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A B S T R A C T   

With the transition towards a low carbon economy underway, the notion of ensuring that it is a just transition – 
one that is fair and equitable – has captured significant attention in recent decades. Although petrostates are a 
central part of the fossil fuel-based global economy, they have been largely ignored in discussions of a just 
transition. This article explores what should characterize a just transition in petrostates, as they face challenges 
that are distinct from those faced by major producers of other fossil fuels such as coal. We argue that the just 
transition should be understood comprehensively to cover climate, energy, and environmental justice. Economic 
reforms, particularly investment diversification, institutional reforms, and the inclusion of women, youth pop-
ulations and indigenous people are practical steps for achieving a just transition within petrostates. The 
importance of this research is to highlight that petrostates need to begin their just transition journey. There is 
limited time for this to happen, and taking steps into the just transition journey will have many benefits as 
identified in this research such as, socio-economic, impact on public health and an increase in inward- 
investments. The research involves utilizing the energy justice framework and assessing the five energy justice 
principles: procedural, distributive, restorative, recognition and cosmopolitan. In order to assess these we utilize 
data from the United Nations and World Bank to explore the key issues as asset diversification, employment and 
recognition issues. Finally, a just transition pathway is presented for petrostates to follow on the basis of the 
results.   

1. Introduction 

Just transition is the key process for achieving a transition toward a 
low-carbon economy in society today. While still a new concept, it has 
garnered increasing attention in the last decade because millions of 
people still lack access to energy, and millions of jobs in the fossil fuel 
industry will be affected by the energy transition [1]. The emergence of 
a just transition is paralleled with the increasing global awareness of 
environmental problems in the late 1970s and early 1980s, particularly 
under the influence of trade unions [2]. However, discussions around 
justice in transition and justice in responsibility for polluting the planet 
date back to 1972, with the Working Group on the Declaration on 
Human Environment, though the Declaration was criticized for ignoring 

“ecological justice” [4:309]. 
In the beginning, the scope of the just transition was narrow: to 

ensure justice for workers, as discussed in the Conference of the Parties 
in Cancun [6]. But the scope of a just transition should be broad enough 
to cover all aspects of decarbonization and be sufficiently comprehen-
sive to cover Climate, Energy and Environmental (CEE) justice [7,8]. 
Presenting just transition to cover CEE can be an umbrella for the energy 
community, energy democracy and energy poverty because people who 
are most vulnerable to climate change in the short and medium term – 
those whose energy consumption is lower – are the ones who are least 
responsible for it [9]. However, the discussion on the framework in the 
most available literature is restricted to identifying the problem of 
injustice, particularly in the energy sector [10]. Here, then, we define a 
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just transition as a fair, equitable and inclusive process of moving to-
ward a post-carbon society [11]. 

This article focuses on examining the role of major oil producers 
(“petrostates”) in the just transition. As the production and consumption 
of petroleum is a primary source of emissions, a global just transition 
should include a focus on justice in petrostates in parallel with justice at 
the global level. For petrostates, the effects of the energy transition are 
likely to fall much harder than in other states because their economies 
are strongly linked to fossil fuels. Compared to the production of coal, 
which is more labor-intensive and has employments effects that are 
geographically concentrated at the subnational level [12,13], the pro-
duction of oil is more capital-intensive and is associated with high levels 
of macro-level economic dependence at the national level, with oil 
revenue accounting for a large proportion of petrostate GDP and typi-
cally an even larger share of government revenue [14]. Thus, compared 
to coal, which has been more central in scholarship on the just transition 
[13], oil presents a unique set of challenges that merit study in their own 
right. 

Moreover, most of the countries classified as petrostates are located 
in the Global South, recent attempts to address the petroleum industry 
and just transition failed to cover major petrostates and primarily 
concentrated on the global north [16]. For example, oil and gas in the 
context of just transition have been discussed as it pertains to Norway 
[17], Scotland [18] and Ireland [19], but major petrostates are still 
largely absent from the literature. On many occasions and in negotia-
tions related to climate change, countries in the Global South have 
attempted to centre justice as an essential consideration in achieving 
climate goals at the international level, but justice at the domestic level 
and within countries’ borders is also important. In petrostates, national 
oil companies supervise petroleum-related activities, but the energy 
transition does not have a strong position in their agenda for most of 
them. In this case and significantly, revenue depletion, bankruptcy, 
removing managers and, more possibly, litigations against the national 
oil companies is predicted in the near future [20]. Here, the research 
aims to fill the gap and answer two main questions: what should char-
acterize a just transition in petrostates, and how could petrostates 
approach it? As well as suggesting the CEE justice as an integrated 
approach, we propose several steps to move toward energy transition 
justly. 

We advance that just transition should be conceptualized differently 
for petrostates, whereby it is seen as a journey that they must begin as 
soon as possible. Petrostates face a variety of constraints including 
rentierism [21], the Dutch disease [22], and the resource curse [23] that 
have been extensively discussed. Except for Norway, most petrostates 
have suffered from adverse political and economic effects of oil rents 
[24]. Solving these deep structural challenges to the political economy 
of petrostates is ultimately outside this paper’s scope. Our aim is more 
modest: to bring petrostates more centrally into the literature on the just 
transition and lay out what a just transition agenda might look like for 
them. Nevertheless, we point to diversification and strengthening 
institutional quality as significant steps to deal with these issues in 
general and the issue of justice in particular. The just transition can be 
achieved in two directions in petrostates, detailed in later sections: the 
first focused around distributive, procedural and restorative, and the 
second on recognition and cosmopolitan justice. 

The remainder of the paper proceeds as follows. After discussing the 

concept of justice and integrating CEE justice in Section 2, we present an 
agenda for implementing just transition in these states by concentrating 
on five elements with detailed steps to support each of the elements. 
Section 3 asserts the importance of CEE in sections for a broader un-
derstanding of the just transition from different aspects. This involves 
utilizing comparative data by analyzing petrostates with more than 10% 
of their GDP from oil rents between 2000 and 2020.1 Section 4 then 
presents a realistic agenda for petrostates to deal with the just transition 
from their economic, political and legal systems to move toward just 
outcomes among various social groups. 

2. Justice and the just transition 

2.1. The forms of justice in the just transition 

As stated earlier, the term used here to define a just transition is that 
it is a fair, equitable and inclusive process of moving toward a low- 
carbon economy [25]. The process is likely to involve fundamental 
changes to the structure of the energy system’s generation, distribution, 
and storage while also “safeguarding social justice, equity and welfare” 
The just transition should change the current and traditional under-
standing of the energy transition, which is based on providing greater 
supply of energy to a greater number of people, toward a transition in 
fairness where no one should be left behind [26]. According to the latest 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report, nearly half 
of the world’s population are highly vulnerable to climate change [27]. 

More specifically, just transition means the shift of understanding 
from the utilitarian perspective of the energy transition to reflect “justice 
as fairness,” as generally introduced by John Rawls [28]. Rawls’s three 
principles of justice—equality, fairness, and access—guide to a degree 
what ‘justice’ is in the just transition. The transition should not only 
concentrate on energy access and providing jobs but, more broadly, 
should cover four major justice aspects of the energy system; procedural, 
distributive, recognition, and restorative justice [29,30]. As the IPCC 
defines it defined, just transition is “A set of principles, processes and 
practices that aim to ensure that no people, workers, places, sectors, countries 
or regions are left behind in the transition from a high-carbon to a low-carbon 
economy” [27, 2022:2925]. 

The concept of a just transition should also cover justice among and 
across states (cosmopolitan justice) and extend to justice within each 
state because the implications of the energy transition could be quite 
significant for some marginalized groups inside petrostates, such as 
women, youth, and indigenous populations (recognition justice). This is 
the central gap in the literature due to limited empirical research and 
studies from non-democratic counties, including most petrostates. 
Moving from fossil fuel to clean and renewable energy raises significant 
challenges at national and individual levels in these state [30]. In 
addition, the implications of the transition to a low/zero carbon econ-
omy and reducing consumption of petroleum products will have effects 
beyond petrostates. The transition will affect all countries with 
petroleum-related sectors, such as the automobile sector or countries 
that depend on oil and gas for electricity production [33]. 

Without a just transition, the energy transition can potentially 
deepen economic inequities in petrostates and countries with sectors 
closely tied to the petroleum industry. However, much of these in-
equities are not between countries, but rather within countries at the 

1 Iraq, Libya, Kuwait, Congo, Rep., Saudi Arabia, Oman, Angola, Equatorial 
Guinea, Gabon, Azerbaijan, Qatar, Yemen, Rep. Iran, Islamic Rep., Algeria, 
Venezuela, RB, United Arab Emirates, Norway, Brunei, Darussalam, 
Kazakhstan, Bahrain, Turkmenistan, Nigeria and Ecuador. We follow Collier 
and Hoeffler in defining oil-dependent countries as those where resource rents 
account for at least 10% of GDP Collier, P., & Hoeffler, A. (2009). Testing the 
neocon agenda: Democracy in resource-rich societies. European Economic Re-
view, 53(3), 293–308. 
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domestic level because carbon emissions and the consequences of both 
climate change and the energy transition are not distributed equally 
inside states. For example, the top 10 % of carbon emitters contribute to 
approximately 45% of total global emissions [34]. In addition, the car-
bon emissions gap among individuals in each state is quite large, which 
is lected to inequality in the economy, gender, class and race [9]. The 
just transition can include all injustices, not only energy injustice but, 
more comprehensively, climate and environmental injustices; and this is 
the focus of the next sub-section. 

2.2. Just transition to cover climate, energy and environmental (CEE) 
justice 

The just transition requires integrated efforts of scholars from 
Climate, Energy and Environmental justice (CEE), as illustrated in Fig. 1 
below. Currently, there is a divergence of understanding on justice in the 
energy transition due to discussion on the three topics as separate and 
independent branches. For some scholars, energy justice is a contem-
porary branch of environmental justice [33]. Indeed, environmental 
justice has had a long history and emerged before energy and climate 
justice as an attempt “to uncover the underlying assumptions that may 
contribute to and produce unequal protection” [37]. However, the need for 
clean energy and the threat of climate change consequences require 
scholars and policymakers to broadly evaluate justice in the three areas. 
Just transition has the clear potential to integrate all three areas. 

As mentioned above, environmental justice is the earliest attempt to 
discuss the just transition by balancing environmental protection and 
jobs affected by the transition. It has been discussed from all three di-
mensions (distribution, participation and recognition) and in various 
sectors, including environmental justice in the mineral sector [38,39], 
and in the coal industry in both developed and developing countries 
[40,41,42]. Environmental justice in the petrostates has received some 
attention in the literature [43,44], but the energy transition’s effects on 
various vulnerable groups in these states have been largely ignored. A 
strong relationship between environmental justice and energy justice, 
which can be extended to universal justice, is essential for discussing 
many issues of the public and private sectors in the energy system [45]. 

In addition, concentrating solely on environmental justice is insuf-
ficient for several reasons. Firstly, proponents of environmental justice 
have not succeeded in framing it as part of a broader push for social 
justice, as they dismissed many groups globally [46]. Environmental 
justice is also theorized based on Western norms but largely applies to 
Global South [47]. Secondly, determining the extent of environmental 

injustice is not an easy task. Thirdly, work in this area have yet to present 
a clear agenda or policies to redress injustice or provide practical solu-
tions for these injustices [48]. Finally, it is not realistic to discuss envi-
ronmental justice and climate justice and dismiss the energy sector, as 
the energy sector is responsible for most environmental damages and 
increasing global emissions and therefore, a focus on ‘energy justice’ can 
have a major positive impact on achieving environmental and climate 
justice [49]. As well as raising the voices of social and political groups 
for climate and environmental justice, energy justice can elaborate on 
the environmental, economic and health costs of energy policies and 
technologies that affect particular social groups [45]. 

Early literature on energy justice discussed the energy sector’s 
challenges under the umbrella of energy justice [51]. As it is a hot and 
popular topic in both developing and developed countries, it has been 
discussed extensively from a theoretical perspective [52,53] as well as 
from policy and practice perspectives [54,55]. In the energy sector, just 
transition concerning fossil fuel workers is mentioned in the literature, 
but without covering major petrostates [13]. Also, the crucial role of 
national oil companies in addressing the just transition is covered by 
Heffron (2023), but without taking into the broader perspective of 
society. 

Climate justice concentrates on the injustice in the consequences and 
impacts of climate change by providing justice and fair solutions for this 
uneven and disproportionate phenomenon [57]. To achieve climate 
justice, reforming the climate change negotiation system is crucial to 
give more power to vulnerable groups such as women, NGOs and other 
non-state actors [58]. Climate justice focuses on changes in behavior for 
governments, businesses, and consumers, and also focuses attention on 
the rights of migrants and those affected by climate change the most 
[59]. 

As the climate, energy, and environment are strongly inter-
connected, developing policy in any of the three areas depends on deep 
knowledge and the relationship between the three areas. Integrating and 
linking the CEE to achieve better outcomes for just transition is growing 
theoretically and practically due to the urgency and uncertainty of the 
speed of transition [7,25,62]. Yet most available literature on just 
transition is focused on the Global North and the coal industry. Sur-
prisingly, just transition for major petrostates and oil and gas workers is 
largely absent in the literature and policy agenda [13]. This article aims 
to fill this gap. Similar to LaBelle et al. (2023) who propose radical en-
ergy justice by combining both top-down and community levels to 
achieve a broader perspective of just transition in the coal sector, we also 
extended just transition to include disadvantaged groups such as 
women, youth populations and indigenous people in petrostates. The 
transition to a lower carbon economy will result in losers and winners 
[33], and if petrostates do not have a proper agenda in the coming 
decade, they could become among the biggest losers in the lower carbon 
economy. There is as stated earlier a key need for petrostates to 
following steps that are crucial for meeting climate goals under the Paris 
Agreement and to begin that journey to achieve a just transition to a low- 
carbon economy. 

3. Method & theory 

3.1. Method: Data collection & analysis 

The focus of this study is on major petrostates—those that depend 
largely on oil rents to support their economies and government revenue. 
Following a large body of literature [65,66], we focus on petrostates 
where oil rents constituted 10% of their GDP or higher between 2000 
and 2020, using data from the World Bank’s World Development 

Fig. 1. Just Transition and CEE justice - Source: The Energy Justice Work-
book 2019. 
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Indicators.2 Following the convention in much of the literature, we 
select petrostates whose oil rents were above 10% of GDP on average 
over 2000–2020 [67,68]. We do so because petrostates’ oil revenues are 
quite volatile from year-to-year based on variation in oil prices, and 
using oil rents in any single year risks unduly including minor oil pro-
ducers or excluding some petrostates. This leaves us with twenty-three 
petrostates, listed in Appendix 1. The other data used in the paper are 
similarly averaged over 2000–2020 unless noted otherwise. 

In turn, we are interested in how petrostates compare across areas 
that will be essential components of a just transition: economic diver-
sification; developing a robust legal and institutional capacity; and 
including women, youth, and indigenous peoples. To this end, we use a 
variety of measures. First, we used the United Nations Conference on 
Trade and Development’s (UNCTAD) Export Diversification Index data 
to measure export diversification. We took an average of export diver-
sification in the selected petrostates for the same period, which is be-
tween 2000 and 2020.3 The export diversification index is a significant 
indicator of overall economic diversification performance. The data 
shows how countries diversified their export portfolio by exporting 
several products or concentrating on a few or mainly on one product, 
such as oil, in most petrostates (Fig. 2). Notably, higher values represent 
lower diversification. 

Second, we used the Political Risk Components from the Interna-
tional Country Risk Guide (ICRG) to evaluate the institutional quality of 
petrostates. Many scholars have used Worldwide Governance Indicators 
(WGI) from the World Bank to determine petrostates’ institutional 
quality, but unlike the ICRG, the WGI data is not available for all the 
counties and for all years.4 Appendix 2 explains the components of the 
ICRG. Third, we used data on female participation in energy-related 
sectors such as mining, electricity, gas, and water supply between 
2000 and 2020 based on the International Labour Organization (ILO) 
data.5 Fourth, to know the unemployment rate among youth, we used 
the unemployment rate among 15–24-year-olds, with data coming from 
the World Development Indicators.6 

3.2. Theoretical framework – Justice principles 

The paper has an overall focus on the just transition and utilizes the 
energy justice principles that are in widespread use across research and 
practice. These key just principles are: procedural, distributive, restor-
ative, recognition and cosmopolitan. They have been well researched in 
the literature for over a decade and more recently placed into policy in 
the United States by their Department of Energy which focuses on four of 
them: procedural, distributive, restorative, and recognition. Further, 
these principles are also in use in Colombia and South Africa. This also is 
reflected in the earlier aforementioned Energy Justice Workbook. The 

perspective on each principle that we utilize has been referenced in 
Section 2 and also in the next results and discussion section in Section 
4.1. 

4. The just transition in the petrostates 

4.1. Introduction 

While petrostates are a primary source of climate change-causing 
fossil fuels, they themselves face a variety of inequities and injustices 
that could be exacerbated due to the energy transition, and which a 
broadly-defined just transition could ameliorate. For example, consider 
three key issues of this that can be immediately identified below:  

(i) Energy Poverty where in some petrostates, a large proportion of 
the population lacks access to electricity. According to World 
Bank data, only 46.9% of the population in Angola, 49.5% of the 
Republic of Congo, 55.4% of Nigeria, 66.7% of Equatorial 
Guinea, 69.7% of Libya, and 73.8% of Yemen had access to 
electricity in 2020 [69]. 

(ii) Gender Inequality where in the Middle East, women’s partici-
pation in the workforce is relatively low. Moreover, most 
employed women in the region work in the public sector, and few 
hold senior positions or in decision-making [70]. According to 
The World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report 2021, 
low levels of women’s labour force participation in the Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) are an important driver of the lack 
of economic participation [71].7 

(iii) Growth of the Grey (Informal) Economy - there is a strong pos-
sibility that inequities in the current grey economy in these states 
will increase during the transition period and in the green econ-
omy in the future. The experience of the transition to renewables 
in major developed countries’ economies supports this argument. 
For example, women and people of colour have meagre partici-
pation in the solar industry in the United States, which is lower 
than the average of US citizens [33]. Globally, women have few 
seats on boards of the top major 200 utility companies [73]. 
Therefore, the Paris Agreement encourages states to consider 
vulnerable groups such as youth, women and indigenous people 
in taking action to mitigate climate change consequences [74]. 
Consistent with these obligations, just transition should ensure 
including these groups in the workforce and decision-making in 
the renewable energy sector. 

Here, therefore we advance that five central elements should guide a 
just transition in petrostates, as shown in Table 1 below. The first is 
changing the economic structure from fossil fuel dependency toward a 
circular economy and asset diversification. The second is strengthening 
institutional and legal capacity. Together, these two steps are important 
in redressing the other three central elements of a just transition in 
petrostates: addressing inequities facing women, youth populations and 
indigenous people in the current energy system. 

4.2. Distributive justice: Asset diversification 

Petrostates are heavily dependent on commodities such as oil and gas 
as a main source of income, and revenue from these products has a 
crucial role in the economy of these states, such that many of them have 
been characterized as “rentier states” [75]. In the last half a century, 
they have continuously attempted to diversify their economy because of 

2 The data are from the World Bank (Oil rents (% of GDP)). Available at: https 
://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PETR.RT.ZS (last accessed 7 
December 2023).  

3 The data is available at: https://unctadstat.unctad.org/wds/TableViewe 
r/tableView.aspx?ReportId=120 (last accessed 7 December 2023).  

4 The PRC has five main components; Government Stability, Socioeconomic 
Conditions, Investment Profile, Internal Conflict and External Conflict. Each of 
them accounted for twelve points. It also has another seven subcomponents; 
Corruption, Military in Politics, Religious Tensions, Law and Order, Ethnic 
Tensions, Democratic Accountability, and Bureaucracy Quality, with six points 
for each. This equals 100 points, and countries are ranked based on these twelve 
components and subcomponents. Available at: https://www.prsgroup.com/wp- 
content/uploads/2022/04/ICRG-Method.pdf (last accessed 7 December 2023). 
Note that Equatorial Guinea and Turkmenistan were excluded because their 
data was unavailable from the ICRG.  

5 The data is available at: https://www.ilo.org/global/statistics-and-databas 
es/lang–en/index.htm (last accessed 7 December 2023).  

6 The data is available at: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.IND. 
EMPL.ZS (last accessed 7 December 2023). 

7 The region’s average participation rate is 31%, and seven of the 19 coun-
tries (Egypt, Algeria, Iran, Jordan, Syria, Iraq and Yemen) in the region have 
20% or less of women participating in the labour market, the lowest rates in the 
world 
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the volatility in commodity prices and terms-of-trade shocks [67,76]. 
However, in most cases, these efforts have achieved only limited results 
[68,78,79]. 

To show the relationship between oil rents and diversification, Fig. 2 
presents data from the UNCTAD’s Export Diversification Index for 23 
petrostates (lower values mean more diversification). We took an 
average for the export diversification index for each county between 
(2000− 2020). The world average for the diversification index is 0.66, a 
level that only two petrostates are below: the UAE (0.56) and Norway 
(0.63). Thus, the majority of petrostates still suffer from high concen-
tration rates, confirming the urgency of economic reforms in the pet-
rostates by diversifying and investing in renewable to avoid resource 

depletion and meet climate targets in the coming decades. In the coming 
decades, the risks to petrostates of not having diversified economies will 
only grow, as the global economy’s moves to achieve climate targets 
create enormous risk of leaving petrostates with stranded assets. Thus, 
economic transformation is likely to be necessary to shield them from 
the consequences of a transition toward a low-carbon economy. 

There are two key steps petrostates can take to introduce more 
distributive justice to begin their journey to a just transition. The first as 
stated above is diversfying their energy portfolio. A large body of 
literature points to economic diversification as a necessary step for a 
transition toward a low-carbon economy in petrostates [81,82]. How-
ever, economic diversification would not be sufficient if petrostates do 
not take asset diversification as a strategy for two main reasons. Asset 
diversification refers to diversifying, investing in renewables, and 
moving away from fossil fuels, and is distinct from “traditional” diver-
sification, which refers to diversification in the petroleum-related sec-
tors such as petrochemical and refineries [83]. The first reason asset 
diversification is important is that many petrostates, particularly in the 
MENA, are quite vulnerable to climate change [84]. Under the Paris 
Agreement, they are responsible for mitigating climate change conse-
quences [74]. The second is that asset diversification will more effec-
tively insulate petrostates from declining fossil fuel demand and enable 
them to build a more resilient economy. This economic diversification 
step is therefore vital to establishing a resilient economy, more distri-
bution of wealth and more justice in society. 

A second and related step is to develop a Circular Carbon Economy 
(CCE) by capturing carbon in the air or permanently storing carbon [86]. 
The CCE is a necessary option for petrostates for many sectors, such as 
iron, steel, cement and other chemical industries, which require sub-
stantial energy resources. Due to the limitation of swapping fossil fuels 
for renewables in these sectors in the near future, the CCE could be an 
appropriate option [87]. The idea is borrowed from the circular econ-
omy but concentrates on carbon emissions. The CCE’s scope can also be 
broadened to cover Carbon Capture, Utilisation and Storage (CCUS) and 
hydrogen. Major petrostates, such as Saudi Arabia, are attempting to 
apply the CCE at the local level [88]. In turn, as the first step toward the 
energy transition and achieving a just transition, asset diversification 
and the CCE facilitate the implementation of other steps: female 

Fig. 2. Export concentration and diversification index for selected petrostates. Higher levels refer to greater levels of concentration, and thus lower levels of 
diversification. Created by Authors 2024. 

Table 1 
Just transition actions for petro-states.  

Justice 
principle 

Justice issue Actions Societal goal 

Distributive 
Justice 

Asset 
Diversification 

Invest in the non-fossil 
fuel industry, 
renewable energy, and 
energy efficiency 

Just Transition 
to a low carbon 
& sustainable 
economy 

Procedural 
Justice 

Legal & 
Institutional 
Capacity 

Enact new laws and 
regulations to CEE 

Recognition 
Justice 

Female Inclusion 
Inclusion of 
young people in 
labour 
Indigenous 
people 

More job opportunities 
for woman; engage 
young people in labour 
market; reduce 
unemployment 

Restorative 
Justice 

Reduce 
environmental 
impact 

New laws and finance 
for responding to 
environmental 
impacts; compensation 
payments 

Cosmopolitan 
Justice 

Response to 2015 
Paris Agreement 

Create new medium to 
long-term policy 
energy and climate 
plans 

Source: Created by Authors 2023. 
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inclusion, opportunities for the young generation and constituting 
robust legal frameworks and institutions. 

4.3. Procedural justice: Developing institutional and legal capacity 

Institutions have a significant role in creating justice in society. Ac-
cording to Rawls, the conditions that are crucial in this regard are that 
(1) everyone accepts and knows that others accept the same principles of 
justice, and (2) the basic social institutions generally satisfy and are 
generally known to satisfy these principles [28: 4]. Moreover, institu-
tional quality is strongly linked to economic growth and avoiding the 
resource curse [90,91,92,93,94]. Low institutional capacity leads to a 
loss of capability to implement policies and environmental destruction 
in most emerging economies [95]. 

Fig. 3 below presents data showing how the petrostates selected for 
this study compare on their institutional capacity and legal framework, 
using data from the ICRG. Among the 23 countries with oil rents greater 
than 10% of GDP, only Norway scored more than 80 points, then Brunei 
with 79 points and the UAE with 77 points (all coloured in green). In 
addition, only nine of the petrostates have recorded scores for above the 
world average (65). Thus, the majority of the petrostates lack strong 
institutional capacity. Comparing the data in Fig. 3, our analysis also 
points to the role of institutional capacity in avoiding the resource curse 
and its link to economic diversification. Many of the same countries 
lacking in institutional capacity are also poorly diversified. Not coinci-
dentally, for example, Norway and the United Arab Emirates are two of 
the petrostates that have had the most success in diversifying their 
economies, and also score comparatively highly on measures of insti-
tutional quality [90,96]. However, countries such as Saudi Arabia has 
not successfully diversified their economies despite diversification ef-
forts dating to the 1970s [98]. 

The implications of the lack of robust institutions and sufficient 
legislation are substantial for petrostates because oil revenue will 
remain concentrated in a relatively small number of powerful groups in 
these states. As revenue is not equally distributed, economic growth will 
be slow [91]. Even in times of higher oil revenue, a substantial amount 
of that revenue tends to flow disproportionately to groups and in-
dividuals with close government ties [100]. This tends to inhibit not 

only diversification away from petroleum, as well-connected actors can 
derive benefits from petrodollars, but also the creation of laws and in-
stitutions that manage oil revenues impartially [93]. 

The energy transition is likely to put downward pressure on petros-
tate revenue in the coming decades. As a result, petrostate governments 
will likely have to find other income sources, including collecting taxes 
[102]. One element of a just transition for petrostates is thus how to 
ensure that governments have enough revenue without unduly 
burdening lower- and middle-income citizens. Institutional capacity 
could be key here, as governments may need to devise complex taxation 
schemes to efficiently extract revenue from wealthy citizens and busi-
nesses so that poorer and smaller businesses do not bear the brunt of new 
revenue schemes. Here, institutional capacity is influential in devel-
oping effective taxation regimes, and at present most petrostates lack 
complex taxation systems [103]. Without robust institutional capacity, 
it is more difficult to establish the fiscal capacity, including taxation, to 
support the market [104]. 

In addition, improved and new institutions can also be vehicles for 
creating new innovations, and fostering the creation of new firms that 
will be essential for the transition to a green economy. It is vital that 
institutions have the strength and capacity to deliver new business op-
portunities as that will be key to ensuring investor confidence in a 
country and therefore attracting vital inward investment to the country 
[105]. 

4.4. Restorative justice 

Petrostates have taken divergent methods to remedy the negative 
impacts of petroleum activities in their countries. Countries with solid 
institutional capacities and that are less dependent on oil revenue have 
better regulatory frameworks for imposing carbon taxes at high rates. In 
2018, Canada enacted Greenhouse Gas Pollution Pricing Act (GGPPA, 
2018) which extends a federal tax on major industries, particularly in 
provinces and territories that lack carbon tax regulations. According to 
Schedule 4 of the Act, the 2023–2030 federal benchmark starts with CA 
$20 per CO2e Tonne in 2019 and CA$65 in 2023 to reach CA$170 in 
2030. In addition, provinces and territories have their carbon tax reg-
ulations should amend their regulations to be consistent with the 

Fig. 3. Institutional capacity of the selected petrostates. Higher levels refer to a better quality of institutions. 
Created by authors. 
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GGPPA’s carbon pricing. 
Norway also took a similar approach in implementing a carbon tax at 

a high rate and increasing it significantly by 2030. The country is at the 
top of the list of OECD countries for carbon pricing. Climate Action Plan 
2021–2030 of Norway, aims to raise carbon pricing from NOK 590 ($69) 
per CO2e Tonne in 2021 to NOK 2000 (about $ 233) by 2030. As well as 
covering most of the country’s emissions, Norway’s nominal carbon 
pricing is the highest among the EU countries. Carbon pricing or taxes 
are crucial for reducing carbon emissions and a practical strategy for 
supporting and encouraging the renewable energy industry. 

The UAE is among the petrostates contributing to climate adaptation 
funds both inside the country and globally. In November 2022, the UAE 
signed a memorandum of understanding with the US to invest $100 
billion in renewable energy projects globally. In the coming year, the 
fund will be allocated to support the public and private sectors to pro-
mote clean innovation and carbon and methane management in the two 
states and other countries worldwide. 

With large oil reserves and production, Iraq has not taken any stra-
tegic or serious steps to remediate the negative environmental impacts 
of petroleum. The only federal region in Iraq, the Kurdistan Region, 
obliged international oil companies to allocate environmental funds to 
mitigate environmental damage as stated in the Oil and Gas Law of the 
Kurdistan Region of Iraq. However, these provisions of the Law have not 
been implemented due to a lack of solid institutional quality in the oil 
sector in the region [106]. Like Iraq, Kazakhstan as one of the major oil 
producers in Central Asia; Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan have not yet 
introduced carbon taxes in their policies or legislation. Their govern-
ments have not yet provided significant funds to stimulate climate and 
environmental projects. 

4.5. Recognition justice 

Recognizing the inequities faced by many marginalized groups in 
society, whether in terms of gender, class, or other minority status, has a 
critical role in avoiding new inequities and redressing existing ones not 
only in the petrostates but also at the global level. While it is a vital issue 
for promoting justice, it has not been covered adequately in the litera-
ture, mainly due to the an underplaying of power dynamics and sources 

of power and inequalities [107]. Recognition justice provides opportu-
nities for marginalized and disadvantaged groups to share their under-
standing and perspectives for better energy policy and a just transition 
[108]. 

4.5.1. Female inclusion: Gender and justice 
Female participation is very low in the traditional fossil fuel energy 

sector. According to the International Energy Agency, women’s partic-
ipation in this sector is 22% worldwide [109]. The energy sector remains 
one of the least gender-diverse sectors, and closing this gender gap will 
be vital as women’s inclusion is a key driver of innovation. Most coun-
tries have a significant gap between male and female participation 
which has contributed to the CEE injustice. While the energy sector 
provides a large portion of government revenues, women also account 
for only a tiny percentage of total employment in many petrostates - for 
instance, Kuwait’s state-owned energy sector consists of mostly Kuwaiti 
nationals at 94.4% (81.7% male versus 12.7% female), while the 
remainder are expatriates (4% male versus 1.5% female) [111]. Fig. 4 
shows the percentage of women in the energy sector over all sectors in 
our sample of countries. As can be seen, women have hardly ever 
contributed to this sector. In all 23 petrostates, female participation in 
the energy-related industry is more than 5% only in Qatar, Brunei and 
Kazakhstan (all coloured green). 

As well as lower participation in the current energy system, women 
in the global south do not have a significant role in management and 
decision-making in the renewable energy sector [112]. Adding to that, 
they will face more injustice because of the consequences of climate 
change [113]. Without mitigating efforts, inequities in the current en-
ergy system run the risk of recurring in renewable energy. For example, 
in South Africa, black women still suffer from discrimination in the in-
dustry, where white males dominate leadership and management [112]. 
Thus, without taking gender equality into account and including more 
women in climate mitigation and adaptation, any just transition is 
incomplete [113]. In petrostates, women are among the most vulnerable 
groups facing the most significant challenges of climate change in the 
short and long term [115]. 

As described above, the economies of most of the petrostates are 
heavily dependent on oil rents and not diversified [68,116]. Reducing 

Fig. 4. Women’s employment in mining, electricity, gas and water supply. Higher levels refer to greater participation of women in the energy sector. Created 
by authors. 
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demand for oil in the coming decades will negatively impact women in 
these countries because it will lead to the depletion of oil rents, putting 
pressure on state finances and ultimately household finances by 
reducing the state’s ability to finance welfare states. Making matters 
worse, many women who are employed work in the public sector. As oil 
revenue declines, governments will face pressure to reduce the size of 
the public sector, forcing women (and men) to seek employment in the 
more competitive private sector. 

Therefore, this suggests that oil producing countries should recon-
sider the nature of their labour forces and have equal opportunities for 
both men and women. There will not be a just transition without 
increasing female participation and actual involvement in the labour 
force and decision-making. The energy transition provides an opportu-
nity for governments in the petrostates to avoid repeating inequities in 
the current fossil fuel economy and provide more opportunities for 
women to gain skills in the early stages of the renewable industry. 

4.5.2. Inclusion of young people in labour and policymaking 
A few years after adopting the Paris Agreement, youth populations 

across various countries pressured their governments to respond to 
climate change. The year 2019 saw school strikes in more than a hun-
dred countries and 1700 cities around the globe [118]. The youth 
population’s main concern is that they have to face the worst conse-
quences of climate change despite having comparatively less of a role in 
causing it [119]. Despite support from scientists and the wider public to 
their concerns, future generations are among the most vulnerable groups 
in society that do not have much ability to protect themself [120]. 

With the vulnerability and serious concerns of the future generation, 
there has been surprisingly little focus in the literature on the role of the 
youth population in the energy transition. Among 198 studies regarding 
vulnerable groups in political ecology and climate mitigation, Benjamin 
Sovacool found only five studies on children and young people globally 
[121]. In terms of providing solutions for future generations in petros-
tates to be more active in the energy sector, a few major international oil 
companies have attempted to reduce unemployment among the youth in 
the host countries by providing training and vocational courses. Still, 
their contributions are minimal and insufficient for meeting the chal-
lenge of youth employment [43]. 

As well as the vulnerability to climate change consequences and 
exclusion in decision-making, unemployment is quite high among 
youth, particularly in petrostates. As shown in Fig. 5 below, which 
presents the unemployment rate from 2000 to 2020 using data from the 
World Bank for 15–24 year olds, the youth unemployment rate is rela-
tively high and above the world average in many petrostates. Iraq, Saudi 
Arabia, the Congo, Libya, Iran, Gabon, Algeria, Yemen and Brunei had a 

higher than 20% average youth unemployment rate. Only six petrostates 
have a youth unemployment rate lower than 10% on average between 
2000 and 2020 (all coloured green). However, all six countries are very 
small in terms of population except Ecuador and UAE; the other four 
countries have a population of around or under five million people. In 
addition, youth unemployment in the six countries increased in the last 
five years due to the volatility of oil prices and Covid-19. For example, 
youth unemployment in the UAE increased from 5% in 2014 to 9% in 
2020, in Norway from 7% to 11%, and in Ecuador from 9% to 11% in the 
period. Making matters even worse, petrostates, particularly those in the 
MENA region, have among the largest youth populations compared to 
any group of states or regions in the world. The young population ac-
counts for 60% of the total population in the MENA [123]. 

Youth should be at the heart of policy design and decision-making in 
changing the energy system because it is essential to mitigate inter-
generational injustice [124]. The young population and future genera-
tions are expected to face most of the consequences of the future risks of 
climate change [9]. Neglecting their capacity and voice in the energy 
transition may only deepen inequities in the future. Empowering young 
people and providing opportunities are crucial in moving toward a lower 
carbon economy. 

4.5.3. Indigenous people 
The discussion surrounding a just transition would be incomplete 

without a focus on indigenous peoples, whose contribution to climate 
change is comparatively small but who nevertheless face its negative 
consequences [126]. Despite that, we have to distinguish between two 
different types of injustice toward indigenous people: the injustice that 
exists regardless of the energy transition and injustice that could be 
caused or exacerbated by the energy transition. Inequities involving 
indigeneous peoples long predate the energy transition. With the colo-
nialization of their lands and resources, indigenous people were dis-
placed from their lands and resources, disconnecting them from their 
traditional knowledge by forcing them to adapt to colonial knowledge 
and schools [127]. 

How is the energy transition likely to change the status quo? The 
energy transition has the potential to positively affect indigenous peo-
ples if indigenous people have a role in broader framework of just 
transition. This means considering them in procedural, distributive, 
recognition, and restorative justice [29,30]. The Paris Agreement urges 
state parties to adopt traditional indigenous knowledge in climate 
change strategies and adaptation. This is clearly mentioned in Article 7 
(5) of the Agreement (Paris, 2015). Thus, the countries are responsible 
for considering indigenous worldviews and their traditional customs in 
the transition toward a low carbon economy. 

However, depending on each case, the negative and positive conse-
quences of energy transition should be taken into account. For example, 
in Norway, indigenous Saami (Sámi) people have faced a double threat 
of climate change. Global warming threatens their reindeer’s pasture; at 
the same time, they have to leave their land for aluminium factories to 
extract materials that are necessary for the renewable industry [130]. In 
Ecuador, the government and international oil companies are still 
continuing oil exploration and drilling without the consent of indige-
nous people in their territories [131]. 

The role of indigenous people in the energy transition requires more 
attention to avoid previous mistakes and achieve a just transition for all. 
In the previous decades, indigenous people have been viewed as victims 
of climate change consequences, but yet they are also recognized as 
agents for combating climate change and protecting the environment. 

4.6. Cosmopolitan justice 

Depending on institutional capacity, oil reserves and production, 
petrostates’ perspectives on climate change responses and obligations 
are diverse. Climate change and sustainability concerns have been re-
flected in the new constitutions of small petrostates in the Gulf. For 

Fig. 5. Youth unemployment (% of the total labor force ages 15–24). Lower 
levels refer to higher youth employment. Created by authors. 

Q. Hasan et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  



Energy Research & Social Science 113 (2024) 103553

9

example, Article 33 of Qatar’s 2003 Constitution and Article 9 (h) urges 
the state to protect the environment and future generations [133]. The 
Constitution of Ecuador is one of the obvious examples of a constitution 
to guide the state regarding climate change mitigation and adaptation, 
obliging the state to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, where Article 414 
states that: “The State shall adopt adequate and cross-cutting measures to 
mitigate climate change, by limiting greenhouse gas emissions, deforestation, 
and air pollution…” (“ Constitution of Ecuador,” 2008). 

Despite that, primary legislation for renewable energy and climate 
change is limited among petrostates. Governments of petrostates have 
filled the gap in a similar way by designing long-term policy instruments 
to achieve climate targets, including Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, which 
was introduced in 2016; Oman’s Vision 2020 and Vision 2040; Qatar’s 
National Vision 2030; UAE’s Vision 2021; and Bahrain’s Economic 
Vision 2023. According to the Grantham Research Institute database 
(2023), which recorded around five thousand laws and policies for all 
countries worldwide, Iraq and Libya have two, Congo, Rep. and 
Turkmenistan have four; Azerbaijan, Qatar and Brunei Darussalam have 
six; Kuwait, Equatorial Guinea, Yemen, Rep., Algeria and Bahrain have 
seven (Fig. 6). In contrast, Spain has 66 climate laws and policies, the 
United Kingdom 61, France 66 and Israel 24 [134]. The enactment of 
legislation and the design of policies related to climate change and 
renewable energy are among the early stages of knowing the motiva-
tions and seriousness of each country regarding climate goals and energy 
transition, but turning these policies and legislations into action is 
essential. 

Most of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries are active in 
international climate change mitigation and adaptation but do not 
intend to reduce oil production, which the Paris Agreement in essence 
requires. Saudi Arabia, for example, is concentrating on projects such as 
Carbon Capture and Carbon Storage which have been introduced a part 
of the Circular Carbon Economy (CCE) [88]. At the same time, the 
Kingdom introduced the Saudi Green Initiative (SGI) and Middle East 
Green Initiative (MEGI) in 2021 to meet zero emissions by 2060. The SGI 
aims to increase protected areas to more than 30%, planting 10 billion 
trees and reducing carbon emissions by 278 mtpa in the Kingdom by 
2030 in order to achieve the targets of the Kingdom’s Vision 2030 (SGI, 
2022b). The Kingdom also aims to achieve similar goals in cooperation 
with other Middle East countries as part of the MEGI [136] – this is an 

active example of cosmopolitan justice in action. 
Other petrostates have supported renewable energy sources and 

markets. Norway and UAE are leading in this area among the petrostates 
due to their strong institutional quality and large sovereign wealth 
funds. Norway is the leader among EU counties by increasing sales of EV 
to 88% in 2022 due to the government’s regulatory support for the EV 
market. The UAE is working on the world’s largest single-site solar site, 
Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum Solar Park. The project started in 
2013 with the target of reaching 5000 MW by 2030 [137]. 

Nigeria has made similar attempts, but with mixed results. Its Elec-
tric Power Sector Reform Act 2005 (EPSR) was an ambitious reform to 
establish several entities and change the old structure of the electric 
sector, but it did not provide a framework for stimulating renewable 
energy [138]. Many policy regulations and government policies were 
designed to fill this gap, but they failed until regulations on feed-in-tariff 
for renewable energy sourced electricity were enacted in 2015. The 
regulation supports small projects by integrating them as renewable 
energy automatically, while large electricity plants above 30 MW 
require a competitive procurement process. It confirmed an increase in 
renewable energy to 10% of the total energy supply in Nigeria by the end 
of 2020 (Commission, 2015, S. 8(a)). Nigeria also enacted the Climate 
Change Act in late 2021 to achieve net zero emissions between 2050 and 
2070 (“Climate Change Act,” 2021, s. 1(f)). However, due to low insti-
tutional quality (see Fig. 4) the country has not achieved most of the 
goals of supplying electricity to all Nigerians and promoting renewable 
projects. 

5. Conclusion 

The focus of the study is to open discussion and research on how 
petrostates can respond and play a role in their societies’ just transition 
to a low-carbon economy. In exploring central principles of justice, we 
then advance an initial roadmap for ensuring that energy transition is 
also a just transition. After defining just transition and extending it to the 
broader meaning of justice to integrate the CEE justice, we develop the 
agenda for a just transition in petrostates. We based the agenda on two 
interconnected levels; from a structural perspective, economic and 
institutional reforms are crucial elements for the energy transition. 
Secondly, the transition would not be just if vulnerable groups in the 

Fig. 6. Number of climate related laws, Policies and Documents submitted to the UNFCCC (including NDCs).  
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petrostates’ societies, such as women, future generations and indigenous 
people, do not actively participate in the labour force and decision- 
making in the transition toward a low carbon economy. We presented 
data illustrating the magnitude of these challenges and explored path-
ways through which petrostates might manage them. 

The originality of this research is to focus on petrostates and assess 
how injustices can be addressed. We go beyond just identifying in-
justices in CEE and offer a roadmap to a just transition. Moreover, we do 
so specifically among petrostates, which despite being key actors in the 
energy transition have been largely neglected by existing literature on 
just transition. The research also offers a mix of qualitative and quan-
titative data to create a roadmap for petrostates in a just transition, and 
this moves beyond the majority of existing literature on the just tran-
sition which tends to focus primarily on qualitative evidence. The aim 
also is to ensure that petrostates begin their just transition journey and 
therefore move simultaneously toward achieving a low carbon economy 
and socio-economic justice. 

The argument and descriptive data have significant implications for 
a just energy transition. Except for Norway and the UAE, which suc-
ceeded in reducing oil rent dependency and economic diversification, 
most petrostates are far behind in distributive justice (Fig. 2). Most 
petrostates, in particular Iraq, Nigeria, Venezuela, Algeria, Yemen and 
Angola, face institutional capacity deficiencies, which put hundreds of 
millions of people at risk with respect to procedural justice (Fig. 3). 
Additionally, restorative justice and recognition justice are not satis-
factory in most petrostates except for a few. Female participation in 
energy-related sectors is almost invisible in most petrostates, being less 
than 7% in all 23 petrostates included in Fig. 4. Youth unemployment is 
still high in many petrostates, including those with large populations 
like Iran, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and Algeria (Fig. 5). 

Therefore, a just transition away from oil and gas should be taken 
seriously and treated differently than the transition away from other 
fossil fuels like coal. Oil rents contributed 20% of GDP or more in sixteen 
states across 2000–2020 (see Appendix 1), accounting for more than 
35% in Iraq, Libya, Kuwait, the Republic of the Congo, and Saudi Arabia. 
As oil production is more capital-intensive than labor-intensive and 
produces greater windfalls than coal, the challenge for petrostates is one 
of shifting away from macro-economic dependence on hydrocarbon 
revenues and ensuring sustainable revenue streams. This is especially 
true for petrostates that are more dependent on oil revenues. Thus, 
diversification toward non-oil sectors and strengthening institutional 
quality will play a central role in the energy transition more broadly and 

in the just transition in particular to avoid inequalities toward broader 
society and disadvantaged groups inside petrostates. Other states can 
also assist petrostates through technical support and capacity building to 
achieve better outcomes of collective climate goals and just transition. 

Future research can elaborate on other areas of just transition in the 
oil sector and petrostates. For example, while oil is more capital- 
intensive than fossil fuels like coal, a transition away from hydrocar-
bons will still impact a large number of workers in the oil and gas sector. 
Future research is needed on the challenges that will be faced by oil and 
gas workers, how they differ from those of coal workers, and how to 
mitigate them. Further work is likewise needed to understand the con-
ditions under which petrostates can diversify their economies and 
perhaps link with the growing research on the energy transition and a 
social contract [105] and also what is a just energy investment [139]. 
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Appendix 1. Petrostates by oil rent as a percentage of GDP (more than 10% between 2000 and 2020)  

No Countries Average oil rents (%GDP) 

1 Iraq  47.47 
2 Libya  45.99 
3 Kuwait  45.71 
4 Congo, Rep.  38.38 
5 Saudi Arabia  37.40 
6 Oman  34.13 
7 Angola  32.43 
8 Equatorial Guinea  32.31 
9 Gabon  26.01 
10 Azerbaijan  25.60 
11 Qatar  25.18 
12 Yemen, Rep.  23.07 
13 Iran, Islamic Rep.  22.90 
14 Algeria  20.69 
15 Venezuela, RB  19.84 
16 United Arab Emirates  19.82 
17 Norway  18.57 
18 Brunei Darussalam  17.23 
19 Kazakhstan  16.11 
20 Bahrain  15.73 

(continued on next page) 
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(continued ) 

No Countries Average oil rents (%GDP) 

21 Turkmenistan  15.72 
22 Nigeria  11.35 
23 Ecuador  10.93  

Appendix 2. International Country Risk Guide (ICRG) components and points 
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