
Why a struggling energy transition 
represents a catastrophic risk



The economics of power generation have changed



The cost of solar is still rapidly declining



Renewables are now the cheapest form of power generation



Characteristics of 
renewable energy

Complicated in relation to jobs

• Jobs in construction, but not so many ongoing – more in 
wind, especially offshore wind

• But we need A LOT of renewables, so there are lots of 
jobs.

• Solar doesn’t take very long to build, so construction jobs 
are often short-term

• Not necessarily built in the regions where fossil fuels are.

• To maximise job benefits we need to look at the whole 
supply chain – can we create manufacturing jobs in 
renewables as well?



Distributed rather than centralised

• This means renewables can be used to take control from 
big corporations

• Can be put in the hands of households or communities, 
through, for instance, cooperatives

• Requires transmission system upgrades, which can create 
good jobs.

Don’t just expect fossil fuel jobs to be replaced with jobs in 
renewables. Economic diversification is needed.

The renewable energy industry is not necessarily union-
friendly.

Policies are needed to ensure local communities share in 
benefits – community sharing agreements, for instance.



Understanding liberalised 
energy markets

• UK energy bills increased by 50% between 1996 and 
2018.

• Australian electricity bills increased by 183% between 
1996, when privatisation occurred, and 2016. During 
the same period overall prices increased by 64%. 
Wages increased by less than half that in the same 
period. In fact, real wages increased by less than 10%. 

• Between 2009 and 2019, electricity prices doubled in 
Australia, behind only tobacco in the Consumer Price 
Index, and more than 3 times wages and four times 
general inflation. 
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The issue of zero 
marginal cost

The more renewable energy that is generated 
during the day – particularly solar – the lower 
the spot price. All generators are paid (or have to 
pay) this price at this time.

In the case of the blue regions, the generators 
have to PAY money to put their generation into 
the grid.

How can a private, for-profit system make 
money at these times?







Contracts for difference

A form of subsidy that de-risks 
investment in renewables for private 
investors.

The government and renewable energy 
generator enter into a contract. 

If the price of electricity on the spot 
market falls below an agreed price, the 
government will pay the generator an 
agreed amount. If the price goes above 
a certain level, the generator pays 
some of the profit to the government.



Reverse auction 

Example.

Government says it wants to get 1GW of renewable 
energy.

Companies bid to deliver projects, of whatever size.

The cheapest bids win.

Problems:

• Sometimes bidders bid at unrealistically low prices. 
They then have to find savings. 

• Encourages a race to the bottom on price. This 
often means that developers will try to make 
savings in labour costs.





County Durham, UK



Durham County Council 2025Durham County Council 2005



PAS DE CALAIS REGION, NORTHERN FRANCE



Combined Morwell, Hastings, Pakenham
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The public ownership approach

• About 30% of US households get their energy from public or 

cooperative utilities. (The Power of Community Utilities | 

climateandcommunity)

• In Germany, 72 municipal utilities have been founded since 2005 to 

bring energy back into public hands. 

https://www.climateandcommunity.org/power-of-community-utilities#:~:text=Around%20thirty%20percent%20of%20households%20in%20the%20United,is%20no%20small%20part%20of%20our%20energy%20system.
https://www.climateandcommunity.org/power-of-community-utilities#:~:text=Around%20thirty%20percent%20of%20households%20in%20the%20United,is%20no%20small%20part%20of%20our%20energy%20system.


The benefits of public ownership

• Governments have the fiscal 
capacity to pay for what we 
need.

• The focus can be decarbonising 
the grid, not on profits for 
developers.

• We are not dependent on the 
profit needs of private 
developers.

• We can emphasise just 
transition.

• Prices can be set to ensure 
justice and low cost to 
consumers

• The focus can be on the public 
good

• We can introduce energy 
democracy



Socially-focused 
renewables

• Renewables can also be used to foster 
community and cooperative ownership.

E.g. Cooperative Power, community batteries, 
solar gardens



Behind-the-meter renewables
Usually rooftop solar
Household batteries

Advantages:

• Directly benefits households

• Reduces cost of transmission 
infrastructure

• Efficient use – no transmission

• Doesn’t take up space for 
agriculture

Disadvantages:

• Not everyone can afford

• Often subsidised, and often 
benefits those who can already 
afford

• Can be difficult to manage 
within the whole grid – see Duck 
Curve
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