OSH policies and programmes should 
be coordinated among agencies and the competent authorities to ensure policy coherence and should be continuously 
improved in the light of new challenges.

Although the transition to cleaner energies improves environmental health conditions for both workers and communities, 
it could also create other health and safety concerns. The transition therefore requires targeted, holistic OSH policies and 
programmes to support it. 

5.4  INVOLUNTARY RESETTLEMENT
Involuntary resettlement is a critical socio-economic issue in the context of JETs, particularly in fossil-fuel-dependent regions 
where the phase-out of coal and other fossil fuels, along with associated infrastructure redevelopment, may necessitate 
land acquisition or the displacement of communities. Involuntary resettlement as a standard includes measures to guide 
responsible and equitable resettlement processes that uphold human rights, protect livelihoods, and promote gender-
responsive outcomes for displaced communities.

This standard addresses the impacts of activity-related land acquisition, including restrictions on land use and access 
to assets and natural resources, which may cause physical and/or economic displacement. Resettlement is considered 
“involuntary” when affected people or communities do not have the right to refuse land acquisition or restrictions on land 
use, other assets, and natural resources, even if compulsory acquisition is used only as a last resort after a negotiated 
process.
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The standard places emphasis on the following:

•	 Avoidance and Minimisation: It is imperative to avoid involuntary resettlement wherever feasible. When displacement 
is unavoidable, project designs must minimise its scale and adverse impacts through appropriate planning and 
alternatives.

•	 Protection of Livelihoods and Well-being: Resettlement processes should restore, and where possible improve, 
the living standards, income-earning capacity, and social cohesion of affected persons, especially vulnerable groups.

•	 Inclusive Participation and Informed Consent: Affected communities must be fully informed and meaningfully 
engaged throughout the planning and implementation of resettlement. This includes consultation processes that 
reflect and respect local cultural norms and address their concerns and respect the rights of Indigenous Peoples, 
women/girls, youth, people with disabilities, and marginalised populations.

•	 Compensation and Assistance: All displaced persons are entitled to fair compensation for lost assets, relocation 
support, and access to grievance redress mechanisms. Compensation must be at full replacement cost and include 
both formal and informal land users.

•	 Grievance Redress and Accountability: Accessible and effective grievance mechanisms must be established to 
enable the timely and transparent resolution of disputes arising from resettlement activities. These mechanisms must 
be responsive and tailored to the local context, and all relevant communities should be informed about them.

The standard is instrumental in ensuring that the shift away from coal and other fossil fuels does not exacerbate poverty, 
landlessness, or social disintegration. Where renewable energy projects or mine closures trigger displacement, it’s 
imperative to:

•	 Conduct comprehensive social impact assessments, utilising disaggregated data, to understand the scale and nature 
of displacement risks and provide recommendations.

•	 Develop gender-responsive resettlement action plans through active participation from local stakeholders, ensuring 
alignment with regional development priorities and local content strategies.

•	 Ensure that resettlement is not only a compensation exercise but also a platform for inclusive socio-economic 
transformation, providing access to housing, decent jobs, and services that enhance the overall well-being of affected 
households.

•	 Integrate gender-responsive approaches that address the specific vulnerabilities and roles of women and girls, 
including women and girls with disabilities, in displacement and livelihoods restoration.

These measures are essential for garnering public support, avoiding conflict, and delivering long-term development co-
benefits in transitioning regions.

5.5  INDIGENOUS PEOPLE
The ILO Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989 (No. 169), provides important guidance on the participation and 
consultation of indigenous peoples in decision-making processes, which contributes to ensuring their rights, providing legal 
certainty for economic activities, and encouraging responsible investment. It also supports indigenous peoples’ traditional 
knowledge, their role in natural resource management, and the development of indigenous-led enterprises, all of which are 
key to climate action and a just transition. Indigenous Peoples are culturally distinct societies and communities. Although 
they make up approximately 6% of the global population, they account for about 19% of the extreme poor (UNESCO, 
2025). Most common definitions recognise mixed communities, especially in economic activities such as mining, energy, 
agriculture, and urban areas.

Within the context of the energy transition, ‘indigenousness’ can be expanded to include people around whom energy 
transition processes will take place. It is important that such people actively participate in these processes, including 
local value addition in cleaner energy generation. The inclusion of indigenous peoples in clean energy generation has 
the potential to confer social licences to operate on the companies involved. Social licences to operate play a critical 
role in the stability of clean energy businesses, especially in areas vulnerable to socio-economic uprisings by residents. 
Essentially, social licensing refers to the ongoing acceptance and approval of a project or company by local communities, 
stakeholders, and the broader public. It goes beyond formal regulatory compliance, relying instead on building trust, 
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demonstrating transparency, and maintaining strong relationships with affected communities to ensure long-term social 
legitimacy and support for operations.

In this regard, addressing intersecting forms of discrimination and invisibility in climate and other environmental actions 
and policies remains fundamental. Inclusivity in decision-making processes across the local, national, regional, and 
international levels is therefore critical.

The shift towards low-carbon and renewable energy systems intersects with lands traditionally occupied or used by 
Indigenous Peoples in most coal-dependent regions because coal reserves are often located in remote, resource-rich 
areas that overlap with the ancestral territories and customary lands of Indigenous communities. These communities often 
have deep cultural, spiritual, and economic ties to their territories, which are central to their identity, livelihoods, and survival. 
As such, transitions from coal and other fossil fuels must be approached not only as environmental imperatives but also as 
opportunities to uphold the rights, traditions, and dignity of Indigenous Peoples.

The UNEP Standard on Indigenous Peoples outlines the principles and requirements that ensure Indigenous Peoples are 
not only protected from harm but also actively included in the design and benefits of environmental and energy transition 
projects.

There is no universally agreed-upon definition of Indigenous Peoples2. As a result, self-identification is considered the 
primary criterion for recognising Indigenous Peoples3. In the absence of an internationally agreed definition, the United 
Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues provides the following criteria to identify Indigenous Peoples.  Indigenous 
peoples display the following characteristics in varying degrees:

•	 They self-identify as Indigenous Peoples and are, at the individual level, accepted as members by their community. 

•	 Collective attachment to geographically distinct habitats or ancestral territories, or areas of seasonal use or occupation, 
as well as to the natural resources in these areas. 

•	 They maintain, at least in part, distinct languages, cultures, beliefs, and knowledge systems. 

•	 They are resolved to maintain and further develop their identity and distinct social, economic, cultural, and political 
institutions as distinct Indigenous Peoples and communities. 

•	 They often form non-dominant sectors of society.

This standard applies whenever Indigenous Peoples are present in, have, or had collective attachment to, or rights over, 
areas where activities will be implemented or have been implemented. This includes Indigenous Peoples who have lands 
in their possession or who, during the lifetime of the community, have lost collective attachment to distinct habitats in the 
project area due to conflict, dispossession of their lands, or natural disasters. This standard applies to transboundary 
populations, i.e., regional projects involving two or more countries or border areas where Indigenous Peoples are present. 

Respective projects might need to consult qualified professionals to determine if a specific group qualifies as Indigenous 
Peoples under this standard. These consultations should primarily involve indigenous peoples themselves.

KEY PRINCIPLES AND REQUIREMENTS

•	 FPIC: Projects that are likely to affect Indigenous Peoples must obtain their free, prior, and informed consent. This 
ensures that communities have the opportunity to approve or reject a proposed action before it is implemented, based 
on full and meaningful access to information and through culturally appropriate processes.

•	 Avoidance and Mitigation of Adverse Impacts: Projects must avoid adverse impacts on Indigenous Peoples 
wherever possible. If unavoidable, measures, including gender-responsive mitigation measures, must be designed 
and implemented in partnership with affected communities and aimed at restoring or enhancing livelihoods and 
cultural practices.

2	 See: https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenousPeoples/wp-content/uploads/sites/19/2018/04/Indigenous-Languages.pdf

3	 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2008). Resource Kit on Indigenous Peoples’ issues, pp. 7-8. Available at: 

	 http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/resource_kit_indigenous_2008.pdf.  
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•	 Protection of Cultural Heritage: Indigenous Peoples’ intangible and tangible cultural heritage, including sacred sites, 
traditional knowledge, and rituals, must be identified, respected, and protected during planning and implementation.

•	 Equal Benefit Sharing: Indigenous communities must be full, meaningful, and active participants in shaping gender-
responsive transition strategies and should equitably share the social and economic benefits generated by renewable 
energy and green economy initiatives. This includes equal and meaningful access to resources, decent jobs, training, 
and enterprise development opportunities for women and men, and for people with disabilities.

•	 Strengthening Land and Tenure Rights: UNEP supports the formal recognition of Indigenous Peoples’ customary 
land rights, which are often inadequately acknowledged in national legal frameworks. Ensuring secure land tenure is 
essential to protecting communities from displacement, exploitation, or marginalisation during energy infrastructure 
development.

In coal-dependent regions where large-scale closures and renewable energy expansions are underway, Indigenous 
communities face unique risks of exclusion and dispossession. Drawing on insights from the South African context, Table 
2 describes some cases that illustrate tensions between developmental priorities versus safeguards. 

Table 2: Cases demonstrating contentions regarding developmental priorities versus safeguards.

Area/Region Indigenous Peoples Key Fossil-Fuel Activity Key Issues Faced

Wild Coast: Eastern Cape Xhosa (Amadiba, etc.) Offshore oil and gas exploration Threats to cultural sites, 

livelihoods, and spiritual values 

Mpumalanga, KwaZulu-Natal, 
and Limpopo

Indigenous/rural tribes Coal mining Displacement, loss of land, 

pollution, cultural loss 

Richtersveld, Northern Cape 
Province

Khoe and San descendants Mining, planned energy projects Land alienation, reduced 

livelihoods, environmental threats

Embedding the UNEP Indigenous Peoples Standard within socio-economic safeguards ensures that a just transition is not 
only low-carbon but also inclusive and culturally grounded. This involves:

•	 Culturally responsive consultation during planning and implementation processes.
•	 Integration of Indigenous knowledge into reskilling and skills-development programmes.
•	 Respect for Indigenous self-governance in benefit-sharing and project oversight. 

By embedding these principles in the just transition roadmap, governments and stakeholders can mitigate historic patterns 
of exclusion, reduce potential social conflict, and build inclusive, resilient pathways toward a greener future for all.
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5.6 ENVIRONMENTAL SAFEGUARDS
As G20 countries accelerate the shift towards low-carbon development, it is critical that environmental safeguards are 
embedded at the core of transition strategies. Environmental degradation caused by fossil fuel infrastructure, including 
biodiversity loss, pollution, and depletion of natural resources, can undermine social equity, economic diversification, and 
long-term sustainability (IPCC, 2022; UNEP, 2019). Safeguards are not only necessary to mitigate harm but also to enable 
regenerative solutions that restore ecosystems, support livelihoods, and enhance climate resilience (Chazdon et al., 2020; 
World Economic Forum, 2020). In particular, biodiversity conservation and sustainable natural resource management must 
be prioritised to ensure that transition pathways protect both people and the planet (CBD, 2020; FAO, 2021). The following 
standard outlines key requirements and actions G20 members should adopt to uphold environmental integrity in fossil-
fuel-dependent regions.

Box 1: Example: Environmental, Social and Economic Sustainability (ESES) Framework (UNEP, 2020) 

The ESES Framework is UNEP’s response to the call by member states in Rio+20 for strengthening UNEP. It is compliant 
with the requirements of “A Framework for Advancing Environmental and Social Sustainability in the United Nations 
System (2012),” prepared by the Environmental Management Group, and the “Environmental and Social Safeguards”  
and “Gender” Policies of the Global Environment Facility. This Framework sets minimum sustainability standards for 
UNEP and its implementing/executing partners and enables UNEP to anticipate and manage emerging environmental, 
social and economic issues.

Safeguard Standard 2 addresses resource efficiency, pollution prevention and management of chemicals and wastes 
with the purpose of promoting more sustainable use of resources, including energy and water.

Some of the safeguard requirements that relate to cleaner energy are the following:

UNEP projects will explore technically and financially feasible approaches for the efficient use of energy, water, and other 
resources and materials in line with the concept of cleaner production and for using raw materials, energy, and water 
sustainably.

UNEP projects will consider alternatives and implement technically and financially feasible options to reduce project-
related greenhouse gas emissions, including alternative locations, the use of renewable or low-carbon energy sources, 
and sustainable agriculture, forestry and livestock management practices.

The Environmental and Social Sustainability Framework (ESSF) is a risk-informed approach taken by the UNEP to serve 
as a roadmap to carry out the UNEP’s priority for sustainable developmental, social, and environmental standards that 
promote human well-being and ecological protection and address environmental and social risks and impacts. These 
standards integrate into the preparation and implementation of UNEP programmes and projects to realise rights and 
enhance programme outcomes. Revised from the former Environmental, Social, and Economic Sustainability Framework 
(ESESF), the ESSF seeks to capture lessons from the organisation’s experiences to align with international standards and 
the 2030 Agenda. The ESSF aims to protect people and the environment from any potential negative impacts caused by 
project interventions and to give stakeholders an outlet for active participation and an effective channel to voice concerns.

UNEP Finance Initiative has launched the new and enhanced Interlinkages Mapping and the 2024 edition of the Needs 
Mapping as part of a comprehensive suite of resources designed to help financial institutions identify, understand, and 
address their sustainability impacts across the environmental, social, and economic dimensions.
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5.7  BIODIVERSITY CONSERVATION AND SUSTAINABLE NATURAL RESOURCE 
MANAGEMENT
The extractive sector, e.g., coal mining and fossil fuel infrastructure, often results in significant environmental degradation, 
including deforestation, soil contamination, loss of ecosystem services, and disruption of biodiversity. These impacts can 
be particularly pronounced in communities, including Indigenous Peoples and animal communities, that rely directly on 
natural resources for their livelihoods, such as subsistence agriculture, fishing, water, food or pastoralism. In the context 
of a just transition, reversing these ecological harms is vital for rebuilding sustainable local economies, enhancing climate 
adaptation, and delivering social and environmental justice.

The standard is guided by the precautionary principle, which states that when an action or policy poses potential harm to 
human health or the environment, precautionary measures should be taken even if some cause-and-effect relationships 
are not fully established scientifically. This is synonymous with the principle of “do no harm”, which aims to ensure that all 
projects:

•	 Protect, conserve, and enhance biodiversity,

•	 Promote the sustainable use of natural resources, ensuring that ecosystem services are preserved for current and 
future generations, and 

•	 Promote sustainable management of living natural resources.

Based on the risks and impacts identification process, the requirements of this standard are applicable to projects that are 
(i) located in modified, natural, and critical habitats; (ii) that potentially impact or are dependent on ecosystem services over 
which the project has direct management control or significant influence; or (iii) that include the production of living natural 
resources, i.e., agriculture, forestry, and others.

The precautionary principle should be used in baseline data collection (disaggregated), impact assessment and design, 
and the implementation of prevention and mitigation measures and monitoring when there are uncertainties, insufficient 
information or evidence regarding mitigation measures. As a priority, G20 countries should aim to avoid any impacts 
on biodiversity and ecosystem services. Where avoidance is not feasible or possible, they must design and implement 
mitigation plans in engagement with relevant stakeholders, with concrete measures to minimise these impacts and restore 
affected biodiversity and ecosystem services. Due to the challenges in accurately predicting long-term project effects, G20 
countries should adopt an adaptive management approach.

The standard’s key requirements include a provision for:

•	 Biodiversity assessments and screening: Projects must conduct comprehensive environmental assessments, 
with the engagement of relevant stakeholders, that include mapping of biodiversity hotspots, ecological connectivity, 
and natural resource dependency by local communities.

•	 No net loss or net gain approach: Interventions must apply the mitigation hierarchy to avoid, minimise, restore, and 
offset impacts, aiming to achieve “no net loss” of biodiversity. Where feasible, projects should aim for a net positive 
impact, particularly in post-mining restoration activities.

•	 Protected and sensitive areas: Projects are not permitted in critical habitats unless there are no viable alternatives, 
and the activity results in measurable conservation outcomes that benefit affected ecosystems and communities.

•	 Sustainable resource use: Transition strategies should integrate principles of sustainable forest management, water 
stewardship, and land-use planning, prioritising resource efficiency and community co-management approaches.

•	 Community co-benefits and inclusion: The standard emphasises the participation of Indigenous Peoples, other 
relevant stakeholders, and local communities in biodiversity planning and natural resource governance, recognising 
their traditional knowledge and custodianship and ensuring that women, youth, and marginalised groups are also 
engaged in the decision-making.

•	 Mandated early risk assessments of stranded assets: All fossil fuel infrastructure should undergo regular 
environmental and financial risk assessments to determine their potential for becoming stranded and the associated 
ecological impacts. Projects nearing obsolescence must be prioritised for closure and rehabilitation planning.

•	 Turning stranded sites into ecological and economic assets: Fossil-fuel-dependent regions should be supported 
in repurposing stranded infrastructure for ecological restoration, renewable energy zones, community forests, or 
nature-based tourism, thereby linking environmental and economic co-benefits.
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•	 Polluter pays principle: Project developers and operators must bear the costs of environmental damage caused 
by their activities, including site rehabilitation, pollution control, and ecosystem restoration. Embedding this principle 
ensures accountability, prevents cost-shifting to communities or governments, and incentivises more responsible 
environmental practices throughout the transition process.

Integrating biodiversity and sustainable resource management into G20 just transition strategies can deliver multiple co-
benefits in coal-dependent regions, including:

•	 Rehabilitated mining lands transformed into biodiversity corridors, community forests, or renewable energy zones with 
ecological buffers.

•	 Ecosystem restoration projects can generate sustainable jobs for women and men and enhance climate resilience, 
particularly in areas vulnerable to droughts, floods, or soil erosion.

•	 Nature-based livelihoods, such as agroforestry, ecotourism, and sustainable fisheries, can offer viable alternatives to 
fossil fuel employment.

5.8  INDUSTRIAL POLICY
To enable a just and inclusive energy transition, coordinated alignment between climate and industrial policies is 
essential. Industrial policy serves as a strategic tool in reshaping energy systems while driving sustainable and inclusive 
industrial development, particularly in regions reliant on fossil fuels. Incorporating intersectional perspectives4 on gender 
equality through women’s empowerment, race, age, ethnicity and people in vulnerable situations into energy planning and 
policies can lead to a fair distribution of costs and benefits and build productive capacities of local industries and workers 
in an inclusive manner.

Industrial policies can be leveraged as a foundation for inclusive industrial development by directing clean energy deployment 
to stimulate green manufacturing ecosystems and small and medium enterprises, and by enabling workforce reskilling for 
new value chains. By embedding local content requirements, facilitating technology transfer, and fostering domestic supply 
chains, such policies can increase locally retained economic value, accelerate clean technology innovation, and ensure 
that the transition is not only environmentally sound but also socially inclusive and economically empowering for affected 
communities. 

5.9  CROSS-CUTTING SAFEGUARDS
Cross-cutting safeguards consist of integrated protective measures applied across all phases of projects and programmes 
to prevent or minimise adverse environmental and social impacts throughout the duration of a project. Environmental 
and social assessment frameworks are essential cross-cutting safeguards, systematically identifying and managing risks, 
optimising benefits, and achieving sustainable outcomes for both people and the natural environment.

5.9.1  ENVIRONMENTAL AND SOCIAL ASSESSMENT

The UNIDO, through its Guidelines for Environmental and Social Safeguards for Sustainable Hydrogen Projects, provides 
an example of a framework that specifically targets the unique challenges and opportunities associated with hydrogen 
technologies, especially when supporting the transition to low-carbon economies.

4	 Intersectional perspectives: An analytical framework that examines how multiple social identities—such as race, gender, class, sexuality, ability, age, and 
more—intersect and interact to shape unique experiences of privilege and oppression for individuals and groups.
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Box 2: Guidelines for Environmental Social Safeguards for Sustainable Hydrogen Projects

A just hydrogen transition must be grounded in inclusivity, equality, resilience, and the protection of the livelihoods of 
local communities. As hydrogen projects expand, particularly in emerging economies and developing countries with 
favourable renewable energy potential (e.g., solar and wind), hydrogen offers a transformative opportunity for green 
industrialisation. While export-orientated hydrogen markets are critical, producer countries are encouraged to prioritise 
local value creation by utilising hydrogen in local manufacturing of low-carbon green goods. This approach can unlock 
pathways to the creation of quality jobs and new economic opportunities, support green industrialisation and socio-
economic growth, and facilitate a just and inclusive energy transition. 

To promote the just hydrogen transition, UNIDO is developing the ‘Guidelines for Environmental and Social Safeguards 
for Sustainable Hydrogen Projects’ under the Green Climate Fund Readiness Programme in South Africa. This 
initiative is being implemented in close collaboration with the Department of Science, Technology and Innovation 
of South Africa and is designed to support institutional capacity for the implementation of the Hydrogen Society 
Roadmap. The guidelines provide an Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG)-based framework of 
safeguard criteria to guide the development of just, inclusive, and climate-resilient hydrogen projects with criterion.

The Guidelines incorporate the Just and Inclusive Energy Transition principles throughout the hydrogen project lifecycle 
by strengthening the role of environmental and social impact assessments (ESIAs) as tools for shaping decisions that 
safeguard community livelihoods, promote equity, and support socio-economic resilience. In fossil-fuel-dependent 
regions, ESIAs must go beyond procedural compliance to actively identify opportunities for community reinvestment, 
infrastructure repurposing and workforce transition.

Specific criteria and safeguard requirements include:

Table 3: Specific criteria and safeguard requirements.

Criteria Key safeguard requirements

Labour Standards 1. 	 Developers must ensure compliance not only with national labour laws but also with relevant 
International Labour Standards (ILS), including those on vocational training (Conventions No. 140, 
142, 195, and 208) and gender equality (Conventions No. 100, 111, 156, 183, and 190). This should 
be verified through due diligence prior to permitting or financing.

2. 	 Developers shall prepare and implement an auditable OHS policy that prevents workplace hazards 
and  guarantees fair wages, freedom of association, and social protection. Local hiring plans must 
prioritise marginalised groups (e.g., youth, women, and persons with disabilities), with training 
provided on hydrogen safety.

3. 	 Design dedicated reskilling and upskilling programmes for displaced fossil fuel workers and prioritise 
legacy workers in hiring plans for hydrogen construction and operations.

Social Responsibility 1. 	 Community engagement must be based on the principle of FPIC, ensuring full transparency and the 
availability of project-related information to affected communities.

2. 	 Land acquisition should be consultative, fair, and respectful of local rights. Developers are encouraged 
to adopt co-ownership models, and projects should support infrastructure (e.g., education and 
healthcare) aligned with community needs.

3. 	 Integrate multi-stakeholder dialogues that include local workers and labour unions to recognise 
regional identity and dependence on fossil jobs in participatory processes.

4. 	 Embedding local agency, inclusion, and responsibility into the transition process helps to align 
environmental goals with social equity and economic resilience. 

Water Use 1. 	 Projects must not compete with local water needs; instead, they should enhance water security 
through impact assessments, transparent communication, and alignment with regional water 
thresholds and stress levels, particularly in water-scarce regions.

2. 	 Where desalination is applied, excess freshwater should be supplied to communities affordably. A 
brine management plan is mandatory pre-final investment decision, with continuous environmental 
monitoring and public reporting.

3. 	 Restore or rehabilitate water systems previously impacted by fossil operations (e.g., mines).
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Criteria Key safeguard requirements

Environmental Protection 1. 	 Projects must apply stringent safety, leakage detection, and maintenance standards across hydrogen 
infrastructure. This includes pressure handling and safe electrolyser drainage.

2. 	 Conduct full life-cycle emissions assessments and environmental impact assessments, ensuring 
protection of endangered species, preservation of natural carbon sinks, and responsible land use.

Local Value Creation 1. 	 Developers must present a strategy to enhance domestic value chains by increasing local content in 
project development and operation in alignment with host government goals.

2. 	 Foreign developers are expected to partner with local firms for technology transfer and capacity 
building and to allocate part of hydrogen output to local industrial applications.

Sustainable Financing 1. 	 Developers should structure projects to allow for partial financing in local currency from domestic 
banks and financial institutions, supported by commitments to local infrastructure and consumption.

2. 	 Developers must collaborate with government and development banks to build a risk-sharing 
framework that facilitates participation of local capital providers, including pension funds and 
cooperative financial institutions.

Provision of Renewable 
Energy

1. 	 Projects must employ high-efficiency electrolyser technologies and disclose performance metrics 
through annual sustainability reporting. Energy allocation policies must guarantee a share of clean 
power to local communities, particularly those with low or restricted energy access.

2. 	 For grid-connected projects, oversupplied clean energy should be provided to communities at 
preferential rates. For isolated systems, clean energy should be the primary power source for both 
project and community use, coupled with investments in local grid integration and operator capacity 
building.

Opportunities for social renewal, workforce transition and infrastructure repurposing must be integrated through participatory 
consultation, inclusive governance and transparent disclosure to ensure no region is left behind. Hydrogen development 
thus becomes not solely an energy solution but a mechanism for building a just, sustainable and inclusive economy and 
society.

5.10   GENDER MAINSTREAMING
To foster low-carbon economies and societies that are diverse, inclusive and equal, governments, employers and workers, 
and all other stakeholders must pursue a just transition in tandem with a transformative agenda for gender equality, diversity 
and inclusion. To do so, governments should formulate, implement, monitor, and evaluate gender-responsive, inclusive, 
integrated, coherent, and just transition frameworks that are coordinated with relevant economic, social, and environmental 
policies.

These just transition frameworks should acknowledge that the sectoral composition of the workforce is highly gendered, 
and thus gender-transformative policies are needed to allow equal access to jobs and to strengthen mobility across sectors 
for both women and men. Similarly, the inclusion of persons with disabilities, ethnic minorities, Indigenous Peoples and 
other under-represented groups in policy dialogue around the transition of sectors is a key strategy in ensuring a just and 
inclusive transition.

It has been demonstrated that gender equality and diversity within enterprises and support organisations can have a 
significant impact on efforts to combat climate change. To harness the power of women as agents of change for a just 
transition within such entities, policies should aim to achieve gender balance at all levels of enterprises, including leadership 
and other decision-making positions, and encourage the implementation of green policies and practices. This also requires 
identifying existing skills gaps that hinder the full and meaningful participation of women and other under-represented 
groups in the labour market. Targeted skills training measures are essential to enhance equal access to opportunities and 
support diversity across the workforce. International labour standards provide relevant frameworks to promote gender 
equality in the workplace.
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A just transition to a low-carbon economy presents an opportunity to improve social protection, especially in relation to 
climate-related risks, with appropriate systems that are inclusive and gender-responsive. Such systems can recognise, 
reduce and redistribute unpaid care work traditionally performed by women, thereby transforming gender norms. Ultimately, 
gender mainstreaming in the energy transition is an important element to ensure a JET. It is critical to ensure that gender-
specific needs are addressed in the transition process and that no one is left behind on the basis of gender. 

At a micro level, it is important to recognise that women have traditionally been affected differently in the energy space. 
They have frequently faced the harshest impacts of energy poverty, being forced to work harder to provide food for their 
families and being disproportionately affected by climate change. Their voices in the energy discourse have remained 
largely unheard, yet they are often the most impacted by energy decisions. 

The transition to a low-emission energy regime therefore needs to address women’s specific vulnerabilities and exclusion 
within the energy sector. Proactive interventions are crucial to reducing these vulnerabilities and empowering women to 
actively engage in the emerging clean energy landscape. These may include implementing gender-responsive policies 
within energy transition plans and providing targeted training and financing opportunities to support women’s participation 
in the low-emission energy economy.

5.11  GENDER MAINSTREAMING AND CASE STUDIES

FRAMEWORK OR POLICY DESCRIPTION

UNEP’s Policy and Strategy 
for Gender Equality and the 
Environment

This policy can assist in directing the energy transition by embedding gender-responsive approaches 

that ensure women’s meaningful participation, leadership, and benefits throughout the process. This 

approach supports UNEP’s broader mission to make gender equality central to sustainable development 

and environmental protection, and it builds capacity for integrating gender-responsive policy design 

and implementation across multiple sectors, including energy. The policy also emphasises the need for 

addressing energy and time poverty that is disproportionately experienced by women, by improving their 

access to sustainable energy services and technologies.

Gender and Energy Compact The UNIDO, the International Network on Gender and Sustainable Energy and the Global Women’s Network 

for the Energy Transition, supported by the governments of Canada, Ecuador, Iceland, Kenya, Nepal and 

Sweden, have formed a coalition to develop a Gender and Energy Compact to catalyse action towards 

gender equality and women’s empowerment to accelerate a just, inclusive and sustainable energy 

transition. The coalition brings together governments, the private sector, academia, civil society, youth, 

and international organisations—all under the same overall objective: to promote a just and inclusive and 

gender-responsive energy transition.

Disability Inclusion Strategy The United Nations Disability Inclusion Strategy, as implemented by UNEP and other United Nations 

entities, affirms that “the full and complete realisation of the human rights of all persons with disabilities 

is an inalienable, integral and indivisible part of all human rights and fundamental freedoms”. As such, 

it embeds disability inclusion as a foundational principle throughout the energy transition process. The 

strategy advocates for equal access, participation, and benefits for people with disabilities within energy 

programmes and policies, serving as a vital safeguard against exclusion and inequity in changing energy 

landscapes. The strategy includes a system-wide policy, an accountability framework, and several 

implementation mechanisms to ensure effective inclusion. A briefing note by the Disability Support Service 

(DSS) for the TEA platform has framed a Gender Equality, Disability, and Social Inclusion approach for 

the Transforming Energy Access (TEA) platform (Patrick et al., 2025). This framework will be tested and 

validated by TEA partners and the Global Disability Innovation (GDI) Hub through a two-year, cross-platform 

DSS. The GDI Hub is a research and practice centre driving disability innovation for a fairer world.
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•	 Just transition principles: The G20 underscores the need to amplify action on the just transition principles set out 
in the ILO Guidelines for a just transition and the resolution of the 111th International Labour Conference, which was 
endorsed by all 187 member states, including employers’ and workers’ organisations from G20 countries. The G20 
should formulate the G20 Principle on the just transition over the next three years.

•	 The criterion for social or labour standards: Labour rights form a key part of the framework for addressing the 
challenges of a just transition for all, as they provide a legal basis for designing and applying actions. G20 member 
countries should develop a criterion for social and labour standards on the just transition in 2026.

•	 Social compacting: The creation of a roadmap for social compacting is essential to develop inclusive, locally tailored 
strategies for a just transition, bringing together government, business, civil society, and labour unions to co-create 
a shared vision. Through stakeholder engagement workshops, an action plan will be prepared outlining the overall 
direction, long-term goals, strategic priorities, key actors, timelines, milestones, and mechanisms for monitoring, 
evaluation, and accountability to guide socio-economic safeguards in fossil-fuel-dependent regions.

•	 Robust monitoring and accountability mechanisms are necessary to evaluate the effectiveness of social 
compacting initiatives. G20 member countries are encouraged to create these mechanisms in their countries 
in alignment with respective national policies and legislation and regularly report to the G20 ETWG. This includes 
developing indicators to track progress on employment generation, economic diversification, and stakeholder 
participation. It should also encompass monitoring environmental safeguards, including biodiversity conservation, land 
rehabilitation, and pollution control. Establishing transition observatories—dedicated bodies tasked with collecting, 
analysing, and using disaggregated data, assessing impacts, and issuing adaptive policy recommendations—will 
ensure continuous learning and responsiveness. These observatories can serve as knowledge hubs, enabling real-
time adjustments to enhance the fairness and effectiveness of the transition.

•	 Adequate finance, oversight, and support mechanisms: Governments should adopt fiscal and monetary policies 
grounded in community and worker mandates to finance a just transition across the entire economy, not just the 
energy sector. Public funding, delivered through fiscal measures and national public banks, is essential to maintain 
public ownership and invest in infrastructure and services. Monetary policy should foster pro-green financial markets 
by incentivising low-carbon investments and discouraging financing for fossil fuels through tools such as regulations, 
disclosure requirements, and credit controls. Additionally, international climate finance remains crucial for supporting 
low-income countries and those most impacted by climate change, helping to build local capacity and protect 
communities throughout the transition.

•	 Local content: G20 countries are encouraged to integrate local content policies and frameworks into national 
industrial strategies to maximise the domestic benefits of clean energy investments and equip the local workforce with 
the necessary skills and expertise. By integrating LCRs into project tenders in a transparent manner, governments 
can stimulate industrial development, foster domestic value chains, and create decent jobs across the energy sector. 
Aligning energy, labour, education, skills development, and industrial policies fosters cross-sector synergy and 
eliminates policy contradictions that may hinder progress. These strategies should be complemented by environmental 
safeguards to ensure that local content development does not compromise ecological integrity or lead to unintended 
environmental harm.

•	 Amplify action on domestic policy: Implementing a domestic sourcing policy is essential to localising the benefits of 
the energy transition. By requiring local content in renewable energy procurement, such as component manufacturing, 
logistics, and maintenance services, governments can stimulate regional economic activity, create new decent job 
opportunities, and develop local skills. To ensure these policies translate into tangible benefits and impact, local firms 
must be supported through capacity-building programmes and granted access to long-term project pipelines. These 
interventions can help MSMEs in transitioning regions gain a foothold in the emerging green economy while adhering 
to environmental safeguards that promote sustainable production practices, pollution control, and resource efficiency.

•	 Inclusive youth and gender empowerment in the transition: Integrate targeted measures to actively involve 
youth and women in the energy transition through inclusive policy design, dedicated training programmes, and 
entrepreneurship support. This includes ensuring equal access to new job opportunities, leadership roles, and 

6. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR G20 ACTION ON 
SAFEGUARDS AND LOCAL CONTENT
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ownership in green industries, particularly in fossil-fuel-dependent regions where women and young people often face 
systemic barriers to participation. Environmental safeguards should be embedded in these efforts, ensuring that new 
opportunities for empowerment are also aligned with goals for environmental protection and sustainability.

•	 Shaping transition policies: Establishing multi-stakeholder platforms that engage government bodies, labour unions, 
industry representatives, civil society organisations and local communities enables a collaborative approach to shaping 
transition policies. These platforms should be supported by comprehensive socio-economic impact assessments that 
identify regional and intersectional vulnerabilities and inform the design and implementation of just transition strategies 
tailored to suit local conditions. These assessments must also include environmental considerations, such as the 
protection of biodiversity, land, and water resources, and community exposure to environmental risks. This approach 
will ensure that the transition is both socially and ecologically just.

•	 Workforce transition programmes: These are a cornerstone of any socio-economic safeguard strategy. Investing 
in reskilling and upskilling initiatives aligned with the specific needs of transitioning regions can help workers adapt 
to the demands of emerging renewable energy markets. Special emphasis must be placed on supporting vulnerable 
populations, particularly women, Indigenous Peoples, people with disabilities, and youth, who often face additional 
barriers to accessing employment opportunities—especially women, who spend three times as long on unpaid 
care work as men. Providing targeted assistance through grants, wage subsidies, mentoring, skills training, and job 
placement services can help bridge gaps, promote inclusive labour market participation, and empower women to 
engage in decision-making positions. Environmental literacy and skills for sustainable resource management should 
be integrated into these training programmes as part of a broader environmental safeguard framework.

•	 Enablement of decent jobs: Sustainable, decent jobs are another vital strategy for economic revitalisation in 
fossil-fuel-dependent regions. By channelling investments into renewable energy infrastructure, such as solar panel 
manufacturing, installation, repair, and maintenance, governments can create employment opportunities with strong 
labour-absorption potential. Additionally, fostering entrepreneurship and innovation in the green economy through 
the scaling up of public finance and the provision of finance by national public banks supports public-sector-led 
support for communities and small businesses. Promotional monetary policy, geared towards environmentally 
supportive green finance, interest rates, credit limits, and credit allocation, can direct private-sector investment and 
improve access to finance for entrepreneurs. Together, these public and private funding streams can empower local 
communities, businesses, and workers, support new technologies, and contribute to a diversified regional economy. 
These investments must be guided by environmental safeguards that ensure low-impact development, ecosystem 
resilience, and the sustainable use of natural resources.

•	 Adopt and harmonise environmental safeguard standards: G20 members should commit to a shared set of 
minimum environmental safeguards for all energy transition projects. These standards should align with internationally 
recognised frameworks, such as the United Nations Environment Programme’s Environmental and Social Sustainability 
Framework and the ILO Guidelines for a just transition. Harmonising these safeguards across countries ensures 
consistency, strengthens environmental governance, and protects vulnerable communities and ecosystems from 
unintended consequences of transition activities (UNEP, 2021; ILO, 2016).

•	 Mandate biodiversity and ecosystem service reporting: Governments should require all large-scale energy 
transition projects, such as renewable energy installations, infrastructure developments, and associated supply chains, 
to publicly disclose their impacts on biodiversity and ecosystem services. This reporting should include measurable 
indicators such as species loss or recovery, habitat changes, community participation in monitoring efforts, outcomes 
of restoration activities, and the project’s capacity to withstand climate-related risks. Transparency in environmental 
performance fosters accountability and supports more sustainable decision-making (CBD, 2020). 

•	 Establish a G20 guideline on the environmental management of stranded assets: The G20 should develop 
and adopt a unified policy guideline that outlines environmental responsibilities for managing high-carbon assets as 
they become stranded. This includes mandatory environmental due diligence, closure and decommissioning plans, 
and financial provisioning mechanisms to fund rehabilitation and site restoration. The guideline should also require 
disclosure of climate-related risks and liabilities associated with stranded assets to investors, regulators, and the 
public. A coordinated approach will help prevent environmental degradation and socio-economic disruption as fossil 
fuel infrastructure is phased out (World Bank, 2022; IEA, 2021).
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7. CONCLUSION

A successful energy transition requires more than decarbonisation—it must be socially just, transparent, and inclusive, 
with attention to the development of new economic and employment opportunities in a diversified economy. 
Through a consolidated policy framework and a practical roadmap for social compacting, fossil-fuel-dependent 

regions can transition to sustainable futures without sacrificing livelihoods or local economies. These safeguards are not 
only about mitigating harm but also about seizing the opportunity to build resilient, inclusive, equitable, sustainable, and 
just economies and societies. 

For socio-economic safeguard plans to be practical and credible, they should explicitly define and justify the following:

•	 What the ideal pace of the energy transition should be,

•	 The timing and sequencing of livelihood safeguards in the energy transition process,

•	 Accountability for socio-economic outcomes of the energy transition, and

•	 Review mechanisms for the performance of the energy transition vis-à-vis socio-economic outcomes at the macro 
and micro levels.
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