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Energy and Climate Change
A Just Transition for Indian Labour

Ashim Roy, Benny Kuruvilla, and Ankit Bhardwaj

The 2015 Paris Agreement gives momentum to the global response 
to climate change. The stated goal to keep global temperature rise to 
well below 2oC from pre-industrial levels by this century places onus 
on both developed and developing countries to embark on a low-
carbon developmental pathway. The Government of India’s (GoI) 
Intended Nationally Determined Contribution (INDC) to the Paris 
Agreement indicates that it too has this ambition (GoI 2015). While 
the country posed ambitious targets to decarbonize its economy 
(Mathur, Chapter 13), the submission also carried the subtitle, 
‘Working towards Climate Justice’, and insisted that further decar-
bonization can be achieved with the help of transfer of technology 
from developed countries and low-cost international finance from 
sources such as the Green Climate Fund (GCF). This reflects India’s 
long-standing diplomatic position on addressing global inequality 
while addressing climate change. The Paris Agreement’s preamble 
also notes that parties to the agreement are ‘[t]aking into account the 
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imperatives of a just transition of the workforce and the creation of 
decent work and quality jobs in accordance with nationally defined 
development priorities’ (United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change [UNFCCC] 2016: 2), placing questions of justice 
squarely amidst national deliberations. Climate justice then, whether 
in global or national terms, seems well and truly mainstream. Less 
acknowledged, at least explicitly, is that changes in terms of jus-
tice will also require radical transformation of our social relations 
(Morgan 2016).

Climate change and our response to it will bring immense changes 
to the economy and society. Will these changes reinforce existing 
unequal structures, or reform and revolutionize them? The burden of 
change may well fall upon the poorest and the most vulnerable. Also, 
workers will be central to building this new low-carbon world, but 
will likely not receive all its benefits (Li 2009). A just transition is then 
one that is created in consideration of those burdened with the tran-
sition. This is why large international federations of labour unions, 
such as the International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC), have 
actively lobbied for the inclusion of just transition clauses into the 
language of the Copenhagen, Cancun, and Paris agreements (Räthzel 
et al. 2010; Sweeney and Treat 2018). These unions are calling to 
be involved in the sweeping and radical ‘industrial transformation’ 
required and demanding a just transition, ‘including through invest-
ment in new green jobs, skills, income protection and other neces-
sary measures implemented everywhere, with adequate funding for 
the poorest and most vulnerable of nations’ (ITUC 2014: 2). These 
ideas were also reflected in a platform by a global initiative of trade 
unions called Trade Unions for Energy Democracy (TUED), which 
placed on the agenda resisting private control of energy and reclaim-
ing public, democratic control (Sweeney 2012: 31). Central to these 
positions then is reorienting the energy system from market to social 
concerns by asserting democratic control.

Informed by the Indian government’s diplomatic call for global 
climate justice and on international trade unions’ positions on ‘just 
transitions’, this chapter lays out the questions, opportunities, and 
barriers for a just transition in India. It will first develop what ‘just 
transition’ means in India’s own material and political context, focus-
ing globally on India’s ‘right’ to development and domestically on 
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worker roles in a privatizing energy sector and the impact of climate 
change on worker conditions. It will then outline how trade unions 
are putting worker and social concerns central in their proposals for 
a just transition in India.

Terrain for a Just Transition in India

The concept of a just transition draws lineage from scholarship on 
‘environmental justice’ and ‘climate justice’ (Agyeman et al. 2016; 
Mohai, Pellow, and Roberts 2009; Parks and Roberts 2010; Temper 
et al. 2018) which, acknowledging the importance of reducing emis-
sions, has contextualized climate change within global inequality and 
uneven development. Globally, workers often have borne the brunt 
of current arrangements of production, which are dependent on 
control of labour and cheapening of work, care, and energy (Malm 
2016; Patel and Moore 2018). In response, global unions have been 
pushing for a ‘just transitions’ perspective in global climate frame-
works and have focused on achieving democratic control over energy 
systems, support for vulnerable nations and groups, and the creation 
of new green and low-carbon economies and forms of production 
through an active leadership role by unions (Burke and Stephens 
2017; Räthzel and Uzzell 2011, 2012; Räthzel, Uzzell, and Elliott 
2010; Stevis and Felli 2015; Sweeney 2012).

Alongside global unions, national unions have begun to strat-
egize for a just transition in their country’s material and political 
terrain, seeking to understand how climate change is impacting 
workers and reorienting the economy (Räthzel and Uzzell 2011; 
Snell and Fairbrother 2011). In the developing world, unions 
have formulated positions sensitive to their country’s development 
needs. South Africa’s largest union, the National Union of Metal 
Workers of South Africa (NUMSA), has advanced deliberations on 
renewables and energy efficiency, and also been active in struggles 
to keep electricity affordable and in public control (Satgar 2015). 
This focus on development needs is relevant to India as many still 
do not have access to basic social services, exacerbating vulnerabil-
ity to climate impacts. A just transition in India will then have to 
be based upon the need for development and growing climate vul-
nerability of workers, and also the particular material and political 
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arrangements of India’s energy sector, the primary site of a transi-
tion to a low-carbon economy.

First, because of India’s low levels of development, few in India 
have the economic or material basis, and necessary access to social 
infrastructure such as health care coverage to be adequately sheltered 
from climate impacts. Despite the recent announcement from the 
National Democratic Alliance (NDA) government on 100 per cent 
electrification across rural India, and the country producing surplus 
electricity, quality of access to households, and other critical social 
infrastructure such as health centres is still limited (Dholakia 2018; 
Jain et al. 2015). As a result, alongside imperatives to reduce emis-
sions, India has a ‘right to develop’, making accessible modern energy 
and social infrastructure to help in the adaptation of climate change 
(Mathews, Barria, and Roy 2016). This need, along with India’s 
lower historical emissions compared to other large emitters, forms 
the basis of India’s claim to the global carbon budget (Kanitkar and 
Jayaraman, Chapter 6 in this volume). As a result, a just transition 
for India is not one solely aimed at decarbonization, but also the 
extension of modern energy and services to those that lack it.

Second, with or without social safety nets, India and its work-
ers will be particularly prone to climate change. Climate change 
is projected to decrease productivity and increase absenteeism due 
to heat stress (Somanathan et al. 2017). Workers in heat-exposed 
environments and locked into pervasive informal agreements, such 
as migrant brick-kiln workers, are particularly precarious (Lundgren-
Kownacki et al. 2018; Sett and Sahu 2014). Increased exposure to 
unhealthy work environments, along with lower productivity, will 
change bargaining grounds. It will also increase burdens of health 
costs on households and carers (Pandey et al. 2018; Tran et al. 2013) 
and dependence on social amenities and infrastructure.

A just transition in India will be a balancing act between quickly 
providing modern services to those most burdened while also tran-
sitioning towards a lower-carbon economy. While this balance is 
relevant across industries, it will primarily play out in how India’s 
energy sector will change in light of climate change. The role of labour 
organizations will be significant. Labour struggles have historically 
leveraged their control over energy systems to demand changes in 
the larger economy. For example, in the United Kingdom (UK), 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/book/35227/chapter/299753639 by guest on 22 Septem

ber 2022



288  Energy and Climate Change

miners, dock workers, and railwaymen frequently organized to 
cripple the country’s energy system (Mitchell 2011). More recently, 
energy systems have been restructured, privatized, and reorganized 
by those in power, in response to such labour struggles and demands 
(Mitchell 2011). Energy has been the ‘material terrain’ upon which 
labour struggles have played out (Malm 2016). The particularities of 
India’s energy institutions and trends will determine the programme 
of India’s just transition, which will involve the prudent usage of 
coal for development while peaking its usage sooner and transition 
to renewables faster. Three aspects stand out: historic public owner-
ship that faces pressures of privatization; a history of resistance from 
unions and social movements, especially against mega-projects; and 
coal’s entanglement with the livelihoods of the poorest regions of 
the country.

First, India’s energy system, especially the coal sector and elec-
tricity distribution companies, has historically been under public 
state ownership. However, post liberalization of the economy, sev-
eral attempts have been made for privatization of the entire supply 
chain: from mining to energy production to distribution. There 
has been consistent resistance by workers in the power sector to 
further liberalization. These include opposition to commercial coal 
mining, the proposed 2014 amendments to the national Electricity 
Act that allow for further division of the electricity industry, and 
increasing contractualization of workers and the depletion of funds 
to state electricity boards. The privatization of electricity distribu-
tion in states such as Odisha has failed, with the private companies 
unable to reduce losses, address corruption, and improve efficiency 
and services (Purkayastha 2016). The entire energy distribution in 
the state of Odisha has already reverted back to state ownership 
(Mohanty 2015). The 2003 Electricity Act also allowed private 
players in generation and has led to over 40 per cent generation of 
power from the private sector; however, this has a flip side. Public 
and private banks are now saddled with a large amount of bad loans 
with numerous failed projects and faulty power purchase agree-
ments (PPAs) have burdened state electricity boards with expensive 
power from private players (Parliamentary Standing Committee on 
Energy 2018). There have also been several cases of corruption in 
allocating coal blocks (Nileena 2018). The uptake of renewables, 
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though welcome, has also been capital intensive and led by private 
sources of finance.

Second, India’s history of energy is also one of resistance from social 
movements, especially of groups displaced by mega coal, nuclear, 
and hydro energy projects. This is mostly led by local communities 
who are concerned about the loss of land, livelihoods, inadequate 
compensation from state authorities, and health and environmental 
impacts of living in the vicinity of polluting projects (Bhumi Adhikar 
Andolan 2016). Renewables too are land intensive. As large solar 
parks and wind farms get sanctioned, resistance is mounting against 
land acquisition for renewable energy as well.

Last, coal dominates India’s energy landscape. Important to any 
talk of transition are India’s coal-producing areas in the eastern 
states of Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Odisha, Madhya Pradesh, and 
Telangana, where entire economies, societies, and livelihoods are 
oriented around coal. While rich in minerals, these states are also 
India’s poorest and least resourced by social infrastructure (Bhushan 
2008). They are also home to large concentrations of historically 
discriminated Adivasi populations. The impact of transitions away 
from coal will be centred on these areas.

An Indian just transition will have to be located upon India’s 
‘right to develop’, the need to peak coal usage soon and transition 
to renewables, increased worker and social vulnerability to climate 
impacts, privatization of the energy sector, history of resistance to 
displacement, and the livelihoods of those in underdeveloped parts 
of the country. How are unions navigating this terrain?

Trade Union Responses: The Case of the  
New Trade Union Initiative

Among the trade unions grappling with the idea of ‘just transitions’ 
in India is the New Trade Union Initiative (NTUI, a non-party, 
independent labour initiative founded in 2006. The NTUI’s engage-
ment with just energy transition is based on ensuring India’s right to 
develop, where industrialization is still required as part of a process 
of expansion of economic activity, and to create social infrastructure 
such as schools, hospitals, and public transport for broader welfare. 
For India, a just transition will not only require economic growth and 
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increased emissions, but also ‘linking the dialogue on emissions with 
a social justice and development perspective and not to see them as 
mutually exclusive’ (Mathews, Barria, and Roy 2016: 2). The transi-
tion will likely centre on the country’s energy sector. India’s depen-
dence on coal will shape the pathways to develop, and also condition 
how the country transitions quicker to more low-carbon sources. In 
the near future, India is projected to see an increase in both coal and 
renewables (Dubash et al. 2018). As a result, the NTUI’s perspective 
on India’s transition straddles both the coal sector and the renewable 
energy sector (Mathews, Barria, and Roy 2016: 12). Questions of 
distribution also arise.

An Energy Strategy for Social Use

India’s coal sector is currently central to its economy. It is also 
densely unionized and is a largely public sector owned and man-
aged industry structure. This presents an opportunity to reorient 
the sector towards broader worker and social welfare as it faces an 
eventual phase-out. However, pervasive informalization of labour 
through contract work and the rise in private sector involvement 
undercut this potential. The focus of a just transition from coal 
should be to ensure that the energy produced is directed towards 
social use and adheres to the highest environmental standards, irre-
spective of impacts on profits. This is not possible if the transition 
to newer, more efficient super-critical coal plants is led by the pri-
vate sector and financed by private sources, as investors locked into 
their fossil-fuel investment will have an interest in running plants 
at full capacity in order to provide economic returns, rather than 
using the energy produced for social use or solely as a back-up for a 
renewable energy-led system. Therefore, resistance to the privatiza-
tion trend in the sector is central to ensure that new investments in 
coal are dedicated towards public interests and decarbonization. For 
this, appropriate institutional arrangements should be developed. 
Imperatives to mitigate greenhouse gas emissions also call for an 
earlier peak in coal usage, which publically accountable institutions 
will be best suited to plan for.

The renewable sector (solar and wind) presents a slightly dif-
ferent story, though with a similar programme of response. The 
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deployment of renewables in India is dominated by private-sector-
led mega-projects, propped up by public finance and various tax 
incentives from the government. Here, a largely contract work-
force functions in an environment openly hostile to worker’s rights 
and unionization. There are also indications from other countries 
that renewables are less labour intensive (Hughes 2017). If pri-
vate led, workers and social concerns are likely to be sidelined 
in a low-carbon world’s energy sector. To ensure that renewables 
are deployed for developmental ends, the NTUI’s position is to 
bring renewable energies within a public-sector undertaking (PSU) 
framework. Renewables will then be part of a broader strategy of 
industrial development that is not only regulated but also directed 
by the state, reflecting international trends and recent scholarship 
making the case for public ownership of renewables to ensure its 
benefits are distributed socially (Mazzucato 2018; Satgar 2015; 
Scoones 2016).

The strategic transition towards renewables also calls for a simulta-
neous approach to training workers to manufacture, install, operate, 
and dispose of renewable energy and low-carbon technology. This 
will require a well-coordinated worker training programme, aimed 
strategically towards building a lower carbon economy. The exis-
tence of a renewable energy PSU would make this process much 
more manageable, in terms of skills identification, methodology, and 
absorption after retraining. As a result of the existing density and 
organization of unions in the coal industry (estimated at close to 90 
per cent in state-run coal mines), trade unions are uniquely placed 
to help foster this transition and retraining for renewables, if not 
other more labour-intensive, low-carbon sectors. The promotion of 
a union-friendly environment in the emerging low-carbon sectors 
is thus of paramount importance if a renewable energy transition is 
also to be a jobs-based transition. A push for public ownership can 
also help formalize jobs and promote a union-friendly environment. 
While this is a distant vision in the current market-oriented sector, 
based on informal labour, the retraining and redeployment of exist-
ing unionized coal and thermal workforce for a low-carbon industry 
can be a strategic first step.

The NTUI proposal is not only about state ownership, man-
agement, and labour policy, but also includes a framework for 
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peoples’ direct oversight, where decentralized energy collectives at 
the local level ensure accountability, for instance, on cost and effi-
ciency. Under this vision, production would be decentralized at 
appropriate levels to reach a model of production and consump-
tion administrated at the municipality or district level (Mathews, 
Barria, and Roy 2016: 18–19). This mechanism would ensure that 
energy systems are oriented towards local social needs. Similar 
models can restructure the distribution of electricity. For example, 
to address the continuing challenge of energy access in rural areas, 
the Kerala Shastra Sahitya Parishad (KSSP) has proposed a three-
tiered two-way grid system that would better serve the democrati-
zation of energy access. The intent is to operate a local grid, con-
nected to a state grid, itself connected to a national grid, through 
which households can both produce and draw electricity. Such a 
grid would be in public hands at each level, forming a system of 
cooperatives from below at the panchayat level. The KSSP also 
proposes a South–South technology-sharing mechanism through 
which India can learn from experiences such as China’s rural 
grids and the Philippines rural energy cooperatives. This focus 
on ownership of means of production and distribution of energy 
resonates with TUED’s core slogan of the need to reclaim energy 
systems. In both cases (PSU and energy collectives), the proposi-
tion is for trade unions to play a leadership role in formulating 
and managing these new frameworks in conjunction with other 
social groups.

The collective focus on coal, renewables, financing, skills devel-
opment, and democratic management of energy points to the 
broader strategic importance of an industrial policy and not just a 
simple regulation of energy markets and institutions. The NTUI’s 
proposals form a framework to shape and guide the industrializa-
tion process for developmental and employment ends (Mathews, 
Barria, and Roy 2016). The public sector and cooperatives are 
essential institutions that, if developed appropriately, can ‘become 
instruments for exercising political choice in the public interest’ 
(Mathews, Barria, and Roy 2016: 18–19). This framework will also 
have to be made in awareness of the immense social and economic 
importance of coal and energy for India’s most underdeveloped and 
under-serviced.
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Ensuring Social Welfare in Transition

The roll-out of mega infrastructure in India has frequently been 
met with wide-scale, sustained, and successful social resistance 
(Bhumi Adhikar Andolan 2016; Chakravorty 2013). The energy 
transition for mitigating climate change will bring about changes 
on how we use land and where infrastructure is located. An addi-
tional concern is the rehabilitation of coal areas as coal’s dominance 
eventually reduces with the transition to lower carbon sources. The 
NTUI sees this as an opportunity to recombine the struggles for 
land and livelihoods and those of labour. The local economies of 
coal-bearing areas were destroyed with the entry of coal exploration. 
On the ashes of what existed, communities recreated economies, 
this time directly or indirectly dependent on the coal industry. As 
the transition away from coal dependence reduces the demand for 
sources of coal currently used, the fragile coal-dependent economies 
bear the risk of destruction again, leaving behind ghost towns and a 
degraded environment. State intervention is required to rehabilitate 
these areas (Mathews, Barria, and Roy 2016). This might be the 
most ambitious of the components of a just energy transition, as it 
requires a thorough identification of the impacted areas, involve-
ment from all levels of government, and enough financing to develop 
alternative livelihood plans. Further, as indicated by the experience 
of other unions working in coal-dense areas, it also involves link-
ing labour concerns with others in the region equally caught in the 
web of coal, such as farmers, Adivasis, women, and residents prone 
to pollution (Krishnan 2017; Narayan 2017). Unions can play a 
strong role in fostering these rehabilitation transitions, but will 
also have to formulate a strategy for new energy areas. If targets are 
to be met, then mega-projects in solar and wind-rich states, such 
as Rajasthan, Gujarat, Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra, Karnataka, and 
Madhya Pradesh, can potentially cause the same upheaval that coal 
exploration did. Solidarity and struggle with the displaced on these 
fronts will likely be equally important, especially if the renewables 
sector remains averse to unions.

Experience in India and elsewhere indicates that social welfare in 
the transition will be dictated by more than simply the outcomes 
of energy projects. Climate change impacts both the working and 
social lives of workers, compelling unions to ‘down the invisible wall 
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that exists between workers as workers in workplaces and workers as 
citizens outside their workplaces’ (Räthzel and Uzzell 2011: 1221). 
This call for unions to engage as social movements is also reiterated in 
an Indian context, prompting unions to think of workers’ lives out of 
the workplace and to position themselves as a ‘24 hour union’ rather 
than an ‘eight hour’ one (Krishnan 2017).

The case of coping with climate change impacts at the workplace 
provides an illustration. While workers might demand better work-
ing conditions, health coverage, and more breaks due to this, scholars 
note that these demands can also provide imperative to factory own-
ers to automate processes, therefore undercutting labour bargaining 
power (Somanathan et al. 2017). The ‘eight hour’ frame here might 
not be enough. A ‘24 hour’ one will find that most of the recovery 
and burden of health costs will eventually fall on the households, and 
mostly women within them (Pandey et al. 2018; Tran et al. 2013). 
Social services and infrastructure, sensitive to gender, can help prop 
households coping with the adverse impacts of climate change.

A ‘just transition’ approach then requires a wider framing than 
public ownership and orientation of energy infrastructure, to one 
that encompasses most social infrastructure. Like with energy, the 
public ownership of essential services is back on the agenda of poli-
cymakers across the world. Researchers have documented that since 
2000, there are over 835 examples of public services reverting back 
to public ownership in what is being called ‘re-municipalization’ 
(Kishimoto, Petitjean, and Steinfort 2017). This draws from a tradi-
tion of municipal socialism and seeks to protect vital elements of social 
infrastructure such as housing, water, and sanitation from speculative 
private finance and instead, under public and cooperative ownership, 
orients them for social ends (Becker, Beveridge, and Naumann 2015; 
Cumbers 2016; Madden and Marcuse 2016). Climate change’s wide 
reach prompts trade unions to be more ambitious.

***

This chapter serves as a brief introduction to ideas for a just transition 
to climate change in India. We posit that a just transition will involve 
public and democratic control over energy and social infrastructure 
to ensure that development needs are met, and that the shift away 
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from coal to renewables is not at the expense of workers and the 
most vulnerable. In the energy sector, this means contesting further 
privatization, in coal and renewables production and distribution, 
through a framework of public and cooperative ownership and man-
agement. This is especially pressing in the case of renewables, which 
is dominated by private finance and averse to unionization. Trade 
unions need to forcefully reassert the importance of public owner-
ship over all energy sources. Further, there is a need to strategize the 
retraining of workers as part of this broader industrial strategy. Due 
to the existing union density in coal-rich areas, trade unions can play 
an active role in formulating a just transition that integrates worker 
and social concerns.

For this vision to be realized, the existing approach to investment 
in new technology will need to change and unions will need to argue 
for public financing. Sources for this are available. For example, reve-
nues from the coal cess levied by the GoI, around Rs 850,000 million  
from 2010–11 to 2017–18, and tax breaks for private finance can be 
channelled into public-owned renewables and to retraining workers 
(Parliamentary Standing Committee on Energy 2019). If India is to 
reclaim industrial strategy on energy, the requirement is to privilege 
domestic manufacturing that will create millions of jobs, into which 
the government can deploy some of the workers from the coal sector 
who will at some point lose their jobs. It is evident that the private 
sector will continue to have a role in the energy sector, but it should 
be a secondary, subservient, and highly regulated role, with the  
public sector playing the pre-eminent role in an essential service such 
as energy.

While not addressed in this chapter, this industrial strategy has 
relevance to other sectors essential to a low-carbon transition, such 
as the automobile and cement sectors, and also semi-formal sec-
tors, such as transport, waste management, health care, and social 
care. We hope these linkages are developed going forward. What 
we do indicate is the need to focus on workers’ welfare outside of 
the workplace. Climate change is likely to impact workers’ health 
and without adequate social infrastructure, the burden will likely 
fall on households. Further, as we intend to transition away from 
coal, the livelihoods of those currently dependant on this fuel will 
have to be supported. Along with retraining and rehabilitating these 
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spaces, a more radical suggestion, drawing from global trends, is to 
‘re-municipalize’ social services and infrastructure to ensure a social 
safety net for the impacts of climate change.

It thus becomes important to forge an alliance not only between 
groups in the energy sector—such as those resisting displacement 
and environmental damage of large projects, including solar and 
wind parks, and workers in coal plants resisting privatization and 
demanding better rights—but also movements fighting for social 
rights and infrastructure. India’s climate transition should not only 
be aimed at the challenges of emissions reductions but also radical 
and just change towards decent work and social concerns. There is 
not only a world to save, but a world to win.
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