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Abstract
Plans for transitioning to a low carbon society often focus on the most
efficient and effective methods of reducing GHG emissions. While
emissions reduction is obviously key to avoiding dangerous climate
change, it is by no means all a transition should aim to achieve. We will
argue that a climate transition should also aim to achieve broader social
justice goals. In particular, a climate transition should aim to reduce
inequality. Further, a reduction in inequality should not simply be a ‘cobenefit’, but a central goal guiding the allocation of resources and the
shape of any transition. We will outline a framework that balances social
justice and mitigation goals through a focus on inequality in the Australian
context. We will also discuss how such a framework can address our global
obligations.
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I INTRODUCTION: MOTIVATING MITIGATION
A Why Justice?
There is widespread agreement that our transition to a low carbon society
ought to be just and fair. Indeed, it would be surprising to find anyone who
was prepared to argue explicitly that our transition should be unjust or
unfair. However, despite widespread agreement on the need for a just
transition, there has been little systematic attention paid to what principles
at a general level ought to guide a just transition, once the extent of the
transition has been determined.1 Many responses to climate change
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acknowledge the need for normative principles yet focus mostly on
mitigation issues.2 Others acknowledge the importance of justice but claim
that it makes mitigation too difficult.3
Part of the issue here is that a commitment to ‘justice’ or ‘fairness’ at a
very abstract level does not, on its own, get us very far. It does not give us
much guidance about what circumstances are really just or fair, or what
justice consists of. What is needed is a conception of justice or fairness that
tells us something concrete about what justice means in the context of a
climate transition: for example, whether a just transition involves simply
reducing emissions, or also assisting the disadvantaged; and, if the latter,
what kind of assistance is called for? Should we focus on making people
more equal, prioritising the needs of the disadvantaged, or something else?
What if pursuing the goal of making people more equal makes our
transition more costly or slow? Similarly, decisions about the speed and
scope of a transition will also require us to consider our fundamental
motivations for undergoing that transition.
Here we argue that a fair approach to the distribution of a climate
transition’s benefits and burdens must be the focal point of any transition
strategy. This fair distribution cannot be considered solely in terms of ‘cobenefits’ that are an afterthought to the development of such strategies. We
argue that any climate transition should take a unified approach that
balances mitigation goals with broader goals relating to justice. The
arguments here are necessarily preliminary. However, we also develop a
framework that translates these broader goals to a specific context, by
focusing particularly on the goal of reducing inequality and on Australia as
a case study. While our case study is only one example of the application
of these broad normative goals, it does provide an indication of how and
why such goals are important.
We also suggest that including justice considerations from the start may in
fact be a better way to guarantee the success of a climate transition.
Adopting goals other than the simple reduction of emissions may be a way
of making a climate transition more acceptable as well as fairer. So not
only will ignoring the importance of justice rob us of an ability to
appropriately consider other benefits of a climate transition, it might also
lessen the likelihood of that transition’s success. Justice considerations are
Norton, 2012). For a survey see Dominic Roser and Christian Seidle, Climate Justice
(Routledge, 2017).
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also central to establishing and motivating the extent and speed of a
country’s transition. In Section I we begin by discussing how justice can
motivate a transition. In Section II we argue that justice goals are
unavoidable for a climate transition and that they must be combined with
mitigation goals. In Section III we focus on why reducing inequality in
particular ought to be a goal of a transition. In Section IV we apply this
insight to through a case study of distributed energy.

B Transitions and the Carbon Budget
Principles of justice are of relevance to climate transitions in a number of
ways. Climate change itself matters because of its impact on human society
and the environment, which is fundamentally a moral issue. Further, a
focus on justice is required to understand how to share the benefits and
burdens of a transition. Without a framework for fairly allocating benefits
and burdens we risk creating further injustices. A good illustration of these
issues is how countries decide on domestic and global ‘carbon budgets’.
To avoid dangerous climate change the world must transition from emitting
high amounts of greenhouse gases (GHGs) to emitting very low amounts.
The transition has already begun but needs to speed up considerably if the
world is to meet its global emission targets. By signing the Paris
Agreement, the majority of the world’s countries have accordingly
endorsed the common goal of keeping global temperature rise below 2C.
The global carbon budget is the total amount of GHGs we can emit globally
from now on, if we are to have a good chance of meeting this goal. 4 Local
carbon budgets, then, are the share of this global carbon budget allocated
to different individual countries. However, the world's current combined
domestic emissions targets, even if they are all met, are unlikely to be
consistent with the achievement of the 2C goal. We need to aim higher,
and transition faster.5
A fast and efficient transition is particularly urgent for countries, like
Australia, that have very high current levels of GHG emissions. Australia’s
Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC), following the Paris
Agreement, includes a target of reducing GHG emissions, including land
use, land use change and forestry (LULUCF), by 26–28% below 2005
levels by 2030.6 This translates into a range of 445–458 MtCO2-e allowed
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emissions in 2030 (including LULUCF).7 Current Australian Government
projections have Australia producing about 1000MtCO2-e more between
2021 and 2030 than would be consistent with this target.8
Australia’s obligation to transition away from a high-emitting way of life
derives, in part, from its international commitments. On the basis of the
targets we agreed to in Paris, we have an obligation to reduce our domestic
emissions. Australia has also agreed in its Paris commitments to contribute
to other countries' mitigation efforts via various mechanisms, including the
Green Climate Fund, which was set up to address the pressing mitigation
and adaptation needs of developing countries. Australia has pledged to
contribute USD $200 million to the Fund between 2015 and 2018.9
However, existing agreements are only part of the story. The commitments
we have made so far do not, in all likelihood, go far enough.
1 Further Responsibilities

Australia's current emissions reduction target is most likely well below
both what would accord with our fair share relative to other countries, and
what would align fairly with global carbon budget targets. Most other
industrialised countries, except Canada and New Zealand, have proposed
2025 or 2030 goals significantly below 1990 levels.10 For example, the
European Union has pledged a reduction in domestic emissions of 30-39%
below 1990 levels.11 Australia's goal of reducing emissions by 26-28%
below 2005 levels equates to a reduction of only 13–15% below 1990
emissions levels.12 Based on this comparison alone, we seem not to be
doing our fair share.
The view that Australia is required to follow a much steeper emissions
reduction trajectory is widespread. The Climate Council states that:
Australia must cut its greenhouse gas emissions much more deeply and
rapidly to contribute its fair share in meeting the climate change
challenge. A 2030 target of a 40-60 per cent reduction below 2000 levels
(or a range of approximately 45 to 65 per cent below 2005 levels) is the
Marcia Rocha et al, ‘Australia Set to Overshoot its 2030 Target by Large Margin’ (Report,
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bare minimum for Australia to be both in line with the science and the
rest of the world.13

We arguably also have a duty to make more significant reductions in GHG
emissions, both domestically and as a proportion of global emissions, for
two further reasons: because we have emitted more than our share in the
past, and because we contribute heavily to global emissions by exporting
large quantities of fossil fuels.
2 Historical Responsibility

One important principle of justice that is often applied in this context is the
principle of historical responsibility. According to this principle,
historically high-emitting countries should be allocated a smaller amount
of the remaining global carbon budget than historically low-emitting
countries.14
Australia has emitted a disproportionately high share of GHG emissions in
the past. This has been the case particularly in the more recent past, since
the harmful consequences of GHG emissions have been well established.
While there is no universally agreed upon formula for allocating
responsibility for historical emissions, it is safe to say that Australia has far
exceeded any quota it might reasonably have been allocated in the past.15
In 1990, Australia’s per capita emissions were 28.02 tCO2 (excluding
LULUCF). In contrast, per capita emissions for the world, the EU, and
China for the same year were 5.67 tCO2, 9.82 tCO2, and 2.78 tCO2,
respectively. These figures are less than one-third of Australia’s per capita
13
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emissions. As of 2013, Australia’s per capita emissions were 25.09 tCO2.
Despite this small decrease, Australia’s per capita emissions remained
much higher than world, EU, and China figures for the same year (at 6.31
tCO2, 8.32 tCO2, and 8.65 tCO2, respectively). Australia’s 2013 per capita
figure is still approximately three times higher than those of the EU and
China.16
For decades now, we have continued to emit GHGs at these high rates,
despite convincing evidence that we are thereby contributing to the risk of
dangerous climate change. This, of course, affects everyone on the planet.
A warming climate is bad for Australians; it is bad for those in other
countries, and often worst for the poorest people in the world. By overemitting we not only contribute to the risk of dangerous climate change;
we also place more pressure on others to reduce their emissions more
rapidly than would otherwise be required. By emitting more than our fair
share we place a demand on others to ‘take up the slack’ in emissions
reductions, which creates further difficulties and hardships.
Our responsibility for excessive historical emissions (in particular those
produced in full knowledge of modern climate science) is one justice-based
reason we have to make more significant cuts in our domestic emissions
than we have so far committed to.17 A principle of historical responsibility
is thus one issue of justice that should motivate and inform our climate
transition strategy.
3 Exports

Australia is not only a heavy domestic emissions producer. We also export
a huge quantity of coal and gas, which both contribute significantly to
global emissions. As shown in the table below, the amount of emissions
produced from Australia’s exports of fossil fuels is double our domestic
emissions. Arguably, we are partly causally responsible for those further
emissions, though they do not currently count in our domestic emissions
budget.
To see why we ought to take some responsibility for these export-based
emissions, consider the following analogy. Suppose that a country exported
tobacco to a developing country. Given what we know about the links
between smoking and death and disease, the exporting country would
plausibly be implicated in the harm caused by tobacco smoking in the
developing country, and morally responsible for at least some of that harm.
16
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Another example concerns uranium exports. Most countries place
restrictions on the destination of their uranium exports. The risks of
uranium falling into the wrong hands, accidents, storage issues, and so on,
are just too great with some countries to countenance an export program.
Should one country knowingly export uranium to another country where
these issues are present, we could rightly hold it liable for any resultant
harms. If this is true, we ought to take some responsibility for those
emissions produced by the burning of our fossil fuels, from which we profit
significantly. For the same reasons that a country ought to share the blame
when they knowingly contribute to harm via their exports of, say, uranium,
a country ought also to share the blame for producing and selling
commodities such as coal or gas. This is not to say that Australia ought to
be responsible for all of those emissions, as well as its own domestic
emissions. It is merely to say that Australia ought to bear some level of
responsibility for these emissions, either by setting higher reductions
targets to offset them, or by significantly downsizing its fossil fuel exports.
Total
Australian
emissions
with
exports
excluded

Total
Australian
emissions
from coal
exports

Total
actual
emissions

Total
Australian
emissions
2020
target

Mt CO2-e

Total
Australian
emissions
from
natural
gas
exports
Mt CO2-e

Mt CO2-e

Mt CO2-e

Mt CO2-e

2014-15

565.6

1016.36

67

1648.96

2015-16

594.4

1011.92

95.95

1702.27

2016-17

617.3

1012.52

135.88

1765.7

2017-18

638.2

1032.68

182.51

1853.39

2018-19

652.7

1048.6

198.32

1899.62

2019-20

655.6

1063.69

199.13

1918.42

2020-21

659.8

1074.44

201.54

1935.78

Unit

532

Table 1: Summary of past, present and projected figures for Australian CO2-e
emissions. Data from the Department of the Environment’s ‘Australia’s Emission
Projections 2029-2030’ (March 2015) 32, and the Office of the Chief Economist,
‘Resources and Energy Quarterly’ (March 2016).

If we consider the consensus view about the inadequacy of the commitment
Australia has already set through the Paris Agreement, its historical
responsibility for past emissions, and its status as a heavy exporter of fossil
fuels, Australia is doing much less than its fair share in enabling a swift
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and efficient global climate transition. To meet its justice-based obligations
it would appear, then, that Australia ought to set more stringent reductions
targets.
4 International Obligations

Establishing the source and strength of the motivations we have to reduce
our emissions raises a further justice-related question: how much should
we focus on our domestic transition, and how much on assisting other
countries to transition? Given that our emissions have contributed to
harming others, should we direct some of our efforts and resources toward
their climate transitions? Or should we focus on making our own
reductions as significant as possible? If Australia were to further reduce its
domestic emissions (beyond its current Paris target, and beyond what
would be required once historical responsibility and exports were taken
into account) this would lessen the burden on other countries to cut their
emissions. This might allow other countries to make a smoother climate
transition. However, some action in addition to domestic emissions
reductions might also be required. Many developing countries will have
difficulty implementing the changes to lifestyles and infrastructure
required by any robust climate transition.18 They will mostly likely need
practical assistance with the transition process.
Moreover, Australia simply increasing its emissions reductions targets may
not be enough to achieve justice. We should also assist other countries to
implement their own plans to transition. This could be achieved in a
number of ways, such as by shifting resources from a domestic transition
to the Green Climate Fund or a similar fund. It might also mean sharing
developments in renewable energy technologies. Helping other countries
in this manner is a way to take seriously Australia’s obligation to mitigate
the harms that have been and are being caused by its high historical
emissions and exports.

II JUSTLY DISTRIBUTING THE BENEFITS OF CLIMATE
TRANSITIONS
A Dual Goals
We have suggested that Australia ought to adopt a more ambitious
emissions reduction target, and embrace a faster climate transition, than it
has done so far. Regardless of the final details of our climate change
mitigation targets, however, Australia’s transition will require that
resources be directed towards two goals.

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), ‘Green Growth and
Developing Countries: A Summary for Policymakers’ (June 2012) 8
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The first is ensuring that the emissions reduction target is met.
Transitioning to a low-GHG society will of course involve many different
processes, from transforming our electricity supply by investing in
renewable energy, to increasing public transport, changing consumption
habits, and so on. The challenges and costs here are considerable. For
instance, a recent report from the Australian Energy Market Operator
(AEMO) indicated that the cost of building a 100 per cent renewable power
system is estimated to be at least $219 to $332 billion (by 2030 or 2050
respectively), depending on the transition scenario adopted.19
The second goal is making sure that the resources employed in transition
are fairly distributed to achieve the best social justice outcomes. Evaluating
this goal is the second key focus of this article.

B Justice is Everywhere
One reason we should put distributive justice at the heart of Australia’s
transition planning is because the effects of any climate transition on the
wellbeing of many in society will be significant and widespread. In this
sense, distributive justice is inescapable. Installing new renewable energy
capacity, cutting subsidies for the fossil fuel industry, building extensive
public transport, and so on: all of these measures will inevitably involve
significant costs, and confer significant benefits. The costs might include
restrictions on the types of choices that individuals can make and the
imposition of additional forms of taxation. The benefits will include not
only a fair contribution to mitigating climate change, but also cleaner air,
reduced congestion, and many other kinds of benefit.
No matter what technologies we choose or policy mechanisms we adopt to
achieve a climate transition, those technologies and mechanisms will
generate benefits and burdens, and those benefits and burdens (particularly
the burdens) will have to be paid for and shared by individuals or groups
within society. Sharing benefits and burdens within (and between) societies
is a question of distributive justice. In the broadest sense, distributive
justice concerns the distribution of all the relevant benefits and burdens in
a society, and often between societies as well. In relation to climate
transitions, it concerns the sharing of the benefits and burdens that result
from transitioning from a high- to a low-GHG society. Ultimately, it
concerns making society a more equal place.
Of course, a focus on deploying the best technology to reduce emissions is
paramount. But technology alone is not sufficient to achieve the best kind
Australian Energy Market Operator, ‘100 Per Cent Renewables Study: Modelling
Outcomes’
(July
2013)
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of climate transition. We must also incorporate justice-type goals and we
need to be aware of why this is the case. It is well understood that a range
of factors influence which technological and policy approach will reduce
emissions most effectively in a given country or case. These factors include
things like cost constraints, governance, research capacity, hostile
environmental conditions, degree of urban sprawl, and so on. What is less
widely acknowledged is that these factors, and perhaps others, also
influence the distribution of benefits and burdens. That is, they influence
which technological or policy approach will be most just in a given country
or case. As we pursue the necessary goal of reducing our GHG emissions,
we must also pay attention to our justice goals, which will be affected in
myriad ways by our choice of transition path.
Moreover, the impacts of distributing burdens in the wrong way might be
severe. If we are not careful, we might adopt an emissions reduction
strategy that means the already disadvantaged bear more of the costs, for
instance because of punitive tax arrangements. The impacts of our
transition might also be felt more keenly by specific groups: for example,
those who lose their jobs in fossil fuel intensive industries, or those whose
health conditions require more electricity. We must pay attention to the
distribution of the significant burdens that we will share (somehow) in the
transition process. We must also pay attention to the distribution of the
benefits. Some might unfairly miss out on the benefits of transitioning, for
example if benefits such as jobs or energy subsidies are misdirected.
This kind of consideration is of course not unique to climate transitions.
Various industries and professions regularly shut down or move to other
countries, resulting in economic and wellbeing impacts for large numbers
of people. However, it is likely that the transformation required in a robust
climate transition will be more widespread than, say, the ceasing of logging
in old growth forests. Because of changes to people’s lifestyles as well as
costly new infrastructure, a climate transition will potentially involve a
more profound and broader societal adjustment. But it also offers a more
profound opportunity: if we can replace high carbon societies with ones
that are not only low carbon but also less unequal, that is a better outcome.
All these considerations increase the need to focus on ensuring that the
climate transitions are informed by issues of distributive justice.

C Unifying Justice
Considering the justice-related implications of our transition plans is an
important first step. But awareness of these consequences, when
considering which technologies to deploy or what kind of taxes to adopt,
will not by itself lead to the best possible outcome. Considerations of
distributive justice are relevant in a broader sense than discussed above.
Societies are interested in improving numerous aspects of their citizens’
lives, including their health, education, access to the environment,

80 The University of Tasmania Law Review Vol 37 No 2 2018
mobility, and a number of other matters. What is important is that
individuals have access to a range of goods that will enable them to live a
better life.
It is the provision of this package of goods that ought to be the goal of any
government. We care about health and education because each of these
goods is in general necessary for individuals in a society to have a good
life, even though various individuals will need such goods to different
degrees. Moreover, we care about whether all the relevant goods are
available to individuals. Ultimately, it is whether these goods are present
that will determine whether the distributive arrangements in a society are
fair. Moreover, we have broader moral obligations that are conceivably
relevant. We have obligations to make society a more equal place, to
improve the lives of those worst off, to compensate others for any harm we
cause them, to prevent persecution and discrimination, to meet people’s
basic needs where possible, to fulfil our commitments, to protect the
vulnerable and voiceless, to avoid wars, and so on. Ultimately, it is a
combination of some of these broader goals that we should expect to be
reflected in a justice-focused climate transition plan. It is the integration of
these broader goals with the narrower goal of mitigating climate change
that we are calling a ‘unified’ approach to a climate transition.
Contrast this unified approach with standard approaches to climate
transition. One typical approach is to say that the main (if not the sole) aim
of a climate transition is to reduce emissions as quickly and efficiently as
possible. This is what we might call the ‘isolationist’ approach.20 It is
isolated because the main goal is morally simple and minimal: reduce
emissions (even though there may be some attention paid to other kinds of
issues along the way). It is one thing to say that we ought not to forget the
moral consequences of our transition, but quite another to hold that we
ought to have broader justice considerations at the heart of our transition,
in conjunction with emission reduction goals.
According to the isolationalist approach, we ought to set all of these other
moral goals aside (or at least consider them of secondary importance) as
we pursue the goal of minimising GHG emissions. According to the unified
approach, on the other hand, we ought to pursue our other moral goals in
conjunction with our emission reduction goal. This means that a transition
ought to combine a concern for justice with a concern for mitigation.
Ultimately, we will have to balance the demands of these two sets of goals.
But it is important that we keep them both at the heart of our decisionmaking process.

20
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1 Does a Unified Approach Make the Transition Harder or Easier?

One might worry that bringing these broader justice-based goals into our
climate transition decision-making framework will over-complicate an
already difficult task, and hamper progress towards mitigation. For
example, requiring that a climate transition address health or education
goals might be considered controversial, or practically infeasible. Some
might argue that we should not complicate the climate transition planning
process with the array of difficult disagreements over which further justicebased goals a society ought to pursue. This is an important point.
But, as the philosopher Simon Caney points out, much will depend on what
kind of values or goals are at stake.21 What he calls a ‘maximal’ approach
to justice will have very specific and perhaps controversial commitments;
for example, it might entail a radical political program. No doubt some
maximal ideas of distributive justice are like this and would drastically
complicate the climate transition process. In contrast, we can find elements
of distributive justice that are more minimal and less controversial, where
disagreement would not be so great. In the rest of this article we focus on
one such element: reducing inequality. 22 We explore some of the
implications of adopting inequality reduction as a goal which, alongside
GHG emissions reduction, should guide a climate transition. Reducing
inequality is thus an answer to the question posed at the start of the article:
how we should understand what it means for a climate transition to be just.
There is a further response to the objection that picking a more substantive
set of goals will just invite controversy and stymie mitigation efforts: that
it may be the case that not considering justice-based goals as fundamental
will make things worse. Failure to address people’s concerns about who
obtains the benefits and who bears the costs of a wide-ranging and
expensive climate transition seems likely to make such a transition
unworkable.
The transformation of the stationary energy sector is a case in point. As
some Australian states transition to a greater reliance on renewable energy,
there is fierce debate concerning the effects of this on power prices
21
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(particularly for poor households), whether energy companies are profiting
excessively, and whether a switch to renewables will allow reliable and
secure electricity supply. Add in questions concerning whether there
should be more ‘distributed’ energy23 (in part because it allows more
independence), and we have a complex set of justice-related goals that are
(rightly) being considered as part of the switch to renewables. Failure to
take considerations of this nature into account will plausibly make the
acceptance of an ambitious climate transition, and thus the associated
potential benefits, less likely.
2 Analogies (Justice in Other Contexts)

It should really come as no surprise that climate transitions ought to be
planned with reference to a broader package of goods and values, and
distributive justice generally. Numerous other public problems have this
structure. Consider education, for example. More education (at least up to
a point) improves people's lives – it increases the work and lifestyle
opportunities available to people, and leads to better health and financial
outcomes. Very often, less wealthy individuals have more limited access
to education. These facts, together with a minimal concern for justice, mean
that we (either as governments or as individuals) ought to improve
education in poor communities.
But we shouldn't pursue this goal in an isolated fashion. We ought to bear
in mind other moral goals that might intersect with the goal of improving
education. For example, where low education levels in a community
coincide with social inequality – along gendered or racial lines, say – we
ought to consider whether we might be able to encourage social equality
while improving education levels in that community. As a simplistic
example, imagine we have funding sufficient for ten university
scholarships for Australians from poor rural backgrounds. We ought at
least to consider whether we might stipulate that some proportion of the
scholarships go to eligible Indigenous Australians. We ought to consider
doing this even if it would (for whatever reason) be more costly and thus
mean that we can only provide nine scholarships.
Similarly, broad justice-based considerations influenced Australia’s
response to the global financial crisis in 2008. The response of the
Australian government of the day (under Prime Minister Kevin Rudd) was
to provide a ‘stimulus package’, including various forms of financial
support delivered in various ways.24 The primary goal of the government
23
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in providing the stimulus package was to avoid or minimise economic
recession.25
However, the details of the package reveal concern for additional moral
goals (a unified approach), and in particular concern for addressing
inequality. Thus, for example, a tax bonus was paid to individuals earning
less than $100 000 in the 2007/2008 financial year. Cash bonuses were also
provided to various groups of people considered to be in particular need of
financial assistance: single income families, families with school-age
children, carers, students, and farmers. While injecting liquid funds into the
economy, these measures clearly also aimed to mitigate existing financial
inequality (as well as inequality in other, fundamentally important goods
or capacities such as education and health).
Likewise, a significant proportion of the package’s infrastructure
component was directed to building school infrastructure, social and
defence housing, and local infrastructure and roads. As well as stimulating
the economy, these measures seem to reveal a concern with other issues of
justice: promoting good quality education throughout Australia, assisting
the poor, and redressing rural infrastructure shortfalls.
3 Conflict and Agreement

Sometimes we can make progress on another moral goal (such as
increasing wellbeing or reducing inequality, improving education or
preventing armed conflict) without compromising our climate goals, and
at no or very little extra cost. In this kind of case support for unified justice
is intuitive: if we can achieve these further moral goals at no or very little
extra cost and without impacting our GHG emissions reduction efficacy,
then we ought to do so. For example, where a government decides to
subsidise solar power it might prioritise projects that achieve these goals
by providing subsidies to poorer households instead of wealthier
households, or subsidise schools in needy areas instead of directing
subsidies to larger businesses. In this way, wealth inequality can be reduced
(or at least not exacerbated). If the overall cost and emissions reductions
are the same, then there is a strong reason to fund the poorer households.
The fact that there may be cases in which we can achieve other moral goals
without (much) sacrifice also gives us a reason to look for those cases.
Of course, not all climate change mitigation policies will be this easy to
repurpose. Sometimes we may have to trade values off against one another
and, for example, decide whether to reduce emissions in a slower but more
equitable way, or in a faster but less equitable way. These decisions will be
difficult. This is too broad a topic to address here. Yet we should note that
Kevin Rudd, ‘The Global Financial Crisis’ Monthly (online), February 2009
<https://www.themonthly.com.au/issue/2009/february/1319602475/kevin-rudd/globalfinancial-crisis>.
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the weighing exercise will in part depend on the context. It is hard to argue
in the abstract that justice considerations will always outweigh
considerations not concerned with justice. However, avoiding the problem
and making decisions on the basis of climate change mitigation exclusively
may well lead to very unjust outcomes, and is therefore not an acceptable
way to proceed.

III INEQUALITY
A Focusing on Inequality
How then are we to incorporate broader considerations of justice into the
development of plans for a climate transition? One difficulty is that even
when we confine ourselves to relatively uncontroversial goals, there are
potentially many such goals that might be used to guide a climate
transition. For now, we will focus on one particularly important goal – the
reduction of inequality. We will argue that an important way of assessing
the justice of climate transition schemes is by reference to the extent to
which they minimise significant inequalities. By focusing on inequality we
do not mean to exclude other justice-related goals. Rather, we aim to show
how justice-related goals can be incorporated into the climate transition
planning process, using inequality as just one example.
Inequality has become one of the most important topics in contemporary
debates concerning justice. The rise of inequality, particularly of income
and wealth, has been extensively discussed. French economist Thomas
Piketty has detailed the rise in inequality of income and wealth in many
countries over the second half of the 20th century. Others have explored the
relationships between high levels of inequality and harms such as violence
in society or lack of trust.26 Suffice to say that reducing inequality ought to
be one of the central goals of contemporary society.
Yet whether or not people agree that we ought to reduce inequality will
depend on what kind of inequality is being discussed. Overwhelmingly, the
inequalities that have dominated recent debate have focused on income and
wealth.27 But there are many kinds of inequality that ought to concern us,
ranging from inequality in access to affordable housing, healthcare, and
education, to important civil rights such as marriage equality or equal
recognition of one’s culture or sexual identity. Balancing these different
kinds of inequality so as to maximise good outcomes is not a
straightforward matter. However, one useful balancing approach is the
capability approach developed by Amartya Sen, amongst others.28
26
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Capability theorists focus on whether people have the freedom (capability)
to achieve the different valuable things or states of affairs that a person can
be or do (functionings): that is, whether they can be educated, housed,
access health care, have mobility, and so on.

B Human Development Index
Exactly which capabilities are relevant for assessing transition plans is not
straightforward. There are all sorts of capabilities that might be considered
important to people. Here, we focus on the Human Development Index
(HDI) used in the 2016 Human Development Report (HDR).29 Based on
the capability approach, the HDI is a widely influential measure of human
development that commands substantial endorsement from governments
and institutions.30
The HDI provides a metric for how we can measure inequality. It is not
meant to be a complete index of everything that is important for inequality
or for wellbeing more generally. Instead it focuses on three key measures
that are essential for human development: a long and healthy life, being
knowledgeable, and having a decent standard of living. Each of these three
measures expresses something central to the ability to live a good life. How
countries score on these measures determines their overall HDI score. We
will focus here on inequalities in these three important measures or
capabilities.
These three measures provide a plausible set of important inequalities to
avoid and a good guide to whether a climate transition is increasing
inequality or making society more equal. Measuring climate transition
strategies against these criteria of inequality allows us to assess the justice
implications of climate transitions. But we should also note that these are
substantive measures of inequality: that is, they, in part, measure actual
achievements and not just the opportunity to achieve something, important
though opportunities are.
While acknowledging that these measures of inequality are not all that
ought to matter when assessing the justice of a transition, we note that these
inequalities are important because minimising them leads to an overall
increase in important freedoms. For example, through greater investment
in public transport and neighbourhoods, people could have their freedom
increased overall because those changes would allow them to choose
different jobs, neighbourhoods or ways to spend their time. Here we need
to note two other important justice-related goals. Reducing the above
Selim Jahan et al, ‘Human Development Report 2016: Human Development for Everyone’
(Development
Report,
United
Nations
Development
Program,
2016)
<http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/2016_human_development_report.pdf>.
30
United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Index (HDI)
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inequalities could also add to the control that people have in respect of key
goods such as energy generation. Providing the opportunity for distributed
energy, for instance, might be valued because it allows control over
individual energy needs, including governments or companies.
A good way to evaluate a climate transition, then, is to test whether it
decreases the three important inequalities just described (in health,
education and standard of living), and whether, as a consequence, it affords
individuals greater control over their own lives, not just in Australia but
internationally. This framework gives substance to the general claim that a
climate transition ought to be just. It is important to note that increasing
equality is a different goal to giving agents greater control. A transition
could conceivably do one without doing the other. We will focus below
primarily on increasing equality as that is the more substantive value.

IV CASE STUDY
Adding a concern for inequality to the framework that ought to guide a
climate transition will allow us to achieve a fairer transition. But in what
specifically will this fairness consist? To illustrate the impact of a unified
framework for transition, we will consider a key ingredient of any
transition: distributed energy. With the cost of solar photovoltaic (solar PV)
and other renewable energy technologies rapidly decreasing and their
uptake increasing, distributed energy has become a key factor in climate
transitions. There is also significant scope for harnessing distributed energy
to reduce, or at least prevent the increase of, existing inequalities in
Australian society.
Distributed energy is of course not the only important ingredient of a
successful transition. Community energy, transport more generally,
removal of fossil fuel subsidies, change in building regulations, and
reduction of waste are just a few of the many other important elements of
a successful climate transition. But distributed energy is crucial, and
provides a valuable way of illustrating the kind of difference that social
justice can make to the design of a climate transition. The goal here is not
to provide a comprehensive assessment of distributed energy, but rather to
illustrate the kinds of consideration that should be taken into account in
designing a climate transition with a concern for inequality at its core.

A Case Study: Distributed Energy
1 Renewables and Distributed Energy

Electricity generation accounted for 187MtCO2-e, or 35 per cent, of
Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions in 2015.31 Department of the
Environment and Energy projections indicate that this level of electricity31

Department of the Environment and Energy, above n 8, 6.
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related emissions will remain roughly constant until 2030.32 These
projections have Australia producing about 1000MtCO2-e more between
2021 and 2030 than would be consistent with our 2030 target of 26-28%
below 2005 levels.33 Clearly, Australia needs to do more, including by
changing our behaviour to consume electricity minimally and responsibly;
by developing and adopting more efficient technologies; and by reducing
the emissions-intensity of the electricity we use by replacing fossil fuel
generation with renewable generation: wind, solar, hydro and others.
In 2016 renewables generated 17 per cent of Australia’s electricity. The
costs of renewables have been steadily declining with increased uptake,
and according to some assessments it is already cheaper to install
renewable electricity generating capacity than fossil fuel capacity in
Australia.34 The share of electricity generated by renewables in Australia
will undoubtedly continue to increase.
Renewable electricity generation has so far tended to be implemented in a
more distributed fashion than traditional fossil fuel generation. In place of
one large coal electricity plant we might have dozens of medium-scale
wind farms and a million small-scale residential PV solar panels,
distributed over a wide area. Thus, as the share of renewable electricity
generation has increased, electricity generation has tended to become more
distributed.35
2 Distributed Energy and Inequality

Using a unified emissions reduction approach, Australia should not only
increase the use of renewable electricity technologies in whichever way
will minimise greenhouse gas emissions, it should consider how its use of
distributed renewable technologies will affect the distribution of important
capabilities such as health, education, standard of living, and independence
and control. It may be that the most emissions-effective strategy is not the
strategy that maximises the distribution of these capabilities. This is
32
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because there are possible interactions between distributed energy (in
particular, distributed renewable electricity generation) and important
inequalities in Australia.
First, it may be that the capacity to generate electricity in a more distributed
system will allow us to reduce some of the stubborn and unjust inequalities
in Australia (or internationally). Some of the possible benefits of
community microgrids that we might be able to harness to this end, for
example, are ‘energy autonomy and self-sufficiency; promotion of cleaner
and more sustainable electricity; more reliability; retained economic
benefits in the community; job creation in the community; provision of
alternative competitive electricity supply’.36 Clearly, many of these
benefits will have an effect on those elements of the good life that are the
focus of the HDI: health, education, and standard of living. Many also
concern independence or autonomy. In some cases we should be able to
use these effects to reduce inequalities in each dimension. Second, though,
it might also be the case that some ways of implementing or encouraging
distributed renewable electricity generation exacerbate existing
inequalities. We need to be aware of both the possible opportunities and
the possible pitfalls. We will examine some examples of each below.
It should also be noted that while reducing inequality is a desirable goal
that should be part of a transition strategy, we are of course not suggesting
that it must be the only goal. Considerations of efficiency for example will
also be relevant, as will more general mitigation goals. But as we have
argued, we have strong reasons to favour transition plans that incorporate
egalitarian goals.
3 Remote Indigenous Communities
Australia’s greatest inequality challenges concern our Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples, and this is one area where distributed
renewable electricity generation may be able to help. Gross inequalities
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians persist. These
inequalities concern all of our target goods: health, education, wealth, and
independence. One factor in some of these inequalities is remote living.
For example, remoteness is associated with disadvantages in health, and
while less than two per cent of non-Indigenous Australians live in remote
areas, 20 per cent of Indigenous Australians live remotely. 37 Remoteness
is also more disadvantageous for Indigenous Australians than for nonIndigenous Australians, in its impact on health and many other areas. For
example, income inequalities between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
Australians (which exist in all areas) are at their greatest in remote areas.
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As an aggravating element of this remote Indigenous financial inequality,
remote communities sometimes pay outrageous amounts for electricity. In
north-west New South Wales, for example, the average quarterly electricity
bill for an Indigenous household is $1200.38 Remote Indigenous people’s
incomes are the lowest in the country, and so electricity bills on this scale
are hardly manageable. There are several reasons for these prices, including
poor housing, extreme temperatures, and reliance on diesel generators
(which are expensive to run and unreliable).39
A number of programs have already embraced the opportunity that
distributed renewable electricity generation affords to address these
inequalities. For example, the Federal and Northern Territory governments
jointly funded a program to deliver solar power to more than 30 remote
communities, and the First Nations Renewable Energy Alliance works to
promote renewable energy installation in First Nations communities
throughout the country.40 In addition to the much-needed financial benefits
that distributed renewable electricity generation affords to remote
Indigenous communities, distributed energy may help to alleviate
inequalities on other dimensions. This may happen independently –
distributed generation may facilitate the development of better school or
health clinic infrastructure, for example – or as a consequence of general
wealth and wellbeing increases. One possible further advantage of
distributed electricity generation in this context is that it increases the
independence of the generator (in this case remote communities), and
mitigates the impact of markets.
Increasing renewable electricity generation in remote Indigenous
communities may not be the most efficient emissions reduction strategy,
but because it is likely to help to reduce some of Australia’s most unjust
inequalities, it ought to be pursued. That this strategy has been embraced
in some cases already is an indication that at some level it is recognised
that the isolated approach to climate transition represents a goal that is
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overly narrow, and that justice-based considerations are essential to climate
transition planning.
4 Solar PV Subsidies

A major contributing factor to the uptake of solar PV in Australia has been
government support in the form of various subsidies provided to
households and businesses. In most states in Australia, this support has
included point of sale rebates such as Renewable Energy Certificates
(RECs) and Feed-in-Tariffs (FITs) – tariffs, sometimes very generous, paid
to solar producers for electricity they feed into the grid. These incentives,
particularly FITs, were partly responsible for a massive increase in solar
PV in Australia. On an emissions reduction assessment they might
therefore be considered a success (although whether they were the most
cost-effective approach even there is questionable).41 They may also have
increased political support for action on climate change, and spurred the
growth of a durable industry with significant long-term local jobs.42
The distribution of subsidies such as these is also a prime candidate for
concern if we are interested in inequality. Subsidies are of course a kind of
financial redistribution. When we consider subsidising something –
whether it is fossil fuels, renewables, or healthcare – we need to ask: how
are the benefits and burdens being distributed? Does the subsidy lessen
inequality? In the history of residential solar PV subsidies in Australia, we
have examples of both positive and negative effects on inequality.
First, many of the Australian residential solar subsidies have been
structured in such a way as to financially favour homeowners with access
to a certain amount of capital, at the expense of all grid electricity users,
including renters and the very poor.43 This is because it has often been the
41
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case that in order to take advantage of the schemes, one has needed to
purchase and install a solar panel at home. This requires a significant upfront outlay of cash (even taking into account point of sale rebates), as well
as the stability of residence largely only available through home-ownership
in Australia.
These are clearly obstacles that exclude poorer people and renters from
participating and thus receiving the relevant subsidies. Further, it has often
been the case that those unable to receive the subsidies partially pay for
them. This is because most of the FITs have been paid for by across the
board increases to the price of retail electricity. Thus the poorest
Australians have partially subsidised the solar investments of wealthier
Australian homeowners. For example, according to one analysis of FITs in
New South Wales in 2010, ‘the implied rate of taxation is 2.6 times higher
for households in the lowest income bracket (0.089%) than the higher
income bracket (0.034 per cent)’.44 This is an example of a negative effect
on inequality: a regressive subsidy system that exacerbates existing
financial inequalities.
We do not mean to say that residential solar PV should not have been
subsidised, nor that subsidies should not be used in other ways to accelerate
Australia's climate transition. On the contrary, we find it quite likely that
residential solar PV subsidies were justified by their benefits, in terms of
emissions reduction as well as industry stimulation and social outreach, and
that further subsidies will be required. We merely wish to draw attention to
some possible improvements to the ways in which subsidy schemes are
planned and structured; improvements that might lead to better outcomes
with respect to inequality in the future.
Some evidence for the improvability of solar subsidy programs with
respect to inequality is the fact that such programs have already begun to
be improved in just this respect. Schemes have been introduced to make
the subsidies more accessible for renters and those in public housing. For
example, solar power purchase agreements (SPPAs) are now available in
some areas of Queensland.45 These agreements overcome the up-front cost
barrier to solar installation – a provider installs, owns, and operates a PV
system at the participant's home, selling the participant the produced power
<http://theconversation.com/home-ownership-remains-strong-in-australia-but-it-masksother-problems-census-data-80068>.
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at a price lower than the usual retail price. In some cases home ownership
is still a barrier to participation, although the Queensland government, for
example, also launched a solar for public housing trial in 2017.46 This trial
will test an SPPA program for public housing, as well as a rooftop solar
farm in the remote Indigenous diesel powered community of Lockhart
River.
As in the example of remote Indigenous communities, subsidies for solar
PV and other distributed renewable electricity generation technology can
be harnessed to reduce inequalities. Subsidies might be an effective way to
promote renewables while also reducing inequalities of health, education,
and independence, as well as obvious financial inequalities. Funding solar
PV installation in public schools is another likely way of doing this which
has already been embraced around the country. 47 Installing solar panels in
public schools benefits all public school system users. While reducing
GHG emissions, it also relieves schools’ financial burden, allowing them
to use money that would otherwise be spent on electricity in the
improvement of education. Having a concern for inequality at the heart of
our climate transition planning process means actively looking for
opportunities to decrease inequality, as well as evaluating our past actions
with the benefit of hindsight to learn how we might do better in the future.
A final concern about distributed energy and inequality is the effects of a
possible exodus from the national electricity grid. The maintenance,
operation and expansion of the large grids currently needed to transmit
electricity from concentrated generation sources to consumers is
expensive. Having more distributed electricity generation may enable us to
reduce the overall costs of electricity provision. However, the ability to
generate and store electricity at the household or community level might
affect different groups of people differently. Again, if only some people
can afford to generate and store their own electricity (because of the home
ownership and up-front costs involved), and these people then leave the
communal distribution grid, electricity may become much more expensive
for those still using the grid, as they will be required to bear the full costs
of grid upkeep and transmission.
Though there may be advantages to distributed energy programs for the
individuals who are able to generate and store their own electricity, these
46
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must be weighed against the costs that will be borne by others. Particularly
where existing inequalities would be exacerbated by the implemention of
such programs, we have cause to pause. The grid exodus problem may not
arise, and will depend on the relative costs of grid and off-grid (or
microgrid) electricity in the future, among other things. However, it is the
kind of potential problem of inequality that we need to think about in
advance, either to ensure that it does not occur, or to work out how to
respond if it does.
This distributed energy case study shows that climate transitions need what
we have been calling a unified approach that incorporates justice-based
concerns from the outset. Not taking account of the likely justice-related
impacts may both lessen the chance of a successful rollout and cause us to
miss opportunities. The case study also shows that taking into account
considerations of inequality alters the kind of decisions that might be made
concerning where to allocate resources and which technologies ought to be
deployed.

V CONCLUSION
We have argued that justice considerations ought to play a central role in
shaping a climate transition strategy. Justice goals not only determine how
quickly we ought to transition, they can also be used to guide the manner
in which benefits and burdens of a climate transition are distributed.
Focusing on justice in these two respects is desirable for two reasons: first,
because it offers the opportunity to achieve other important moral goals
(such as the reduction of inequality upon which we have focused); and
second, because without a concern for justice, individuals might be less
likely to endorse a robust climate transition.
Incorporating justice-based reasons for transitions does not, of course,
mean that a transition will not be burdensome. Given the scale of the
required climate transition and the technological, social, economic, and
political restructuring entailed, it will harness a huge range of resources. It
will also force us to confront the possibility of severe disruption and
disadvantage in affected industries through job losses and community
decline.48 Adopting a justice-based approach to climate transitions
introduces some further complexity and difficulty to the decision-making
process. However, it also allows us to appreciate the opportunities inherent
in a climate transition. Cities will be less polluted and roads less congested
as a result of our transition. Eventually, our energy needs will be met
renewably, avoiding the environmental damage that results from fossil
fuels, such as air and water pollution. There will be many benefits of this
kind.
See T Spencer et al, ‘The 1.5°C Target and Coal Sector Transition: at the Limits of Societal
Feasibility’ (2018) 18 Climate Policy 335–51.
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But even beyond this kind of benefit, the need to significantly restructure
and reshape our societies provides an opportunity to make our societies
better in further ways, ‘while we’re at it’, as it were. We have the
opportunity to make other things better while we fix the problem of
looming dangerous climate change. This focus on the benefits and
opportunities afforded by the necessity of implementing a climate
transition means we can see transition as a great opportunity and not simply
a challenge. Taking the unified approach outlined here helps to bring this
latter view into focus. Rather than doing the bare minimum along a single
dimension (climate mitigation) to avoid a looming threat, we should take
the opportunity to create a substantially more equal society.

