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“The science of political economy, and the 
distribution of resources, bears a nearer 
resemblance to the science of morals and politics 
than to mathematics.” 



•  Why we need better energy systems (brief) 
•  Some basic justice theory and insight into how it 

can impact energy decision-making 
•  A few applications to the subsidies issue 



The need for better 
energy systems 



Global Final Energy Consumption, 2010 

Amount = 5,413 mtoe Amount = 20,055 TWh Amount = 88 mbd 

Renewable energy is largely the “other”! 



Life Expectancy of Proven Fossil Fuel 
and Uranium Resources, 2012 
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(Millennia BC and AD)  











Measuring “energy poverty”: 

Number of people lacking 
access to electricity (millions) 

Number of people 
relying on the 
traditional use of 
biomass for 
cooking (millions) 

Africa 587 657 
   Sub-Saharan 
Africa 

   585    653 

Asia 799 1,937 
   China    8    423 
   India    404    855 
   Other Asia    387    659 
South America 31 85 
World 1,441 2,679 



Why it’s a public health issue: 

Level of 
Development 

Deaths in 
children 
under the 
age of 5 

Adult 
deaths 

Burden of 
diseases 
(thousands 
of daily 
adjusted life 
years) 

High-mortality 
developing (38 
percent of the 
population) 

808,000 232,000 30,392 

Lower-
mortality 
developing (40 
percent of the 
population) 

89,000 468,000 7,595 

Demographical
ly and 
economically 
developed (22 
percent of 
global 
population) 

13,000 9,000 550 

Total 910,000 709,000 38,537 
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In such a 4°C world, the limits for human adaptation are likely to be exceeded in 
many parts of the world, while the limits for adaptation for natural systems would 
largely be exceeded throughout the world. Transactions of the Royal Society 
January 13, 2011; 369  



The salience of justice 



Some key concepts: 
Concept Definition Major influence(s) 
Justice The act of being morally right or fair, and 

providing equal rewards for equal merit 
Plato, Socrates, the Bible, 
Thomas Hobbes, John Locke 

Distributive 
justice 

Equitable distribution of social and 
economic benefits and burdens within 
and across different generations 

John Rawls, Ronald Dworkin, 
Brian Barry  

Procedural 
justice 

Adherence to due process and fair 
treatment of individuals under the law  

The Magna Carta, Edward Coke, 
Thomas Jefferson 

Cosmopolitan 
justice 

Universal respect for individual human 
rights regardless of one’s identity  

Immanuel Kant, Charles Beitz, 
Amartya Sen, Martha Nussbaum, 
David Held, Thomas Pogge, 
Peter Singer  

Energy justice Fair allocation of energy fuels and 
services as well as energy burdens and 
externalities; Community involvement 
and representation in energy decision-
making, access to unbiased energy 
information, and access to legal 
remedies when violations occur; 
Ensuring that energy production and use 
does not violate the worth of human 
beings, independent of their class, 
status, or ethnicity  

Distributive, procedural, and 
cosmopolitan notions of justice  



Eight applications to energy: 
Topic Concept(s) Major 

philosophical 
influence(s) 

Applications to 
Energy 

Injustices  Solutions    

Energy 
Efficiency   

Virtue  Plato and Aristotle  Energy efficiency: 
high penetration of 
efficient service 

Inefficiencies involved in energy 
supply, conversion, distribution, 
and end-use 

Fuel economy standards, energy efficiency 
labeling , industrial retrofits, utility-scale 
demand-side management, ascending 
block rate pricing, advanced metering and 
smart grids, training and capacity building, 
consumer education and awareness  

Energy 
Externaliti
es  

Utility Jeremy Bentham, 
John Stuart Mill, 
Henry Sidgwick  

Wellbeing: less 
suffering, pain, 
externalities, and 
disasters 
associated with 
energy production 
and use 

The imposition of negative social 
and environmental costs on 
society such as traffic 
congestion, the extractive 
industries affiliated with energy 
production, the resource curse, 
nuclear waste, air pollution, 
greenhouse gas emissions, and 
water consumption 

Accurate price signals, passage of a 
carbon tax, and tax shifting 

Human 
Rights 
and Social 
Conflict  

Human 
rights  

Immanuel Kant  Universal human 
rights: an obligation 
to protect human 
rights in the 
production and use 
of energy 

The violation of civil liberties—in 
some extreme cases death and 
civil war—undertaken in pursuit 
of energy fuels and technology, 
as well as the contribution of 
energy production to military 
conflict 

Extractive industries transparency 
initiatives, energy truth commissions and 
inspection panels, improved social/
environmental impact assessments for 
energy projects, availability of legal aid to 
vulnerable groups 
  

Energy 
and Due 
Process 

Procedural 
justice 

Edward Coke, 
Thomas Jefferson, 
Jürgen Habermas  

Due process: free 
prior informed 
consent for the 
siting of energy 
projects; fair 
representation in 
energy decision-
making 

Approaches to energy siting that 
ignore or contravene free, fair, 
and informed consent, and/or do 
not conduct adequate social and 
environmental impact 
assessments 

Better information disclosure, broader 
community involvement and participation, 
environmental bonds 



Eight applications to energy (Cont’d): 
Topic Concept(s) Major 

philosophical 
influence(s) 

Applications to 
Energy 

Injustices  Solutions    

Energy 
Poverty  

Welfare 
and 
happiness 

John Rawls, 
Amartya Sen, 
Martha 
Nussbaum  

Accessibility and 
subsistence: an 
energy system that 
gives people an 
equal shot of 
getting the energy 
they need, energy 
systems that 
generate income 
and enrich lives 

Lack of access to electricity and 
technology, dependence on 
traditional solid fuels for 
cooking, and time-intensive 
fuelwood and water collection 
and processing of food in 
emerging economies, borne 
mostly by women and children 

Social pricing and assistance programs as 
well as pro-poor public private 
partnerships for microhydro units, solar 
home systems, improved cookstoves, 
biogas digesters, and small-scale wind 
turbines, mechanical energy for pumping, 
irrigation, and agricultural processing 

Energy 
Subsidies 

Freedom Robert Nozick, 
Milton Friedman   

Libertarianism: 
energy decisions 
not unduly 
restricted by 
government 
intervention  

Gross subsidies that involve an 
involuntary wealth transfer to 
recipients, essentially raiding 
the pocket books of the 
unwilling 

Elimination of inappropriate subsidies, 
subsidy impact assessments, sunset 
clauses, and adjustment packages for 
those dependent on subsidies  

Energy 
Resources 

Posterity  Ronald Dworkin, 
Brian Barry, Edith 
Brown Weiss   

Resource 
egalitarianism: an 
obligation to 
minimize resource 
consumption and 
ensure adequate 
reserves for future 
generations 

Exhaustion of depletable 
energy reserves and fuels  

Improved energy efficiency, establishment 
of national resource funds, commercial-
scale deployment of renewable electricity 
and biofuels  

Climate 
Change 

Fairness, 
responsibili
ty, and 
capacity 

Peter Singer, 
Henry Shue, Paul 
Baer, Stephen M. 
Gardiner, Dale 
Jamieson, Simon 
Caney 

Intergenerational 
equity: an 
obligation to 
protect future 
generations from 
energy-related 
harms 

A daunting suite of negative 
impacts from climate change 
including ocean acidification, 
food insecurity, climate 
refugees, and the increased 
frequency and severity of 
natural and humanitarian 
disasters 

Greenhouse Development Rights, 
community-based adaptation, mitigation 
through stabilization wedges 



Synthesis into a conceptual framework: 

Principle Explanation  
  

Availability People deserve sufficient energy resources of high quality  
Affordability All people, including the poor, should pay no more than 10 percent of 

their income for energy services 
Due process Countries should respect due process and human rights in their 

production and use of energy 
Information  All people should have access to high quality information about energy 

and the environment and fair, transparent, and accountable forms of 
energy decision-making 

Sustainability  
  

Energy resources should not be depleted too quickly 
  

Intragenerational equity All people have a right to fairly access energy services 
Intergenerational equity  Future generations have a right to enjoy a good life undisturbed by the 

damage our energy systems inflict on the world today 
Responsibility 
  

All nations have a responsibility to protect the natural environment and 
minimize energy-related environmental threats 



(A few quick) applications 
to the issue of subsidies 



             

Types of Global Energy Subsidies 
Type of subsidy Example(s) How it Works 

Lowers cost of production Raises price to disfavored 
producer 

Lowers price to consumer 

Direct financial transfer Grants to producers X     
Grants to consumers     X 
Low-interest or preferential 
loans 

X     

Preferential tax treatment Rebates or exemptions on 
royalties, sales taxes, 
producer levies and tariffs 

X     

  Investment tax credits X     
  Production tax credits X     
  Accelerated depreciation X     
  State sponsored loan 

guarantees 
X     

Trade restrictions Quotas, technical 
restrictions, and trade 
embargoes 

  X   

  Import duties and tariffs   X   
Energy-related services 
provided by government 
at less than full cost 

Direct investment in energy 
infrastructure 

X     

  Publicly sponsored R&D X     

  Liability insurance X     
  Free storage of waste or 

fuel 
X     

  Free transport X     
Regulation of the energy 
sector 

Demand guarantees and 
mandated deployment rates 

X X   

  Price controls and rate caps   X X 
  Market-access restrictions 

and standards 
  X   



             



             

Energy Research Expenditures in the OECD, 
1974-2010 (Millions of U.S. Dollars) 
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What do subsidies do – why are they unjust? 

•  The most obvious impact is that subsidies create larger budget deficits and higher 
taxes, diverting funds from potentially better options for fiscal support and 
programs such as healthcare and education.  If the estimates that energy-related 
subsidies amount to more than $1 trillion per year are accurate, then they are 
equivalent to the GDP of all low-income countries in the world per year 

•  Depending on the type of subsidy, most generally increase levels of consumption 
far beyond where they would otherwise be.  By lowering the end price of energy, 
subsidies therefore lead to higher energy use, and they also reduce the 
economically rational incentives to properly maintain or meter energy systems and 
products 

•  Subsidies, by inflating the cost of energy, also erode motivations to promote 
energy efficiency or to conserve energy. They artificially lower the costs of 
innovation in mature industries, increase barriers to entry for newer, cleaner, and 
emerging technologies, and obscure costs and risks of conventional fuel cycles 

•  They are bad for the environment.  Subsidies for coal in the European Union and 
Japan are responsible for 50 to 100 million extra tons of carbon dioxide emissions 
per year 

•  They, lastly, tend to be both “self-perpetuating” and “infectious”  



             

What would just solutions entail? 

•  Remove “all,” “dirty,” or “perverse” subsidies (subsidies that harm both the 
economy and the environment).  Examples include those that: 
o  Maintain production processes that would otherwise be uneconomic, such as 

subsidies to grow corn for ethanol in arid areas; 
o  Artificially reduce costs, such as fuel subsidies that make gasoline cheaper 

than water in the United States;  
o  Stimulate activity that degrade natural resources underpinning agriculture and 

economic growth, such as subsidies for electric irrigation systems in places 
that otherwise shouldn’t grow crops  

o  Governments and communities could conduct subsidy impact studies to better 
determine the costs and benefits of particular subsidies, and which ones could be 
revised or repealed. Such subsidy studies, apart from revealing financial flows, 
could include standardized ways of defining subsidies, tracking them and 
publishing data about them, and creating an international framework of 
independent monitors to continuously evaluate  



             

What would just solutions entail? 

o  The insertion of sunset clauses into regulation sets an explicit expiration date and 
prevents subsidies from operating indefinitely; it also gives stakeholders a clear 
expectation about when a subsidy will end, reducing the risk of dependency and 
lock-in 

o  A final pragmatic solution is to provide adjustment packages for those most 
harmed from subsidy removal—an action that undercuts some of the political 
opposition against the elimination of subsidies.  For instance, if one is cutting back 
a subsidy for offshore deepwater oil and gas platforms, the funds gained could be 
used to help train the soon-to-be unemployed workers in other skills, or provide 
them with medical insurance or unemployment benefits for an extended period of 
time 



             

To conclude …  

o Major energy injustices continue to occur 
o Comprehensive solutions to energy injustice 

do exist at both the “top-down” and “bottom 
up” levels 

o Each of us, as energy producers and/or 
consumers, is involved and even complicit, 
and therefore partially responsible, for them 

o It lastly means that energy justice boils down 
to choice.   



             

To conclude …  
o As the late biologist Edward O. Wilson eloquently put it: 
 

Each of us finds a comfortable position somewhere 
along the continuum that ranges from complete 

withdrawal and self-absorption at one end to full civic 
engagement and reciprocity at the other. The position 
is never fixed.  We fret, vacillate, and steer our lives 

through the riptide of countervailing instincts that 
press from both ends of the continuum … [Our lives] 
are neither a celebration nor a spectacle but rather, 

as a later philosopher put it, a predicament.  
Humanity is the species forced by its basic nature to 

make moral choices and seek fulfillment in a 
changing world by any means it can devise. 



Primary data sources: 

Global Energy 
Justice: Problems, 

Principles, and 
Practices 
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