
Energy Research & Social Science 88 (2022) 102616

Available online 27 April 2022
2214-6296/© 2022 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

How just are just transition plans? Perceptions of decarbonisation and 
low-carbon energy transitions among peat workers in Ireland 

Aparajita Banerjee *, Geertje Schuitema 
College of Business, University College Dublin, Belfield, Dublin, Ireland   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Just transition 
Decarbonisation 
Distributive justice 
Procedural justice 
Restorative justice 
Environmental labour studies 
Peat 

A B S T R A C T   

The concept “just transition” refers to the principle important to underpin policies to mitigate negative socio
economic consequences that arise during the transition to a low-carbon society. However, the concept has been 
subject to different interpretations and currently lacks theoretical and practical clarity. As a result, a just tran
sition plan can fail to deliver intended justice and mitigate adverse outcomes. This paper seeks to examine how 
the overarching aim of a just transition is translated into practice. We use distributive, procedural and restorative 
justice as an explanatory framework to analyse how a just transition programme can be designed based on 
theory. We illustrate this by using a case study that involves a just transition process taking place in the Irish 
Midlands. More specifically, we used qualitative research methods to collect data to look at how workers 
perceived the just transition programme designed to provide them with a just transition. We discuss how dis
crepancies in the interpretation of justice and its theoretical and practical application can lead to tensions be
tween stakeholders, which may obstruct the just transition process in general. We argue that the discrepancy 
between the “theory” and “practice” can be attributed to the absence of structure in a just transition process. This 
process is needed to safeguard the design of a practical just transition programme based on the theoretical in
terpretations. This article elaborates on what such a process might look like for the benefit of all.   

1. Introduction 

Reducing dependence on fossil fuels will inevitably benefit some and 
be costly for others. In other words, the energy transitions will create 
‘winners’ and ‘losers’ ([1], p. 569). ‘Winners’ can be found, in the 
renewable energy sector, which generates a considerable number of 
employment openings and profitable opportunities for business in
vestments. At the same time, however, some groups will be negatively 
affected by decarbonisation. These include workers and communities 
that depend on fossil fuel activity and are expected to suffer from the 
phasing out of these industries (e.g., in terms of job losses and economic 
turmoil) [1–4]. The main challenge in the short-term for such groups is 
to find alternative local employment, as fossil fuel industries often tend 
to dominate entire local labour markets, and there is little potential for 
other industries to absorb displaced workers. The absence of re-training 
or re-skilling renders job displacement even more problematic and may 
require physical relocation. In addition, communities face long-term 
challenges too. They often rely on the spending capacity of the local 
workforce and their families, whose income supports local businesses. 

Consequently, one may also expect that displaced workers and affected 
community members will rely more on social services and public 
assistance programmes, which increases the pressure on these pro
grammes [5–8]. Finally, the loss of local jobs and its concomitant 
dampening effect on economic vitality can lead to political unrest and 
the destabilisation of social order [3]. In broad terms, it can be argued 
that the phasing out of the fossil fuel industry will significantly impact 
on the local communities that depend on it. 

Simultaneously, however, there is a strong political drive to reduce 
the negative socioeconomic impacts on workers and communities in the 
phase-out of fossil fuel industries [1–4,8–12]. Internationally, policy- 
makers, scholars and activists have embraced the concept of a just 
transition as the underpinning principle for policies to mitigate the 
negative socioeconomic consequences of the shift to a low-carbon so
ciety [2,9,10]. The term “just transition” originated in the context of the 
US labour movement in the 1970s and its reaction to the closure of the 
chemical industry as a result of stricter environmental regulations. It 
was emphasised that such a move should not, under any circumstances, 
have debilitating effects on workers and their communities [9]. In the 
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past decade, trade unions, labour organisations and governments have 
increasingly used the term to underline the significance of protecting 
workers' rights and the socioeconomic well-being of communities while 
phasing out fossil fuels [10]. In 2015, the International Labour Orga
nization (ILO)’s governing body adopted a set of non-legally binding 
guidelines for a just transition aimed at workers affected by energy and 
climate policies. These guidelines prescribe that a just transition should 
ensure the protection of fundamental rights, maximise decent work, 
create (green) jobs that accommodate displaced workers, provide 
localized solutions, and reduce gender biases and other inequalities 
[10]. Furthermore, the need for a just transition for workers and com
munities dependent on the fossil fuel industries has recently gained 
more comprehensive support, as evidenced by the final agreement of the 
16th United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP) held in Cancun 
(2010), the Paris Agreement (2015), the UN Solidarity and Just Tran
sition Silesia Declaration (2018) and the Just Transition Declaration of 
COP 26 of 2021 [9,11]. Finally, the European Union's commitment to a 
just transition is reflected in the Coal Regions in Transition Initiative and 
the Just Transition Fund created to support and revive vulnerable re
gions that are economically tied to the fossil fuel industries [12,13]. 

The term “just transition” is widely used in the broader context of 
climate, energy and environmental justice (see [19]). As Wang and Lo 
[19] point out, however, it is difficult to provide one clear definition of 
what a just transition entails, as various disciplines have interpreted the 
concept differently. As a result, one can find multiple ambiguous defi
nitions and theoretical approaches to a just transition in the literature. In 
spite of this diversification of opinion, there seems to be an overarching 
consensus that the aim of a just transition should be the prevention, 
mitigation and minimisation of social injustices emanating from the 
energy transition. Therefore, a number of scholars argue that as climate 
policies are causing disruptions to workers in the fossil fuel industry, 
their losses should be addressed based on equity, fairness and justice 
[1–3,9,10,14–18]. 

Furthermore, drawing on just sustainability, as well as environ
mental and climate justice theories [20,21], there is also a consensus 
that a transition can be just and fair only if it can ensure social justice for 
the vulnerable groups in society [22–24]. The ambiguity found in the 
literature centres on how a just transition should be defined and how it 
can be achieved in practice. This is widely debated in many disciplines 
and often approached from the perspectives of multiple stakeholders 
[19]. In conclusion, the idea of justice as an intrinsic part of the energy 
transition is widely embraced as a critical policy aim to prevent social 
injustices. There is no consensus, however, on the theoretical basis and 
practical implementation of a just transition. This is problematic 
because increased clarity regarding the construct of a just transition can 
be useful in informing its practical implementation. 

Recently, Winkler [25] proposed a neoGramscian model for a just 
transition theory that can explain the processes that underlie its prac
tical implementation. In this model, a just transition is described as an 
ideology, which is a system of ideas and ideals that bind the multiple 
stakeholders who subscribe to it. By extent, it can be understood that a 
clear vision of what a just transition should achieve and how this can be 
realised brings stakeholders together. Following this reasoning, the 
opposite may also hold true. If stakeholders cannot agree on an ideal 
outcome for a just transition or if they have different interpretations of 
its practical implementation, conflict is likely to arise [8,26,27]. The 
latter is common because stakeholders need to balance different in
terests, values, priorities and objectives. 

Vulnerable groups in just transitions are often overlooked as 
important stakeholders in the just transition process [22–24,28]. Espe
cially, workers and communities affected by the transition to greener 
technologies are considered vulnerable [2–4]. Farrell [29] argues that a 
successful just transition must be built on the engagement and partici
pation of a representative cross-section of a given community. Local 
participation can contribute to a post-transition vision that meets local 
aspirations and addresses its disadvantages. Most literature that focuses 

on workers' and communities' perception of the just transition looks at 
their attitudes, as well as participation and acceptance levels of future 
developments in the form of renewable energy projects or specific types 
of renewable energy infrastructure (for an overview, see [19]). The 
perceptions of affected workers and communities of the just transition 
process itself, however, are scarcely examined. For instance, in a case 
study on the Powder River Basin, Wyoming, the largest coal mining 
region in the USA, Cha [30] reports that the energy transition and just 
transition are deeply contested among coal mine workers and frontline 
communities. Similarly, Sanz-Hernández et al. [14] found a host of 
factors that create social polarisation and act as barriers to a just tran
sition in the Spanish coal regions. Others have argued that the just 
transition agenda should consider place attachment [31], the role of 
trade unions [8], and how nostalgia and partisanship [32] may affect a 
just transition. Finally, it has been argued that information campaigns 
on the necessity and benefits of energy transition may reduce the despair 
felt by affected workers and communities about their situation. This will 
be further alleviated if the proper support is provided to enable them to 
cope with or adapt to the ensuing changes [15]. These studies also point 
to the lack of clarity on how a just transition can be achieved. This is 
problematic, as rapid decarbonisation is essential in order to contain 
global temperature increases, while at the same time ensuring that social 
inequalities are not exacerbated. Therefore, it is crucial that just tran
sition is conceptualised, so that it can inform robust and effective policy- 
making. 

The research goal of this paper is to understand how the overarching 
aim of a just transition is translated into practice. We use McCauley and 
Heffron's [24] framework of distributive, procedural and restorative 
justice as an explanatory context against which to analyse how a just 
transition programme can be designed. We use a case study to illustrate 
how stakeholders can have different interpretations and perceptions of 
how justice may be achieved. More specifically, we look at how workers 
and communities perceive the just transition programme designed for 
them. We discuss how discrepancies in the interpretation of justice can 
lead to tensions among stakeholders and may result in creating 
considerable doubts in the just transition process. 

1.1. Framework of distributive, procedural and restorative justice 

Energy justice has emerged as a new interdisciplinary social science 
research agenda [33], which recognises that avoiding or reducing social 
injustices is an essential part of the low carbon energy transition 
narrative. In alignment with this, scholars have argued that to under
stand and evaluate a just transition, principles of social justice must be 
considered [22–30]. In other words, there should be an emphasis on all 
people affected by the low-carbon transition being treated as equals in 
the processes and outcomes of a just transition plan. Discrimination 
based on socioeconomic, legal and political grounds regarding access to 
wealth, well-being, privileges and opportunities must be avoided. 
Drawing on the environmental justice literature, Heffron and McCauley 
[22] propose that a just transition must be based on the principles of 
distributive justice (referring to a just distribution of costs and benefits), 
procedural justice (referring to the use of just procedures) and restor
ative justice (referring to the rehabilitation of those who are harmed in 
the process) (see also [21,23,28]). 

Distributive justice refers to the perceived justice of the distribution 
of costs and benefits inherent in any transition. Therefore, a just tran
sition process based on distributive justice would aim to prevent an 
inequitable or unequal distribution of harms and benefits across groups 
in society [22,24]. In practice, distributive justice translates into pro
grammes that compensate workers and communities in order to reduce 
losses and increase benefits [14,15]. For instance, re-training or re- 
skilling, compensations and other support mechanisms (such as job 
guarantees), employment services and social securities (such as pension 
agreements) and community support schemes can address distributive 
injustices [3,8,14,15]. 
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As with environmental and climate justice, procedural justice is a 
cornerstone of a just transition. Procedural justice refers to the perceived 
fairness of the procedures used to design a just transition and all the 
steps taken to implement such plans. It requires that all stakeholders 
participate in a just process and are treated as equal partners, having the 
same capacity to influence decisions [34,35]. To this end, meaningful 
participation in the just transition process is essential [29]. Building on 
principles of procedural justice, the just transition process must create 
formal participation structures. These would include vulnerable groups, 
workers and communities, acknowledging that participation in such 
processes may often be new and challenging for them. Resources, in
formation and technical support can facilitate this. Participation should 
start early in the process so that all stakeholders are involved in the 
decision-making process from the outset. 

Finally, restorative justice focuses on the process of rehabilitation 
from an adverse event [36,37]. Redressing damage inflicted and trans
forming the conditions that led to the damage in the first place are key 
tenets of restorative justice [38]. Building a just transition plan on the 
principles of restorative justice would include the rehabilitation of 
workers in the broad sense. For instance, it would include restoring their 
status and dignity, their sense of trust and respect, and their expectations 
for just outcomes. In addition, it should lead to their reintegration into 
the social and economic structures of their local communities and 
environment. Restorative justice implies long-term planning and aims to 
enhance the resilience of vulnerable groups and rural communities, for 
instance, by regenerating rural areas and creating a healthy, local labour 
market prior to the finalisation of the fossil fuel industry phase-out. 
Moreover, Braithwaite [39] points out that while pursuing restorative 
justice, one group should not dominate another on account of any power 
imbalance between them, as all stakeholders should be equally 
empowered to speak in their own voices. 

Restorative justice is closely interconnected with long-term distrib
utive and procedural justice. It can be achieved in a systematic way that 
would ensure a fair distribution of outcomes and the opportunity for all 
to participate in the process, be heard, and influence decision-making in 
the long term [36,39]. Restorative justice is key to a just transition 
because it addresses key aspects of the rehabilitation of a region, namely 
the recalibration of its socioeconomic context, which requires expert 
knowledge of the broader socioeconomic, cultural and historic circum
stances prevalent prior to transition. Given that a just transition builds 
on restorative justice, it is essential to recognise that it requires more 
than providing workers with jobs and consultations. It acknowledges 
that workers' families and communities are affected in a broad sense and 
that their livelihoods and overall well-being need to be supported as 
well. 

1.2. This study 

In this paper, we use the distributive, procedural and restorative 
justice framework as the basis to analyse a just transition process. As a 
case in point, we explore the peat-based electricity industry located in 
the rural Midlands of Ireland, which shut down at the end of 2020. The 
government committed to a just transition and the region has also 
qualified for access to the European Union's Just Transition Funds. We 
capture and document the beginning of this just transition process, from 
the announcement that two peat power plants would be closed. We 
specifically focus on the perspective of workers and communities. The 
aim is to systematically analyse how they interpreted the just transition 
programme introduced in the Irish Midlands. We use the distributive, 
procedural and restorative justice framework to explain discrepancies in 
their perceptions of elements of the just transition programme. Through 
such an analysis, we illustrate how differences in interpretations can 
lead to tensions among stakeholders resulting in exasperations with the 
just transition process. 

2. Background 

2.1. The rise and fall of the Irish peat industry 

Of the total surface area of the Republic of Ireland, 17.2% is covered 
in peat, a sub-category of brown coal widely used as an energy source. 
There is a complex and long history around peat burning in Ireland, 
which is intimately connected with the sociocultural identity of several 
communities [40], especially in the middle of the country (the so-called 
Irish Midlands). From the 1930s onwards, modern industrial-scale peat 
extraction processes were established, the aim of which was to generate 
thermal electricity. The first turf fire station was built in Port Arlington, 
becoming a symbol of Irish engineering in the 1940s [41]. A semi-state 
company called Bord Na Móna (BNM) was formed to extract peat from 
86,000 ha of peatlands on an industrial scale to ensure the continuous 
supply of peat to thermal power stations [42]. Thus, peat-based elec
tricity became a national enterprise, the roots of which could be found in 
the Irish Midlands, where it was a source of local pride [43]. 

Until 2019, there were three peat-fuelled power stations (two owned 
by the Electricity Supply Board, the primary electricity producer and 
distributor in Ireland and the third by BNM) in the Irish Midlands. BNM 
is the owner of the peatlands and the only peat supplier in the region. As 
such, BNM was the leading employer in the Irish Midlands. Thousands of 
jobs and related economic opportunities supported the communities 
around the peatlands [42]. Hence, many in the region built a career 
around BNM and the peat industry. The workforce was largely unionised 
and primarily consisted of male workers, who often spent their entire 
working lives at BNM [42]. For young people, peat-related jobs were 
considered lucrative owing to the lack of other local, stable and well- 
paying options. Apart from permanent employment, BNM also offered 
many seasonal opportunities for work, especially in the dryer summer 
months when peat was cut and extracted. These seasonal jobs often 
helped young people to fund their education, earn additional income 
alongside that made from farming or acquire skills to pursue other 
career options. Many small farming communities expanded to larger 
settlements as people took advantage of rare seasonal and permanent 
local employment opportunities at BNM. The peat related jobs helped 
local communities to thrive especially in an area that has witnessed 
decades of outmigration [31]. In sum, over time, BNM became one of the 
largest semi-state enterprises in the region, and a stable employer. The 
company grew to be the second-largest peat producer globally [43]. 

In recent years, the focus on reducing CO2 emissions and concerns 
about the destruction of peatlands as biodiversity habitats resulted in 
different views on the peat-based electricity production industry in the 
Irish Midlands. In the Climate Action Plan 2019, the Irish government 
announced its intention to phase out peat power plants by 2030 [44]. In 
mid-2019, however, ESB decided to stop using peat in two of its Midland 
power plants, namely Lanesborough and West Offaly, by the end of 
2020, as certain planning permission related to changes in the plant 
building and mixing peat with imported woodchips for fuel was rejected 
by An Bord Pleanála (the Irish Planning Board). As a result, BNM, as the 
only supplier of peat, lost its biggest customer and announced its with
drawal from industrial-scale peat harvesting. Hundreds of peat workers 
were faced with an uncertain future. 

2.2. A just transition for the Irish peat workers and their communities 

As the closure decisions were announced, BNM provided a set of re- 
training programmes to the workers as part of their just transition 
commitments and announced redundancy plans for those employees 
opting for early retirement. The company also offered to shift some 
workers to other BNM projects such as re-wetting the peatlands, horti
culture, pisciculture, and waste management with which the company 
planned to reinvent itself. Subsequently, the government promised a just 
transition approach for a low-carbon future as part of the Climate Action 
Plan of 2019, focussing on re-training and re-skilling programmes for 
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workers [44]. 
In mid-2020, the Irish government created a National Just Transition 

Fund, around six months after the closure decisions were announced. 
The aim was to support communities to adjust to a low-carbon transition 
in the wider Midlands region by re-training workers and funding green 
enterprises [45]. Then, between 2020 and 2021, 46 projects were con
tracted by the government to access the National Just Transition Fund 
[45]. Most of these projects are aligned with the idea of making the Irish 
Midlands region an attractive place to live and work like setting up 
remote hubs and exploring other local business opportunities [45]. In 
addition, the Irish Midlands were recognised as one of the 31 regions 
currently in transition from coal in the European Union, enabling 
Ireland to access €84 million of the European Union's Just Transition 
Funds [46]. The government also committed to adding complementary 
contributions to this funding. In summary, different pots of money were 
allocated or are currently earmarked for development in the region to 
reduce the effects of the phased-out local peat industry, long after the 
closure announcements were made. 

3. Materials and methods 

3.1. In-depth interviews 

In this paper, the lived experiences and perceptions of people directly 
and indirectly affected by the closure of the peat industry since late 
2019, when the decision was announced, are reported. The research was 
designed based on a “criticalist approach” ([47], p. 378), which allows 
the exploration of the multiple ways people look at a phenomenon and 
how these interpretations shape its understanding [47]. The aim was to 
explore how workers and community members perceived and experi
enced the just transition process. Therefore, qualitative research 
methods were used to collect extensive and detailed descriptions of the 
events and experiences of the research participants [48]. 

Data collection methods, including semi-structured interviews, 
participant observations and document research, provided a well- 
rounded, multi-layered understanding [48,49] of the perceptions of 
workers, union representatives and community members by using 
thought-provoking questions to comprehend their personal experiences 
[50]. Participant observation in election rallies, public conferences, peat 
factories and local pubs helped in attaining a deeper understanding of 
the people, the place, the cultural and historical context, and the social, 
economic and political implications of the peat industry in the Irish 
Midlands. Observing people working in the peat factories, witnessing 
the camaraderie they shared, or heckling unpopular political opinions in 
local election rallies helped us to understand the people's tangible con
nections with the peat industry and the palpable tensions on its closure. 

All of the above helped in framing the questions for the semi- 
structured interviews. Participant observation further enabled us to 
establish a rapport in the community so that the researchers were not 
considered outsiders or tourists in the region. The physical presence of 
the interviewer in different places and the impromptu informal con
versations that took place contributed to trust-building and gathering 
anecdotes and conversational titbits that enriched the interview process, 
as explained below. The research ethics board of the authors' university 
approved the study. 

Scores of journal articles, book chapters, newspaper clippings, oral 
history repositories, documentary films, radio interviews, social media 
posts, blogs, policy documents and grey papers were used to gather 
background information on the peat industry, and contextualise it 
within its social, economic, cultural and environmental setting in the 
Irish Midlands. This information was also used to create the interview 
protocol, which consisted of 15 open-ended questions. These explored 
themes such as the socioeconomic impact of the peat jobs, the historical 
and cultural ties of the region with the peat industry, the impact of 
closure on local life, benefits and challenges identified by the in
terviewees in the plans and processes of just transition, and how they 

perceived their future and the region's future. Follow-up questions were 
asked to gather additional information. 

Prior to and during the interviews, considerable time was spent 
establishing relationships of trust with the interviewees. Participant 
observation helped in building rapport with the community. This was a 
critical step given the nature of the interviews that dealt with stressful 
situations such as job loss and future uncertainties. This was achieved by 
spending time in the communities, increasing visibility, visiting peat
lands, factories and local pubs, and referring to anecdotes and conver
sations that the interviewer came across relevant to the context of a 
specific interview question. For instance, the interviewer would begin 
specific questions by referring to their experience meeting others in the 
community, anecdotes heard in a local pub, allusions to a particular 
event and newspaper articles. It was providing such trivial information 
that helped in trust-building, allowing interviewees to relax and be open 
with their answers. As a result, the interview questions were asked in a 
conversational way rather than in a question-and-answer session, 
enabling the respondents to narrate their experiences and express 
emotions [51,52]. 

3.2. Procedure: recruitment and data collection 

In total, 30 in-depth interviews were conducted. Twelve workers and 
four trade union representatives were interviewed. These respondents 
were directly affected by job loss and were aware of the company–union 
negotiations. In order to maintain diversity, the interviewed workers 
differed in their skills and position in BNM. They were welders (4), 
technicians (6), locomotive operators (3), supervisors (2) and factory 
managers (1). Interviewees were between 34 and 60 years of age. 
Interviewing workers in different age groups allowed for a consideration 
of how job loss affects people differently at different life stages. In 
addition, fourteen long-time community members who lived around the 
peatlands and the thermal power plants were interviewed. They 
included local business owners (3), community leaders (3), retired BNM 
workers (4) and people associated with community groups (4). All had 
significant interest in the peat-related developments in their region. 

Fieldwork began in November 2019, just after the closure decision of 
the two peat-based thermal power plants was announced, which sub
sequently affected the industrial-scale peat extraction industry in the 
region, run exclusively by the semi-state company BNM. Data collection 
continued until the end of February 2020, covering a time when the 
country underwent a national election. The economic loss ensuing from 
a contracting peat industry and just transition in the Irish Midlands were 
issues debated both locally and nationally. 

The lead interviewer visited factory sheds, canteens, pubs, trade 
union offices and other public places in communities surrounding BNM 
peatlands to recruit participants. Interviewees were recruited using 
purposive sampling [53] and snowball sampling [54]. 

Face-to-face interviews were conducted in interviewees' homes and 
offices. The length of the interviews ranged from 20 to 85 min. They 
were audio-recorded with the interviewees' permission. 

3.3. Data analysis 

Each interview was transcribed verbatim, cross-checked with field 
notes for accuracy, read and then re-read by the lead interviewer. Each 
transcribed file was printed and the lead researcher performed coding by 
highlighting text lines and phrases relating to a theme, while a code was 
ascribed in the margin. This coding process was performed for all the 
interview transcriptions. When new codes emerged during this process, 
comparisons with older ones were made for further insights. In addition, 
repeated sub-themes were identified using the thematic analysis 
approach [55]. Next, the transcripts were analysed in NVivo 12 Plus, 
using the codes that had emerged manually. NVivo was primarily used 
to facilitate data storage and the digital retrieval of interconnected text 
segments belonging to the same codes. Broad themes emerged from the 
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coding process: peat industry intertwined with history, culture, identity; 
deficits in training programmes; (lack of) communication and partici
pation in decision-making on the closure of the peat industry; job loss, 
displacement, quality, compensation, guarantees; perception of just 
transition; and long-term future of the community. These themes were 
then interpreted using the explanatory framework of distributive, pro
cedural and restorative (in)justices. 

4. Results 

4.1. Distributive justice: distribution of burdens and benefits 

A significant component of BNM's just transition programme was 
focused on ensuring the future employment of their workers by offering 
training, re-skilling and up-skilling programmes [56]. These training 
programmes included retrofitting houses for energy efficiency, welding 
courses and similar skills training. Therefore, in principle, workers and 
BNM had the same objective: enhancing workers' employability in other 
labour markets. This is a critical component of a just transition for the 
workers [57,58] and an essential component of distributive justice. The 
workers aligned their thinking with the idea of re-training and re- 
skilling programmes as critical to a just transition. 

Although workers fundamentally agreed that training and re-skilling 
are important components of a just transition plan, many expressed 
feelings of apprehension about what these types of training would help 
them achieve. Many examples illustrate a clear discrepancy between 
“theory” and “practice”. For instance, the overarching objective to 
enhance workers' employability in other labour markets was not sys
tematically translated into practical elements in the just transition pro
gramme. First, workers pointed out that a series of training programmes 
were uniformly provided and catered towards developing specific skill 
sets, without any consideration for their needs, physical abilities, 
experience, or accomplishments. These training programs were not 
particularly tailored for the BNM workers and were similar to training 
programs provided to people on state offered jobseekers' allowance in 
Ireland. As a result, there was a mismatch of what the workers wanted to 
learn and what training they were provided. To quote one interviewee 
who pointed out the difficulty in benefiting from the training pro
grammes given his life stage: 

There's a lot of training going on […] there's people doing courses. It 
doesn't make sense. I was offered a course that I could have gone and 
done: welding courses. I've welded OK for 40 years. Why would I 
need to go and do anymore? […] because this money is coming in, I 
think that you can spend it on training people. You go for a couple of 
days course; it's not adequate training. It just looks good, and you can 
say, look, we're providing training. (Interviewee B018) 

This quote points out how the workers felt about the training programs 
being prescribed randomly without consideration to the specific needs 
of the workers, what they want to learn or what livelihoods they would 
like to embrace in future. As a result, the workers were doubtful of the 
purpose of the training programmes and what such training would help 
them achieve. 

Second, workers were aware that with the closure of the peat in
dustry, their skill sets would be incompatible with the existing labour 
market that now offered very few local jobs. They were aware that the 
local job market has changed and lacked the skills to get employment in 
the local labour market. They identified various areas in which they 
lacked skills or needed support that were not actually addressed in their 
training programmes. For instance, some pointed out that they lacked 
computer skills, which was a barrier to searching and applying for jobs 
online and uploading resumes. Overall, workers felt inadequately sup
ported by BNM's just transition programme and questioned the com
pany's motivations behind similar up-skilling and re-skilling 
programmes. For instance, one worker captured the general feeling in 

the following way: 

It's hard to get a handle on that [just transition plan], I think. It's hard 
to get what really is going on behind the scenes, yeah. Someone's 
going to make big money out of this, that's why all these things, 
someone will get a big pay-out. It won't be the people on the ground. 
(Interviewee 24) 

As they saw it, workers did not benefit from the training and re- 
skilling programmes to an adequate degree and they questioned 
why money was spent on a just transition plan that failed to meet 
solve their problems adequately. 

Finally, the Irish Midlands is identified as a prospective region for 
renewable energy development. To this end, the government was set on 
creating local “green” jobs as part of the just transition. The training 
programmes, however, did not explicitly re-train peat workers in 
developing employable skills in the local renewable energy industry, 
especially in the wind energy sector. Many wind farms have been pro
posed in the area making use of the degraded peatlands for wind farms. 
Peat workers, however, were not guaranteed that these new “green” jobs 
would be earmarked for them. The type of green jobs created locally, for 
instance, in the maintenance and upkeep of wind turbines did not 
require the kind of skills they possessed and were very few in numbers. 
However, the massive green industrial complex developing in the region 
based on wind energy created a large number of manufacturing and 
manual skilled jobs abroad. As a result, interviewees felt that, as they 
were losing their jobs, energy produced from renewables was on the rise 
locally, but it created no space for them. Though the industry was 
growing locally, the bulk of the jobs were created abroad. One inter
viewee expressed her exasperation by saying: 

…all the political will in this country is towards wind turbines and 
that's driven by Europe. They're given the grants. They're not really 
giving it to any other renewable energy. It's wind turbines. Where are 
the wind turbines made? Germany […]. Jobs, engineers, factories? 
In Germany. We're not idiots. It's all politically driven. It's globali
sation on a local scale and there's no jobs locally in wind farms. 
(Interviewee 021) 

Overall, we observe a discrepancy between the “theory” and “prac
tice” of the just transition in the Irish Midlands. We argue that this 
discrepancy arose because there was no systematic process in place to 
ensure that the “theory” was aligned with the “practice” of the just 
transition. A just transition process based on distributive justice would 
have helped workers to find how they could fit their skills, interests, 
experiences and capabilities with the local labour market and guide 
them to acquire new skills as they may require for certain jobs. There
fore, the just transition programme should be organised to support the 
workers to bridge the chasm between their skills and the current job 
market that has changed rapidly during the time they were employed in 
the peat industry and help them acquire relevant skills. 

The consequence of the gap between “theory” and “practice” of just 
transition, especially in how distributive justice was left under- 
addressed was a sense of apprehension among workers about the pur
pose of the just transition programme. In their view, the training and re- 
skilling programmes did not sufficiently support them and increased 
their anxiety levels about employability. Trust in the assumption that 
training, up-skilling and re-skilling would deliver a just transition was 
not present. As the process of just transition was inadequately devel
oped, uncertainty clouded the expectations of any beneficial outcomes. 
These uncertainties made them doubt the intention behind the just 
transition initiatives. Not surprisingly, some workers clearly saw the just 
transition programme as merely a political act rather than one designed 
to reduce their burdens of job displacement or relieve the local com
munity from the dampening effect the loss of the peat industry had on 
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the local socioeconomic life. 
Given the strong emotional responses, a just transition process 

should include mechanisms to mitigate such (unexpected) responses 
from stakeholders, especially from those whose professional and private 
lives were directly affected. Hence, in addition to supporting workers in 
new skill acquisition to ensure future employability, a just transition 
should also cater to the emotional consequences of such a life-changing 
event. 

4.2. Procedural justice: timely information, fair participation and 
dialoguing 

The sudden decision to close the peat power plants ten years early 
took BNM, their workers and their union representatives by surprise. As 
a result, there was little time for BNM to develop a just transition plan, 
and the subsequent processes that ensued offered little opportunity for 
workers and union members to engage in the planning process. As a 
result, the decision to close the peat extraction plants was taken without 
the knowledge of the workers and their respective communities, to 
whom it was publicly announced. This follows the decide-announce- 
defend model Wolsink [59], which characterises a top-down 
approach. Such an approach restricts information exchange between 
the company (BNM) and workers, resulting in confusion and uncertainty 
among the latter. Moreover, workers expressed in the interviews that 
they felt being excluded from the negotiations that did not happen 
locally and felt they were not being heard. As a result, many of their 
problems and concerns were not recognised, considered or addressed. 
This caused strong and persistent feelings of frustration among the 
workers and union representatives. To quote one interviewee: 

And the other thing I'd say is there's not a lot of openness going on as 
well at the moment, within the company… We're not told. Every
body needs a certain amount of leadership, everybody needs a 
certain amount of support, everybody needs a certain amount of 
direction. Some people need to be told exactly what to do. Some 
people like to know what's going to happen next… And some of the 
decisions will be made on the high streets of Dublin [national capi
tal] rather than down at the coal face (Interviewee B023). 

This lack of input, consultation and negotiation is why top-down 
models are often seen as offensive to workers and their commu
nities. It is also often the reason why top-down governance ap
proaches are met with a lot of resistance from those who feel 
excluded from the decision-making process [59]. 

After the announcement to close the peat plants, there was a small 
window of opportunity for the workers and unions to participate in the 
just transition process. However, union representatives were frustrated 
with the scope of engagement provided in this opportunity. As one trade 
union member suggested that there was a ‘lack of engagement, real 
engagement, with people who represent the workforce’ (Interviewee 
027). Not all felt, however, that they could exercise their rights openly, 
as they worried about the consequences of this limited opportunity. 
Some workers were concerned about being labelled as agitators, causing 
fallout with their social network, and limiting their chances for a 
replacement job in the alternative businesses proposed by BNM like 
rehabilitating the peatlands, horticulture and aquaponics. As one 
interviewee said: 

If you were the favourite, you'd get plenty of work. If you weren't the 
favourite or if you opened your mouth or you said anything, you 
mightn't get any work at all… there is a culture of fear in Bord na 
Móna, because if you ever said anything, you may not get work 
(Interviewee 009). 

This perception of fear and inability to express their opinions and 

concerns about their very uncertain future limited their participation in 
any consultation between the workers and the company. The workers 
mostly depended on their union to negotiate on behalf of them. Some 
workers argued that the unions could negotiate only a ‘mid-merit’ just 
transition plan with the company (Interviewee B014) because the bar
gaining power of the unions have decreased over the years as union 
membership has dwindled over time. The interviewees felt that unions 
also lose their negotiating leverage when businesses close, as measures 
such as protests and strikes cease to be impactful tools. This points to
wards power differences among the stakeholders involved in the just 
transition process, where workers and unions perceived themselves as 
unequal stakeholders in this process. Particularly, legacy staffs with 
years of service to the company felt frustrated with being left out. Other 
stakeholders like BNM pensioners who lack bargaining power being 
retired workers yet whose pension is linked with the company's future 
also felt out in the negotiations. This suggests that the scope of consul
tations, negotiations, social dialoguing was few and lacked in including 
diverse groups of stakeholders. 

The time limit under which a just transition process was laid down 
also put pressure on workers to make hasty decisions about their future. 
For instance, BNM offered severance packages to the workers. In
terviewees mentioned that they felt an urge to accept any severance 
package on offer without much negotiation owing to their anxiety about 
how the situation would eventually unfold. Reflecting on this in the 
interviews, they thought they had been given little opportunity to (re) 
consider their decision or bargain about the package. 

In conclusion, the just transition in the Irish Midlands followed a top- 
down approach, whereby workers and unions had limited opportunity 
to be part of the decision-making process. This implies that procedural 
justice was not secured in the process. In addition, on the limited oc
casions that workers and unions were involved, they were not seen or 
treated as equal parties and their needs were not recognised. Both are 
fundamental elements that should be part of the just transition process if 
this is to be a meaningful participatory process [1–9]. To create a 
meaningful process, they should be fair and designed to be inclusive. 
They should be built around the recognition that vulnerable groups can 
have limited social and economic power and that they might lack the 
ability to access information and the experience to be part of such a 
process in a meaningful way. Moreover, as rural communities are often 
close-knit and it is challenging to differentiate professional and personal 
relationships, proper attention should be paid to designing processes 
where affected groups can participate without the fear of bias or prej
udice that would impact their future social life. A just transition process 
should anticipate this and ensure safeguards of procedural justice so that 
the needs and vulnerabilities of all who participate are recognised and 
supported and allow all to express their opinions freely without fear of 
consequences. 

4.3. Restorative justice: regional rehabilitation 

Bord Na Móna and the Irish government had planned to build on the 
principle of restorative justice, that is, to provide measures aimed at 
rehabilitating those affected by the peat industry's end of operations. 
The Irish government introduced the National Just Transition Fund in 
2020 to support the just transition, which commits to investing in rural 
Ireland until 2027. As the peat industry closed down at the end of 2020, 
these investments came too late to provide a reasonable basis for 
restorative justice for peat workers in the Irish Midlands. 

As part of the rehabilitation efforts, BNM offered limited opportu
nities for peat workers to be employed locally at other divisions of their 
company. For instance, there were job opportunities in the restoration 
and conservation of peatlands, as well as jobs in horticulture, aqua
ponics and herb cultivation on former BNM lands [60,61]. Many in
terviewees pointed out that these plans were inherently problematic and 
seen as inferior. Overall, BNM workers had well-paid, stable jobs with 
perks and overtime facilities. They did not find the same merit in the 
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alternatives offered as they did not have the same level of social and 
economic benefit. Other alternatives, for instance in the renewable en
ergy sector, were not seen as realistic, as such jobs went to private 
companies through competitive tendering. In summary, interviewees 
were generally pessimistic about the local alternative opportunities 
offered by BNM and thought that they would contribute little to eco
nomic rehabilitation. One worker summarised that as follows: 

I said, no matter what you get, you will never replace this industry 
(BNM). That's my view. OK, the other thing, I suppose, wind. There is 
scope for wind, but it's not going to create employment. Solar, there 
is scope for that as well, but it's not going to create long-term, sus
tainable employment. I don't know, it's going to be very hard to 
replace employment in the Midlands. (Interviewee B018) 

Similarly, the interviewees were pessimistic about the number of 
alternative economic opportunities created by the government in the 
region. They were not convinced that these would be able to absorb the 
economic blow that followed the closure of the peat plants. They also 
pointed out that rehabilitating the prospects of workers and commu
nities under a just transition plan would be impossible without signifi
cant investments in the area that should have started long before the 
closure of the peat industry. There was little faith that these investments 
would ever be made, as there is hardly anyone who wants to be the 
‘somebody who is going to be left holding a bill at the end of the just transition 
plan’ (Interviewee B027). 

Our findings thus suggest that even though there are elements of 
restorative justice present within the government and BNM plans for the 
region, they lack strong conviction and purpose in revitalising the local 
economy. Workers did not see significant investments now or in the 
future. Most expressed the hope that funding from the European Union 
Just Transition Fund would drive the just transition process in the Irish 
Midlands. Up until now, however, no substantial progress has been 
made in terms of investment planning in the region. This lack of urgency 
fits well with the historic urban-rural divide in Ireland, which is a cause 
for frustration in deprived areas such as the Irish Midlands [62]. Again, 
there was a sense of rural Ireland being used and underprioritized by 
policy-makers and industry leaders whose focus is much on urban areas. 

Finally, a point that is often overlooked when applying principles of 
restorative justice is the knock-on effects of job loss on the mental health 
of workers, their families and the wider community. Many interviewees 
talked about the emotional toll the closure of the peat industry and the 
loss of their job had taken on them. They talked about how they missed 
the sense of community they had built over this job, the craic (Irish for 
news, gossip, enjoyable conversation), and how ‘BNM was part and parcel 
of life’ (Interviewee B015). They would miss their men's sheds in the 
middle of the bogs, where they gathered every day and discussed pro
fessional and personal problems. As one interviewee pointed out, ‘if you 
come in with a problem in the morning, you went home with it solved in the 
evening’ (Interviewee B022). Therefore, restorative justice is more than 
replacing jobs and economic rehabilitation; concepts such as human 
dignity and the capability to lead a meaningful life should lie within the 
ambit of restorative justice. The quality of jobs and a recognition of the 
contributions these jobs made in the lives of the workers and the com
munities in a just transition plan is necessary to help workers rebuild 
their sense of pride in their work and their sense of purpose in their lives. 

In conclusion, building a just transition process on the principles of 
restorative justice is a long process. It aims to restore and rehabilitate 
workers and their communities and the wider region following the 
closure of an industry. There were clear aspirations from BNM and the 
Irish government to invest in the economic rehabilitation of regions, 
communities and human capital. However, these aspirations did not 
translate into concrete action plans on time in order for them to have a 
positive effect on the region. It required the establishment of resilience 
in labour markets and in workers. For the latter, the mitigation of the 
mental impact of job loss and changes in lifestyle and community 

structures by creating hand-holding programmes is critical when 
applying restorative justice principles. From the workers' points of view, 
the options for alternative employment offered by BNM and the gov
ernment investments in economic rehabilitation were seen as too little, 
too late. 

4.4. How just was the just transition? 

The idea of a just transition offered little meaning to the workers 
because it could not be translated into practice and not be designed into 
any programme. The use of the term “just transition” by BNM and the 
government repeatedly in itself evoked hopes of justice without deliv
ering. As one interviewee pointed out, “lots of people are borrowing the 
language of Just Transition, but they're not delivering on it” (Inter
viewee 019). It is this lack of deliverance of just transition while creating 
the expectation that is central to what the interviewees found frus
trating. Along with the frustration was the anxiety of losing their jobs. 
Most of the workers that we interviewed had worked for BNM all their 
lives and had a strong sense of pride in the work they performed in a 
semi-state enterprise producing energy that contributed to running the 
country. All their lives, the workers were employed in an highly critical 
sector, which gave them a sense of purpose. Losing their jobs meant that 
their job security and their pride in their livelihood were taken away, 
which caused the high levels of anxiety. They were also acutely aware 
that with the closure of the peat industry, the labour market where their 
particular skillsets were desirable was shrinking. Alternative employ
ment was not as prestigious or as stable as working in the energy in
dustry. As a result, when the idea of a just transition was floated, they 
were hopeful about a just transition, yet they received little clarity on 
how they would receive a just transition. To quote one interviewee: 

They [BNM] came with this Just Transition. But sure, no one has a 
clue what Just Transition is. We have asked the question on umpteen 
occasions, what is Just Transition? And Just Transition is a word that 
no one can explain, and you can go to the dictionary, but the 
explanation is not there. (Interviewee B20) 

Owing to the lack of understanding surrounding the term “just 
transition” and what it entails, what was offered to workers as part of the 
just transition plan failed to meet their expectations. Based on this, we 
argue that a process should have been put in place to manage the ex
pectations and interests of different stakeholders and ensure that their 
interpretation of the objectives and outcomes of the just transition were 
balanced and aligned. We elaborate on what such a process might look 
like in the discussion. 

What emerged from this was a strong sense of scepticism towards the 
just transition in the region emerged from our interviews. The use of the 
term “just transition” implied a promise made by the BNM and the Irish 
government that had created hope among peat workers. The practical 
reality was, however, that the transition was not seen as just, which 
heightened negative emotions against a government that had promised 
justice. The following quotation provides an illustrative example: 

It is not a just transition, it is just a transition […] I would have very 
little faith in the just transition, to be honest. …the just transition is a 
political thing. It's politicised and it's all a game […] Politicians don't 
want negative PR and it's about soundbites. It is soundbites for the 
politicians to cover up these little happenings at the moment until it's 
done and dusted. I guarantee you that just transition will be a bygone 
word here in about two years', or three years' time. (Interviewee 
B022) 

This quotation highlights the workers' scepticism regarding the just 
transition, as well as a strong sense of frustration, anger and betrayal. 
These feelings were embedded in feelings of injustice that we found 
could be explained using the principles of distributive, procedural and 
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restorative justice. As a result, strong resentment against the govern
ment was expressed. The way in which the just transition was imple
mented undermined the workers' trust in BNM and the Irish government, 
leading workers to question the latter's competencies and motivations. 
More specifically, the sense that the government only pretended to 
implement social policies to enhance their reputation at the expense of 
the peat workers was widespread. Hence, there was little faith in a 
positive outcome and little hope for a better future. 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

A just transition is often described as an ideology [8,25], that is, a 
system of ideas and ideals that aims to reduce the negative impact of 
energy transition on vulnerable groups. This idea of a just transition as 
an ideology has gained much traction in recent years, especially in the 
context of decarbonisation and the energy transition. On an ideological 
level, stakeholders have reached consensus that vulnerable groups 
should be protected and supported. This, however, is often challenging 
in practice, as the interpretation of what is just and how a just transition 
is achieved is often approached from very different perspectives. In the 
case study presented in this paper, we found that, in principle, all key 
stakeholders, including peat workers and community members, agreed 
that a just transition programme for the Irish Midlands was a critical 
policy tool that could support vulnerable groups. We also found, how
ever, an apparent discrepancy between the “theory” and “practice” of 
the just transition. That is, those who were meant to be supported by the 
just transition felt that the just transition programme itself fell short on 
its basic tenet (i.e being “just”). 

The gap between the “theory” and “practice” of the just transition 
has resulted in much frustration, anxiety, feelings of betrayal and anger 
among peat workers. These emotions were exacerbated by the promise 
of a just transition, which in the eyes of the workers was not upheld. 
Overall, the workers expressed strong scepticism towards the effec
tiveness of the just transition programme and distrusted the political 
motivations behind the implementation of a just transition. Such scep
ticism and distrust regarding just transition programmes can undermine 
local support for regional development and green jobs, most relevantly 
in the renewable energy sector [30,62–68]. A transition to renewable 
energy is often planned for these regions but it can stall owing to local 
resistance, which can hinder, delay or block it [68]. Therefore, a failed 
just transition process in the eyes of the public can have detrimental 
effects on energy transition. 

In response to the frustrations that arose in the Irish Midlands among 
peat workers and their communities, the Irish government recognised 
the need to make changes. Delivering a just transition in the Irish Mid
lands is among the core goals of the Climate Action Plan 2021 [69]. A 
rural development plan was also proposed in the same framework [69], 
which can be described as a recovery plan to boost development that 
aims to revitalise the Irish countryside [70]. This builds on principles of 
restorative justice. Regional plans are also being established to address 
the skills and training needs of stakeholders in the Irish Midlands [71]. A 
recent report, however, suggests that Ireland has yet to prepare a ter
ritorial just transition plan for accessing the European Union Just 
Transition Fund [72]. In sum, the Irish government's goal to promote 
social justice by aligning the just transition process with local demands 
delivered mixed results when the government was faced with the con
sequences of its hasty decision to suspend the operation of the peat in
dustry in the Irish Midlands, which led to a wave of frustrations and 
criticism from local stakeholders. 

The management of the Irish Midlands' just transition process and its 
aftermath provides key lessons for other regions that will need to phase 
out fossil fuel in the future. This, however, comes too late for the workers 
and communities in the Irish Midlands. The most important lesson to be 
drawn is that to translate distributive, procedural and restorative justice 
principles into concrete objectives and action points a clear just transi
tion process needs to be in place. This article has argued that the key 

element missing from the Irish Midlands case was such a process to 
safeguard the transformation of an ideology of just transition into the 
reality of a just transition programme. We argue that such a process 
should be led by an independent party, which must be fully aware of the 
theoretical basis for a just transition, and should also be based on justice 
principles. In order to put principles into practice, individual and 
objective conversations need to be conducted with all relevant stake
holders. Understanding their interpretation of a just transition is pivotal 
for the success of this process. Justice principles can be used to structure 
these conversations, as they act as a bridge between the ideological 
objectives of justice and the practical interventions needed to achieve 
them [25]. An iterative process of analyses, discussions and consensus- 
finding among stakeholders on these interpretations is needed in order 
to build trust and, most importantly, to align expectations from a just 
transition programme. These discussions should include short-term and 
long-term planning. Short- to mid-term planning typically focuses on 
distributive and procedural justice components and includes the broader 
social and economic impact of transitions on workers, communities and 
regions. Conversely, long-term planning needs to focus on restorative 
justice and the allocation of regional investments for the creation of 
parallel industries, which would ensure that workers can continue to 
thrive. Importantly, the planning process should safeguard the equal 
treatment of all stakeholders and their needs to avoid power imbalances. 
It is important that they can all feel able to speak freely and openly about 
them and that their views will be taken seriously. Addressing these is
sues requires time to reflect and run consultation groups and negotia
tions with all stakeholders. Any reactions that are likely to take place 
should be mitigated with relevant measures that can be built in the 
process. 

In conclusion, the growing consensus is that carbon-intensive in
dustries need to be phased out. As a consequence of this process, so
cioeconomic disruption and changes in the local industrial landscape 
can be expected in many parts of the world. The just transition in the 
Irish Midlands illustrates how the sudden decision to shut down an in
dustry can undermine the just transition process. It has become plain 
that the declaration that a transition is just is not tantamount to fact. By 
neglecting to seek consensus on how distributive, procedural and 
restorative justice can be achieved in practice, strong negative emotions 
and distrust among those who are affected are likely to emerge. In turn, 
this may result in a sub-optimal just transition process, which may stall 
energy transition. A just transition influences public support for 
renewable energy projects and climate change policies and, if absent, 
tends to undermine trust in the relevant industries and government as a 
whole. Our case study demonstrates the importance of using theoreti
cally constructed justice principles to create just transition programmes 
in practice, which engage all stakeholders. Given that many countries 
are in the process of phasing out fossil fuels, this case study provides 
valuable lessons on the pitfalls to avoid on the way to designing a just 
transition. 
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