
OPINION

On injustices raised by the implementation of

low-carbon technologies

Eric BrandstedtID*

Division of Human Rights Studies, Lund University, Lund, Sweden

* eric.brandstedt@mrs.lu.se

Some ethical imperatives pertaining to climate change are mostly uncontroversial. Humanity

has caused the problem and must do something to mitigate it and this job must to a large

extent be carried by the current generations, as time is short [1]. There is also wide agreement,

at least among climate justice scholars, that the reason for why this is so is a combination of

causal responsibility and ability to pay, and that the affluent therefore must lead the transition

away of fossil fuels [2]. However, when it comes to implementing a just transition to a low-car-

bon and sustainable future, most policies are ethically and politically contentious.

Most policies aimed at phasing out fossil fuels as well as scaling up fossil-free alternatives

can and have been objected to as illegitimate and unjust [3]. Carbon is not just the basis of bio-

logical existence but is also the stuff of which modern societies and cultural practices are built.

Coal heats homes, gas cooks food, and the combustion engine fired by gasoline is a symbol of

freedom and independence. Climate policies, aiming to correct for the historical market failure

of the costs of fossil fuel consumption falling on innocent others, thus provoke sometimes mor-

ally justified resistance. Similarly, replacement low-carbon alternative technologies are ethically

controversial and policies aiming to promote them can too be unjust. The green future envi-

sioned is often less colourful in real life. Wind turbines, solar panels, biogas production facilities,

and mines are physically located somewhere which inevitably leads to conflicts [4].

A current conflict in the north of Sweden is a case in point. Despite both local and interna-

tional protests–including by authorities such as UNESCO, Amnesty and the UN High Com-

missioner for Human Rights–in early 2022 the Swedish state gave the British company

Beowulf Mining the green light to develop an iron-ore mine in Kallak/Gállak, in the munici-

pality of Jokkmokk in northern Sweden, a region which is part of the traditional Sápmi land of

the indigenous Sámi people (who call it Gállak) as well as next door to the Laponian UNESCO

World Heritage Site. The Kallak iron ore project is aimed at supporting the production of so-

called ’green steel’, and as an infrastructure project it raises similar concerns to many renew-

able energy developments. Furthermore, the demand for steel is expected to increase even as

energy systems are decarbonised, so those who worry about the predation on nature caused by

fossil fuel exploitation have reason to be equally worried about the decarbonised world.

One basis for criticism of low-carbon energy policies is their environmental impact. Firstly,

clean energy technologies, such as wind turbines, solar panels and batteries, require a range of

metals (such as iron, lithium) and rare earth elements (such as neodymium and praseodym-

ium) in order to be constructed. Since the ambition is to drastically scale up these technologies

in the coming decades [5], the demand for critical resources will increase greatly and new

mines open up. There are also land and environmental conflicts around the placement of new

wind, solar and hydro power, both because of encroachment on land and the impact on other

human interests, as well as the consequences on ecosystems and animal welfare.
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On the social side, there is a conflict between, on the one hand, economically justified clean

energy technologies and on the other hand the perception by those affected that their imple-

mentation is unfair. Climate policies may be justified in economic terms for correctly pricing

dirty and hazardous fossil fuels and incentivising clean and efficient renewable technologies,

but at the same time objected to as unjust, unfair or even colonial. There are plenty of cases

around the world [6, 7] of allegedly sustainable industrial investments that are perceived as

unjust, violent, repressive and in which the decision-making process is considered illegitimate,

disrespectful and undemocratic [8]. In the worst cases, autocratic leaders use the green agenda

to repress people and protestors are beaten down or even assassinated [9]. This includes devel-

opment of renewable energy, such as wind, solar, hydro and bioenergy, as well as mining proj-

ects. Individuals and communities standing in the way are at risk of being exploited or treated

unfairly.

Another ground for criticism is that the low-carbon transition reinforces historical patterns

of exclusion and encroachment of among others indigenous peoples. The land traditionally

used for reindeer herding can, for example as in the case of the Sami in the Gállok region, be

fragmented by infrastructure, power lines and necessary access roads, just as it has previously

been by historical development projects [10]. Similarly, procedural injustices, such as deci-

sion-making failing to ensure prior, informed and freely-given consent, feed into patterns of

paternalism and disrespect [11]. Some see patterns of environmental racism in how the bur-

dens and benefits of renewable energy are distributed between different groups [12].

Time is also an issue. The expected lifespan of the Kallak mine is 14 years, whereas some of

the negative consequences, for example discharge of metals having a negative impact on water

quality and changes to the landscape, will be more long-term and possibly permanent. The

inter-temporal dimension plays out differently in other cases of the low-carbon transition,

leading to other time-specific injustices [13]. Another example is the perceived urgency to roll

out renewable energy infrastructure, which sometimes speeds up unnecessarily cumbersome

planning processes but also risks leading to unsustainable quick-fixes and potential abuses by

authoritarian leaders.

If mismanaged, episodes in the low-carbon transition can unfortunately turn out to be

’shortsighted, racist, colonial and nature-hostile’ (to paraphrase Greta Thunberg’s verdict

about the Kallak-Iron mine), but this need not be so. To prevent such injustices, the decision-

making process must be inclusive and abide by procedural justice norms [14] and the socio-

economic and ecological effects must be carefully evaluated not only in economic terms but

also in those of justice [15]. Resistance must furthermore be taken seriously and possibly lead

to projects being revisited or cancelled. This is not to say that all opposition is equally relevant

and valid: some complaints are groundless, irrelevant or a defence of unjustified privileges

afforded by the current system. But given the large scale, urgency and generalised legitimacy

by which societies are beginning to undergo transformation, we need to guard against the real

injustices this can bring about. No one should be thrown under the bus headed towards a low-

carbon future.
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