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SUMMARY 
Part 3 of the report addresses initiatives towards a people’s energy take-over 
from outside the state and public institutions.

While fostering proactive government action on the energy transition 
is paramount, this will only be achieved through social struggle to shift 
the balance of power within the state and across society more generally. 
This part of the report focuses on four avenues through which this kind of social 
struggle is being articulated.

First, we consider endeavours to decolonise the energy system, which seek 
to tackle the colonial exploitation of Southern countries to service the energy 
demands of the global North. Here, we take a particular focus on the urgent 
case of Palestine and unpack Israel's role within the fossil fuel industry, looking 
at energy as part of the broader movement for Palestinian liberation. 

Second, we explore just transition initiatives, which build solidarity between 
workers and marginalised peoples to push for justice and equity within the 
energy transition. 

Third, we discuss Indigenous energy democracy initiatives. These projects see 
Indigenous communities developing energy systems that build social benefit. In 
particular, we explore the case of El Cua in Nicaragua, which brought affordable, 
clean electricity to the rural population.

Finally, we raise the importance of struggles for land and resource justice, which 
fight against the exploitative dispossession of land, metals and minerals within 
‘clean energy’ supply chains. Here, we set out a set of five principles to build 
land justice from the ground up. 

DEVELOPING A DECOLONIAL ENERGY AGENDA 
Decolonising our energy systems means recognising and addressing the 
inequalities baked into every element of these systems — from who is af-
fected by extraction, transmission and distribution to who benefits the 
most from the infrastructures and services afforded by energy access. 
These inequalities exist globally and locally, cemented by centuries of colonial 
capitalism, revolving around elite capture of the means and fruits of produc-
tion.¹ To envision decolonial energy systems requires us to rethink our relation-
ships with our interconnected natural world, resources and people — and the 
ways in which the dominant model of political economy exploits them. This is 
a huge and long-term struggle, whose complexities go far beyond the reach of 
this report.
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By unpacking the power relationships at play within our energy system and how 
people have been redressing these, we hope to assist affected communities 
and social justice movements in building counter-power. We aim to hone in on 
the collective capacities of people power for shaping our energy futures. This 
is about acknowledging the diverse struggles for self-determination, energy de-
mocracy and public ownership that are ongoing within the energy sector — and 
reflecting on how these struggles are connected.

A decolonised energy system is essential if we are to achieve universal energy 
access and a fair and equitable energy transition, within the limits of planetary 
boundaries. 758 million people globally are still living without electricity, 
with a further 2.6 billion having ‘no access to clean cooking fuels and 
technologies.’ ² These inequalities of access to energy are tied up with a per-
vasive history of colonial extraction, which has seen the natural resources and 
human populations of poorer countries exploited for the benefit of wealthy 
countries.³ This exploitation has gone hand in hand with the ‘underdevelop-
ment’ of nations across the global South,⁴ leaving many without the means to 
develop decarbonised electricity infrastructures for domestic benefit. This is 
(neo)colonialism.

Colonialism is about power — power over others, with the aim of controlling 
resources, people and cultures for the benefit of the oppressor and at the 
expense of the colonised. Through this lens we can see that colonialism, while 
often external — from one nation to another — can also be internal, from a gov-
erning or powerful entity towards a less powerful entity. We must also note the 
important relationships between colonialism and capitalism: the accumulation 
of capital within the wealthy ‘imperial core’ of the global North is dependent on 
the exploitation and extraction of people, resources and wealth from colonised 
countries.⁵

In an energy context, external colonialism might be about one country having 
control over access to an energy resource in another country or a financial body 
imposing loan conditions to the detriment of a particular country’s energy sec-
tor. Internal colonialism, meanwhile, might be about a state taking land from an 
Indigenous, peasant or otherwise impoverished population to build or access 
energy resources such as solar farms or oil reserves. This lens also enables us 
to examine the colonial elements and rhetoric implicit within much of global 
energy policy, and the behaviour of key actors such as states, multinational 
corporations and financial institutions. 

We can understand how colonial logic is holding back a just and equitable global 
energy transition through three key areas:
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Resources
Many of the resources needed for the energy transition, such as metals and 
other minerals critical for renewable technologies, are located in countries of 
the global South. Countries of the global North, with support from local elites, 
have been using every tool at their disposal to gain unfettered access to these 
resources, including debt regimes, tax deals, (green) structural adjustment pro-
grammes, multilateral trade agreements and military interventions — to name 
but a few. ⁶  

Therefore, poor countries are forced to export their raw materials at very 
low prices in exchange for the funds they need to service debt, while pur-
chasing at a much higher cost the technologies and other manufactured 
goods that may contain their very own resources.⁷ While the exchange of 
resources in itself is not colonial, doing so at the expense of other countries 
and communities without real mutual benefit is. 

Development 
All nations have agreed that universal access to energy should be achieved 
(as part of the Sustainable Development Goals).⁸ For this to be achieved, real 
consideration needs to be made as to what is a fair level of consumption per 
country. Many nations have developed at the expense of others by exploiting 
vital resources and people in their own and other countries over centuries. It 
is, therefore, only fair that countries and elites whose development was based 
on imperial and domestic exploitation support the development of universal 
electrification. 

The international intellectual property regime has been used to block 
the development of local manufacturing in the global South. The TRIPS 
(Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights) agreement by the World 
Trade Organization is one policy that restricts the equal advancement and use 
of technologies and knowledge.⁹ In 2024, Colombia requested an amendment 
to the Agreement to address the discrepancies that inhibit technological and 
knowledge transfer and production.¹⁰ Domestic production could enable 
Southern countries to develop technological autonomy and produce their own 
locally-appropriate renewable technologies.¹¹

•

•
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• Environment  
Environmental degradation is created by the extraction of the critical minerals 
and metals needed for renewables, from the building of pipelines for trans-
porting oil and gas to the extraction of land for renewable energy and from the 
generation of electricity in polluting power stations.¹² We need to assess the 
impacts on soil, water cycles and ecosystems holistically — and understand that 
long-term impacts for short-term gain may often be ill advised. A large num-
ber of energy projects are being developed in Indigenous people’s territories, 
without their Free, Prior and Informed Consent, a right recognised in the UN 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, as well as on the land of the 
rural poor,¹³ causing displacement and the loss of livelihoods for thousands.¹⁴ 

Throughout this publication, we propose that there are multiple ways to rethink 
our energy systems, to question and limit the number of so-called compromis-
es we need to make to ensure universal access to affordable clean energy as 
a global public good. Decolonising our energy systems is a call to move 
towards energy systems that ensure global equity, while keeping envi-
ronmental harm to an absolute minimum.

Decolonial energy struggles can be conceptualised from a feminist lens. In-
deed, a feminist lens and practice are essential to ensuring that public energy 
is rooted in justice, solidarity and democracy. This means more than endeav-
ours to simply increase the number of women in decision-making positions. 
Rather, it is about transforming how power in the energy sector is conceived 
and practised — by moving from elite ‘power over’ towards people’s collective 
and insurgent ‘power to’. Further, it is about advocating for the prioriti-
sation of essential practices of social reproduction within energy pro-
vision — whether this is to keep hospitals, schools, water provision and 
public transport running, or to power the caring, cooking and cleaning 
work that is still predominantly done by women.

Bell, Daggett and Labuski offer a comprehensive analysis of how we work to-
wards equitable energy systems. Their vision is ‘feminist in that it puts tradition-
ally marginalised bodies at the centre of analysis; it is intersectional in that it is 
attuned to the many hierarchies through which power (and energy) operate’.¹⁵ 
They offer four crucial lenses through which to analyse energy system 
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design, ‘the political (democratic, decentralised and pluralist); economic (pri-
oritising human well-being and biodiversity over profit and unlimited growth);  
socio-ecological (preferring relationality over individualism); and tech-
nological (privileging distributed and decentralised fuel power and people 
power)’.¹⁶

These lenses contain principles that can be found at the core of Indigenous val-
ues, and in many of the examples of energy democracy projects led by frontline 
communities experiencing racial marginalisation. They cast a spotlight on the 
range of considerations that should be taken into account when transforming 
our energy system, and offer insight into the possible foundation for reaching 
a decolonial energy system. Another way of understanding these lenses is 
by asking, for what is energy produced and used? For whom and by whom 
is energy produced and for whose benefits? And how is energy produced, 
meaning with what resources, techniques and at what cost is it being 
produced and used? ¹⁷

A key aspect of decolonising energy systems is decentring the interests and 
logics of wealthy colonising countries and moving towards the centring of de-
mands, knowledge and solutions advanced by communities that experience 
racialised and class-based marginalisation. In this section we are focusing on 
examples from Indigenous peoples, Black and Brown people, and impover-
ished communities, to demonstrate the powerful alternatives and tools that 
are already being put into practice. We hope this will encourage public energy 
advocates and policy-makers, among others, to acknowledge and support these 
efforts as part of a greater push towards decolonial and democratic public en-
ergy systems.

We address several considerations that are often presented as obstacles to just 
energy systems. First, many localised solutions do not reach a scale that can 
ensure universal energy access. Second, centralised energy systems often fail 
to keep energy affordable or to reach rural areas. Third, the resources needed 
for the transition are often found in rural areas — and their extraction can result 
in environmental and social harms to local communities.

We explore different contexts in which energy transition solutions are being 
fought for — solutions that call for democratic decision-making across scales, 
collaboration between frontline communities and the state, and a commitment 
to universal energy access and democratic governance. 

However, before turning to energy transition solutions, in order to pursue de-
colonial energy systems we need a deeper understanding of how fossil fuels 
have long been central to colonisation and militarism. To do so, we consider 
this question in relation to the struggle for Palestinian liberation. 
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DISMANTLING FOSSIL FUEL COLONIALISM: FROM PALESTINE  
AND BEYOND
Human ecology professor Andreas Malm sets out how in the first major global 
energy transition, coal allowed for the suppression of labour at home in Brit-
ain alongside the plunder and colonisation of people and territories abroad. 
The deployment of coal-powered steamboats in wartimes sparked the globali-
sation of steam power and, hence, large-scale fossil fuel combustion.¹⁸ The 
second major transition, to oil, facilitated the expansion of US imperialism, 
making oil an essential resource for the function of ‘Empire’. According to 
one 2018 study, the US military spends $81 billion per year defending global 
oil supplies.¹⁹   

Now, in the name of the renewable energy transition, the US, the UK and the 
European Union are rushing to secure supplies of critical minerals, while in 
fact employing these minerals for military production and digital technologies.²⁰ 
The energy and military industries, and their deep colonial tendencies, 
must be reckoned with together. 

The case of Palestine illustrates this clearly. At the time of writing, it has been 
more than eleven months since the start of Israel’s genocidal war on Gaza, dur-
ing which time more than 38,000 people have been killed according to official 
statistics,²¹ and around 186,000 according to scientific estimates.²² Israel’s brutal 
onslaught on Gaza is a continuation of over 76 years of Zionist settler colonial-
ism — politically and economically supported by Western powers in Europe and 
the US. From the beginning, Palestinians across historic Palestine, and abroad, 
have resisted Israel’s apartheid regime.

Contextualising the struggles of the Palestinian people requires understanding 
Israel as a settler colony whose presence is vital for the maintenance of Western 
interests in North Africa and the Middle East. This dates back as far as 1840, 
with the British Empire first proposing the facilitation of Jewish settlements 
from Europe under the pretext of ‘civilisation’, in order to counteract Ottoman 
and Arab challengers of the British Empire by creating an ally in the region.²³  
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Settler colonialism, in this sense, is not only about the plunder of resources in 
territories abroad, but also seeks the establishment of global networks of trade, 
control and power.²⁴ Ever since the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, 
access to oil has shaped much of the relationship between the West and the 
Middle East. By the end of the Second World War, the United States, the USSR 
and Europe were dominating the world’s oil resources.²⁵ Then, in the fifties and 
sixties, with the discovery of more oil reserves in the Middle East, the region 
became the centre of global oil markets. Since then, attempts to nationalise 
energy resources and infrastructure and pursue democratisation across the 
region were thwarted as authoritarian figures and monarchies were propped 
up by the US and European powers for their own interests. A free Palestine is 
therefore intricately tied to struggles across the region for sovereignty 
from the reins of global capital, imperial powers and national elites.

Recent years have seen greater efforts from the US and Europe to pressure 
Arab countries to normalise relations with Israel and to consolidate Israel’s 
economic position in the region. These efforts are not new, with Egypt having 
normalised relations with Israel in 1979 and Jordan in 1994, after signing the 
Oslo Accords. These efforts have been accelerating. Since 2020, the United 
Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Morocco and Sudan have followed suit with the sign-
ing of the Abraham Accords. Saudi Arabia is not far behind — in September 
2023, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman told Fox News that Saudi-Israeli 
normalisation was getting closer.²⁶ Moves towards normalisation go against 
the general popular consensus in the Arab region, as the Palestinian struggle 
has always been a pan-Arab struggle. However, governments across the region 
continue to suppress political activity while being provided with additional trade 
benefits granted by the US. For example, following the Abraham Accords the 
UAE signed a $23.37 billion arms deal with the US, which included F-35 fighter 
jets and Reaper drone systems.²⁷ 

Gas has also become a key resource in the context of normalising relationships  
between Israel and the European Union. Following the discovery of gas reserves 
in the Mediterranean in the 2000s, Israel’s gas production has risen 700 per cent 
in the past decade.²⁸ New gas reserves are also being explored in Palestinian 
maritime waters, as defined by international law. In October 2023, only weeks 
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after the start of the genocide, Israel’s Ministry of Energy awarded six compa-
nies licences to explore for gas off the coast of the Gaza Strip.²⁹ While still only 
contributing less than 1 per cent of global gas production, surplus gas is being 
exported to Egypt, Jordan and Europe.³⁰ In 2022 the EU, Egypt and Israel signed 
a Memorandum of Understanding for gas to be exported to the EU via Egypt. 
Before the end of November 2023, the EU had imported 1.3 billion cubic metres 
of liquefied natural gas under the terms of the MoU,³¹ while gas supplies to 
Egypt and Jordan rose by about 25 per cent in 2023.³²

Israeli settler colonialism is therefore inseparable from the geopolitical situation 
in the region and the US-dominated global economic system. All the above, 
coupled with the 17-year-long Israeli blockade on Gaza, is the backdrop of the 
events of 7 October 2023.

Resistance is rising against Israel’s growing presence in the fossil fuel 
industry — as a key strategy towards a free Palestine. In early 2024, a co-
alition of Palestinian organisations began calling for a total energy embargo of 
Israel to stop the genocide in Gaza.³³ Citing the International Court of Justice’s 
ruling that Israel must halt its offensive in Gaza’s Rafah, the coalition aims 
to challenge Israel’s continuing impunity, as demonstrated by ongoing arms 
exports to Israel, particularly from the US and Germany. As a result of their 
campaign, in June 2024 Colombia announced a halt of exports of coal to Israel, 
which in 2023 accounted for 60 per cent of all Israel’s coal imports.³⁴ This is a 
clear example of solidarity in action, bringing together mineworkers, the Wayuu 
and Yukpa Indigenous communities, and Palestinian organisers to push back 
against Israeli settler colonialism, extractivism and corporate impunity.

Prior to the Colombian government’s decision, in November 2023, Colombia’s 
mineworkers’ union Sintracarbon called for a halt on all coal exports to Israel. 
Sintracarbon’s statement referenced Israel’s role in training Colombian paramil-
itaries and mercenaries, who participated in the extermination of the Colom-
bian trade union movement and the numerous human rights violations during 
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the social and armed conflict in Colombia.³⁵ The union also represents workers 
that suffer from labour repression in the Cerrejon coal mine. The Cerrejon mine 
in La Guajira was opened in 1984 and is one of the world’s largest open pit coal 
mines. It is located on the lands of the Wayuu and Afro-descendant communi-
ties. Since then, communities have been struggling with the effects of land, wa-
ter and air pollution, displacement, threats and violence. The Yukpa Indigenous 
leader is currently exiled in Paris after facing murder attempts for opposing 
the mine.³⁶ Working with Sintracarbon and Indigenous communities, including 
the Wayuu and Yukpa, the energy embargo coalition organised a global day of 
action against the commodity trading and mining corporation Glencore. This 
Swiss multinational supplies 90 per cent of Colombia’s coal exports to Israel and 
owns the Cerrejon mine.³⁷ Thus, we see that a decolonial energy agenda 
means strengthening solidarity in struggles that link workers, affected 
communities and colonised peoples from across the globe. The concept 
of just transition can help foster this kind of solidarity, as explained further in 
Section 3.2. 

ORGANISING TOWARDS JUST TRANSITIONS AND 
ENERGY DEMOCRACY
The term ‘just transition’ ³⁸ has evolved and expanded over past decades. 
Fundamentally, the term speaks to a social and climate justice ³⁹ approach to 

3.2
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transitioning away from a harmful industry or economic system — with the 
process being just as important as the final result.

Although some corporations and governments are trying to impose their 
own watered-down versions of the concept, a genuine just transition builds 
solutions outwards from those most affected and marginalised. A recent 
study that compared just transition proposals across the world found 
that some of the most radical visions were being led by ‘women, commu-
nities of colour, Indigenous peoples, and the global south, reflect[ing] 
the systematic marginalisation of these groups in decision-making and 
through colonial relations over generations’.⁴⁰ The convergence of people 
with a range of experiences, including trade unions, Indigenous perspec-
tives, non-organised workers and civil society organisations, ensures visions 
and action towards just transition are as radical and transformative as  
possible.

UNIONS PAVING THE WAY 
For decades, unions have been paving the way for just transition plans, as work-
ers tend to be the first affected by the phase-out of a specific industry. Today, 
there are countless struggles across the world where unions are proposing 
or creating transitions away from fossil-fuel intensive industries. In many in-
stances, this means taking action before governments or business owners have 
even begun to make a plan. Other times, this means challenging government 
plans, which often lack the ambition required to use the energy transition as 
an opportunity to create a fairer world by simultaneously advancing workers 
rights and tackling climate change.⁴¹ 

In 2021, in Florence, Italy, a factory producing luxury car parts for British multina-
tional GKN was threatened with closure.⁴² A struggle emerged focused around 
a green industrial strategy for the factory, involving producing solar panels and 
cargo bikes. This has been a bastion of hope among the rise of far-right politics 
in Italy. The cry to protect workers and collectively shape our futures has reso-
nated across sectors, with precarious university workers, environmental move-
ments, artists, students, writers and activists new and old joining the cause.⁴³ 
In September 2021, 40,000 people took to the streets to support the workers’ 
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plans.⁴⁴ This energy has been sustained over time, with tens of thousands on 
the streets again in 2024, each iteration bringing in support from new groups.⁴⁵

As documented by Reel News, the meeting between the factory workers and cli-
mate activists led to the development of their just transition plan — highlighting 
the essential nature of collaboration across struggles.⁴⁶ This is something that 
trade unions leading the struggle are well aware of, with histories of solidarity with 
migrants, Palestinian liberation and trans rights activists among others. Bypass-
ing government indecisions over ownership, the workers are crowdfunding for a 
workers’ take-over. People are invited to buy shares in what will become a work-
ers’ cooperative, enabling active participation in their green industrial strategy.⁴⁷ 

In the UK, offshore oil and gas workers collaborated with climate justice organ-
isation Platform to develop a worker-led just transition plan,⁴⁸ endorsed by a 
range of unions and environmental organisations. Together, they have been 
pushing the government to deploy a just transition based on workers’ demands, 
which include retraining and public ownership. With around 220,000 work-
ers, the inevitable phase-out of this industry will have a huge impact if 
not properly planned.⁴⁹ 

In Trinidad and Tobago, the Oilfields Workers Trade Union (OWTU) is involved in 
an ongoing process to design a just transition for the country. Unlike other econ-
omies that might rely on multiple revenues, their economy is largely structured 
around the oil and gas industry. Accounting for around 40 per cent of their GDP, 
80 per cent of exports and 58.2 per cent of total government revenue, a transition 
from oil and gas could lead to collapse of the country's national budget.⁵⁰ In re-
sponse, OWTU is designing a just transition plan centred on TUED’s public path-
way approach,⁵¹ not just for the oil and gas indusry, but for the whole country.⁵² 
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OWTU Chief Education and Research Officer, Ozzi Warrick, said, ‘[OWTU’s just 
transition plan for Trinidad and Tobago] looks to lay out a path that would 
extend public ownership of energy and build a new political economy con-
sistent with the hopes and aspirations of many of us working in trade unions 
and social movements. This would mean the complete nationalisation of both 
the energy and power sectors. [...] The struggle for energy can provide a 
clear focus for us in movements to strive for radical, systemic change.’ ⁵³ 
The trade union has a challenge ahead of it with the government increasingly 
privatising all utilities and initiating structural adjustment programmes in the 
name of a ‘just transition’.⁵⁴ Yet it has a fantastic track record. OWTU has been 
a great influence in the shaping of Trinidad and Tobago’s economy over the 
years. Born from labour riots in the 1930s, the union rallied the country to-
wards achieving universal suffrage, and was pivotal in achieving independence 
from colonialism in 1962.⁵⁵ 

Instrumental in the leveraging of workers' power over the decades, trade un-
ions are fundamental to any transition plans that are truly just. The renew-
able energy industry poses new challenges, given a less centralised and 
more precarious workforce. In many countries, trade unions are banned or 
members are violently targeted, leading to fewer union members globally to-
day than in previous decades. Yet, as shown in the UK example (see Section 2.1), 
coalitions with unionised and non-unionised workers, alongside other affected 
communities, can ensure just transitions are not just planned for but created 
through workers’ skills and power. This will doubtless not be straightforward: 
the trade union movement is at times divided on the question of energy tran-
sition, with some unions opposing attempts to curb fossil fuel use due to an 
interest in protecting existing jobs.⁵⁶ That said, research shows that rank and 
file trade unionists within the fossil fuel industry are in favour of just transition 
measures. As such, worker-led transition plans will be central in paving a 
fair and sustainable way forward.⁵⁷
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COALITION BUILDING ACROSS MOVEMENTS
The greenwashing of the just transition discourse means we have to be ex-
plicit about the type of just transition that we stand for. At a meeting that 
brought together labour unions and environmental groups, co-facilitated by 
TNI, participants agreed that ‘a robust and radical vision of just transition sees 
environmental destruction, capitalist extraction, imperialist violence, inequal-
ity, exploitation, and marginalisation along the axes of race, class, and gender 
(among others) as simultaneous effects of one global system which must be 
transformed’.⁶¹ This is a process to move away from all forms of exploitation 
and towards a regenerative, restorative system,⁶² in which economic and so-
cial power are equally distributed, ecosystems sustained, and meaningful and 
collective governance and government realised. In an energy context, a just 
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BOX 3.1

HOW THE ENERGY TRANSITION IS HIJACKED BY ‘GREEN’

MULTINATIONALS

Corporations have been co-opting just transition struggles for decades, 

greenwashing ⁵⁸ their own initiatives, often with generous support from 

governments, to continue and even expand business as usual.⁵⁹ TNI’s survey 

of ‘green’ multinationals shows how transnational corporations investing in 

renewable energy are relying on public funds to secure their returns — wheth-

er through government subsidies or sky high energy bills. The 15 companies 

profiled in TNI’s research, some of the world’s biggest energy firms, paid a 

combined $130.77 billion in dividends and $24.80 billion in share buybacks 

between 2016 and 2022 — all while still relying on public money to invest in new 

projects. In total, they made $175.86 billion profit in those years. This is more 

than seven times the real financial support that rich countries have provided 

to poor nations to tackle and adapt to climate change (despite pledging $100 

billion a year in 2009).⁶⁰ As detailed in our ‘Green’ Multinationals Exposed report, 

these returns were preceded by land grabbing, human rights violations and 

destruction of communities. 



transition will serve as a means to build energy democracy, integrate multiple 
forms of public–community ownership and serve as a mechanism for building 
sustainable economies.

Before Israel’s ongoing genocide, just transition efforts of this kind were wit-
nessed in Gaza. The Clean Energy Initiative ⁶³ by PENGON (Friends of the Earth 
Palestine) seeks to address electricity scarcity caused by Israeli blockades and 
occupation through shifting to a clean energy solution for the whole region.⁶⁴  
The project has sought to provide solar panels in collaboration with local collec-
tives, working towards ensuring that services can be delivered and wealth kept 
within the community. This has involved targeting 900 Gazan families, 6,000 
students, 20 female-led community organisations, and a further 25 Palestinian 
organisations.⁶⁵ One project has brought solar energy to women-run kitchens 
that provide and sell food to the local community. Alongside this, women are 
trained to become more politically active in lobbying and advocacy spaces for 
gender laws and energy policies.⁶⁶ This just transition project is decolo-
nial in that it strengthens the capacities of women and other workers 
marginalised by Israel’s settler colonialism, builds local economic power 
within planetary boundaries and directly benefits local communities.

Just transition manifestos and policy interventions demonstrate how action 
that centres social and environmental justice can transform society as a whole. 
In early 2023, the Manifesto for an Ecosocial Energy Transition from the Peo-
ples of the South was released.⁶⁷ Spanning eight demands, this manifesto is a 
passionate challenge to the global systems of extraction that are enabling the 
‘capitalist centres [...] to extract natural wealth and rely on cheap labour from 
countries on the periphery’. The Manifesto critically reflects on how legacies of 
colonialism created this imbalance of power, arguing that the neocolonial, pri-
vatised energy model is deepening this inequality. Additionally, the Manifesto 
makes concrete proposals for the ways in which Southern actors can better 
resist neocolonialism, and how rich countries can support these efforts.

Such wide-reaching statements demonstrate that calls for popular sovereignty at 
international, national and local levels are inextricably linked to struggles for just 
transition and energy democracy. This kind of intervention is essential, given that 
much of the discussion at a global level fails to meaningfully address the systems 
that are preventing countries, especially those with fewer financial resources, from 
addressing climate change through an energy transition that benefits and is led by 
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the public. Importantly, the Manifesto was developed in collaboration with people 
from all over Latin America, including Indigenous representatives, social move-
ments, academics and NGOs. Moreover, the Manifesto has been pivotal in left-wing 
Colombian president Gustavo Petro’s call on the international community to swap 
debt forgiveness for climate actions, such as leaving fossil fuels in the ground.⁶⁸

The Manifesto for an Ecosocial Energy Transition from the Peoples of the South  
was a crucial stepping stone for the 2023 Energy Democracy Movement Decla-
ration,⁶⁹ co-developed with a host of representatives from trade unions, Indig-
enous populations, ecofeminist collectives, and trade, debt and environmental 
justice groups from all over the world. This effort further encourages us to 
address the unequal power dynamics at the heart of the energy system 
by asking, ‘energy for what, for whom, by whom and how’. The authors 
make calls for energy sufficiency as a way of uniting around equitable distribu-
tion in relation to energy use, demand and production across scales. Important-
ly, this declaration brings together perspectives from a range of movements, 
to synthesise what we have in common and can collectively organise towards.

Both statements pay homage to and are inspired by the principle of Free, Prior 
and Informed Consent (FPIC).⁷⁰ FPIC is a specific right granted to Indigenous 
Peoples recognised in the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 
As laid out by the Right to Energy Partnership with Indigenous Peoples,⁷¹ it 
outlines the ways in which participation by Indigenous communities around 
economic activities should be organised in order to defend their self-determi-
nation and avert resource grabs.

Complementary to FPIC, human rights bodies are increasingly recognising that 
populations who live on and from the land have specific rights and should be 
involved in democratic decision-making around their territories. The 2018 UN 
Declaration on the Rights of Peasants and Other People Working in Rural Areas 
is one such instrument.⁷² A radical implementation of these agreements that 
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goes beyond the minimum protections of human rights legislation is key to 
building more just and democratic energy systems.

There have been many instances where governments and corporations have 
done no more than pay lip service to these declarations — without the due 
diligence of conducting these processes thoroughly. This can lead to environ-
mental degradation and social, cultural and economic hardship for Indigenous 
and other local communities. This happened in Chiloe, Chile, following the gov-
ernment's decision to roll out a new large-scale wind farm. Residents claimed 
that the consultation process was limited, that their concerns were disregarded 
in the final proposals,⁷³ and that proposed mitigations and repair only benefited 
the wind farm and not the community.⁷⁴ Concerns were raised about the impact 
on the water stored in peat bogs, on which the wind turbines were planned to 
be built, alongside the local fauna and natural monuments.⁷⁵ These concerns 
were proved justified when dynamite used to clear the land damaged the del-
icate peat bogs, which are a key source of water and an essential component 
of natural carbon capture.⁷⁶

Consultation without proper information sharing and participation av-
enues can result in limited change. As highlighted in a recent TUED report,⁷⁷ 
‘social dialogue proponents often maintain the existing systems of production 
and consumption, focusing on the so-called ‘green growth’ agenda as a solu-
tion to potential job losses that workers can face through transition to a lower 
carbon economy’. This highlights, again, the need for a range of perspectives to 
push the boundaries of what forms of energy democracy we conceive possible.

Declarations and mechanisms like FPIC are important starting points for reset-
ting our energy and climate policy. The Indigenous Environmental Network’s 
Principles of an Indigenous Just Transition directly refer to the type of tech-
nologies and processes that will secure truly just transitions.⁷⁸ Building from 
this, Indigenous Climate Action,⁷⁹ based in Canada, addresses the need for 
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decolonial energy policy. They have been working to skill up local people to 
be able to participate in policy discussions and self-develop renewable energy 
projects. This helps foster advocacy for Indigenous-led solutions towards cli-
mate justice, which come with the understanding that practising principles of 
‘reciprocity and respect’ for the natural world will be essential for meeting the 
challenges ahead. This reimagining of who has power in key decision-making 
spaces is a key part of decolonial energy systems. Indigenous rights and climate 
activist Eriel Tchekwie Deranger says: ‘This work envisions a world where 
Indigenous-led climate solutions are the standard and where colonial 
structures are doing the work to figure out where their resources and 
knowledge can offer support to existing Indigenous systems, not the 
other way around.’ ⁸⁰

The inequalities created by our energy system look different globally, nationally, 
regionally and locally. Consequently, there is no one-size-fits-all energy tran-
sition. What can be streamlined are the methodologies for working towards 
energy transitions. Democratic participation and continued engagement are 
key components. Yet much of the energy system is obscured through corporate 
secrecy, trade agreements and complicated supply chains, inhibiting people's 
ability to co-design and participate. The first step in just transition work in 
the southeast of Morocco was ‘democratising knowledge about extrac-
tion and local governance’,⁸¹ including the legal frameworks that were 
legacies of French colonisation of Morocco and now being used against 
those resisting large scale renewable energy projects that are nega-
tively affecting local communities. This intervention enabled local people 
to understand and engage in active opposition to projects that were advertised 
as delivering local benefit, but in fact were destroying livelihoods.

INDIGENOUS ENERGY DEMOCRACY EFFORTS  
IN ACTION 
Energy democracy projects are a key way of facilitating a just transition. Many 
projects are localised, and therefore do not achieve full energy democracy 
across an entire country or nation. However, they show how a decentralised 
and participatory model can be part of state-led energy transitions. Such 
approaches are often conceptualised as part of a decolonial energy transition, 
as they move us away from centralised models of power distribution that can 
be more susceptible to neocolonial and capitalist capture (see also Part 2 of 
this report).⁸²

Authors Denise Fairchild and Al Weinrub summarise energy democracy as ‘a 
critical framework for addressing the economic and racial inequalities that a 
decarbonized economic system would otherwise continue to perpetuate. [...it] 

3.3
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seeks to reframe energy from being a commodity that is commercially exploited 
to being part of the commons, a natural resource to serve human needs, but 
in a way that respects the Earth and the ecosystem services provided to the 
biosphere’.⁸³

A common criticism of publicly owned energy, when steered by a tradi-
tional top-down government, is that communities can be excluded from 
or sacrificed for state-led infrastructure development. Due to decades, if 
not centuries, of injustice, this disproportionately affects rural, racialised, work-
ing class and low-income people.⁸⁴ This has led to communities taking action 
into their own hands to develop energy democracy projects.
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BOX 3.2

EL CUA, NICARAGUA: ENERGY DEMOCRACY POWERED BY 

COLLECTIVE DECISION-MAKING

El Cua, in the Northern highlands of Nicaragua, is a great example of decolonial 

energy systems. The region was left out of national plans for electrification, 

so, in 1985, communities in the town of El Cua organised to form a collective 

of citizens and builders, supported by a North American engineer, Benjamin 

Linder, called the Association for Rural Development Workers Benjamin Linder 

(ATDER-BL).⁸⁵ Their aim was to bring electricity to the areas that had repeatedly 

been left out of state electrification plans. This lack of access was symptomatic 

of structural underdevelopment in the area — residents had no access to roads 

and municipal services, creating high levels of poverty across the population.

The many Indigenous inhabitants in the area, and the commitment to demo-

cratic engagement and ownership, meant that the project was designed with 

principles of interconnection and dependency on ecosystems. The energy gen-

eration and transmission lines are all owned by the community, and decisions 

on tariffs are made collectively. Any profit generated goes straight back to the 

local community, and is mainly used for purchasing land for conservation and 

revitalisation.



Calls for energy democracy at the national level often focus on afforda-
ble tariffs and improving energy access. Indigenous energy democracy 
efforts link these demands to the preservation of land, resources and 
ecosystems, in addition to democratic and participatory governance.⁸⁷ 
As such, they take on more of a ‘climate justice’ approach.

We can learn a lot from such examples. Consider, for instance, the utility-scale ⁸⁸  
solar project constructed by the Navajo Nation in North America, initiated in 
2016. Following a process of collective and democratic decision-making, the 
Navajo Nation decided to develop a large photovoltaic solar farm on their 
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From start to finish, the project plan was developed in community deci-

sion-making meetings, with a committee elected to take on the main adminis-

trative tasks. These spaces continued to be used following project completion 

to make decisions on how any revenue should be used for collective benefit. By 

scheduling meetings around local agricultural commitments, they are able to 

ensure high levels of participation, with input from young and old members of 

the community. Fluctuations in agricultural income are considered, with tariffs 

being set on the basis of what people are able to pay, with those who can be 

expected to pay more doing so.The trust and collective decision-making 

processes developed through these spaces ensures that difficult deci-

sions and compromises, such as the impact of hydroelectric infrastruc-

ture on access to land and water, can be made with ease. Additionally, by 

training community members to become local energy workers, maintenance 

costs are kept low and sustainable employment is created.

By offering skills and capacity, the community of El Cua was able to create 

a system of localised energy democracy. The success of the first project led 

to other communities in the area reaching out to ATDER-BL for support with 

setting up their own projects. The same principles of solidarity and equity 

are used, with the collective meeting spaces being the primary tool to enable 

this. Local economies are able to flourish through this model and since the 

development of this project, El Cua has evolved from a population of 3,000 to 

40,000 residents.⁸⁶

This project is an example of the benefits of equitable technological 

exchange (a component reflected in both the Manifesto for an Ecosocial 

Energy Transition from the Peoples of the South and the Energy Democracy 

Declaration). 



reservation land. The project was carried out through collaboration with the 
Navajo Tribal Utility Authority, their subsidiary KGI-Kayenta and Isolux Corsan 
(the contractor who would build the plant). This partnership ensured the project 
could be developed in alignment with Indigenous principles of cooperation, 
sustainable development and Free, Prior and Informed Consent. Around 200 
Indigenous workers were employed and given training to build and maintain 
the solar photovoltaic farm, knowledge they can share with future generations. 
The success of the initial project led to a second phase in 2018, with the farm 
now having enough capacity to supply around 36,000 homes. In 2024 the 
project was granted long-term federal financing to support expansion, 
as 14,000 Navajo Nation homes were still not connected to the grid.⁸⁹ 
This case demonstrates that collective decision-making and community 
control can be incorporated within larger-scale transitions at the re-
gional and national levels.

In Canada, Indigenous people’s capacity to benefit from renewable genera-
tion has historically remained relatively superficial, centring around consul-
tation and, at times, including measures such as ecological remediation or 
education. However, after years of social struggle, the past decade has seen 
policy-makers finally responding to proposals from Indigenous communities 
through innovative policy that mandates Indigenous ownership or financing. 
In 2009, the Ontario authority introduced the ‘Aboriginal Price Adder’, which 
outlined a minimum percentage for First Nation ownership of new renew-
able projects and an increased contract price. This was shortly followed by 
an Aboriginal Loan Guarantee Programme, to support equity investments 
from Indigenous peoples for renewable generation projects in the area. Other 
approaches have centred around Indigenous groups becoming equity part-
ners, rather than just receiving benefits, meaning they are actively involved 
at all stages of a project. This could benefit communities tenfold. Other re-
gions have followed suit, with British Columbia introducing similar policies 
to Ontario.⁹⁰

These examples demonstrate the added benefit that a radical application 
of Free, Prior and Informed Consent can bring, especially when integrated 
across all stages of a project, including design, planning and implementa-
tion, as the Right Energy Partnership with Indigenous Peoples advocates.⁹¹ 
Such practice builds capacity for shared learning and project expansion, if wanted.  

20 | Reclaiming  Energy

Vandenack, T. (2024) ‘Navajo Nation solar power plant, meant to help with electrification, gets 
federal financing’, KSL.com, 30 March. Available at: https://www.ksl.com/article/50965108/
navajo-nation-solar-power-plant-meant-to-help-with-electrification-gets-

federal-financing (Accessed: 13 September 2024); US Department of Transportation (n.d.) ‘Center 
for Innovative Finance Support — Navajo Nation Kayenta solar program (Phase I & II), Arizona’. 
Available at: https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/ipd/project_profiles/az_navajo_nation_
kayenta_solar_program.aspx (Accessed: 13 September 2024).
Sax, S. (2024) ‘Indigenous communities make clean energy drive work for, not against, them’, 
Mongabay Environmental News, 3 June. Available at: https://news.mongabay.com/2024/06/
indigenous-communities-make-clean-energy-drive-work-for-not-against-them 
(Accessed: 13 August 2024).
Right Energy Partnership with Indigenous Peoples, About us.

89

90

91



The case of Canada, in particular, highlights that policy is key to obtaining 
the decision-making rights that generations of Indigenous activism has 
fought for.

At the same time, FPIC has often been used as a coercive tool to legitimise 
projects in the territories of Indigenous Peoples. According to the indigenous 
Peoples Major Group on Sustainable Development, one way to avert this is to 
develop one’s own community FPIC protocols building from the specific context 
and needs.⁹² Learnings from decolonial and, more specifically, Indigenous en-
ergy systems can enable democratic decision-making at all stages of rebuilding 
our energy systems.

DEFENDING POPULAR SOVEREIGNTY AND 
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES’ RIGHTS IN MEXICO 
After three decades of neoliberal reforms, Mexico’s energy sector is now 
plagued by privatisation, fossil fuel dependency and exploitative ‘green’ energy 
projects. Public opinion and media portrayals are highly polarised. While many 
media sources paint a picture of privatisation as a modern solution to Mexico’s 
problems, trade unions, Indigenous leaders and activists point to escalating 
crises rooted in the for-profit energy system. 

Mexico’s energy sector is currently highly dependent on fossil fuels, with oil and 
gas constituting 85 per cent of the energy mix.⁹³ With imported gas providing 
as much as 70 per cent of the country’s energy needs, Mexico’s energy 
market is built on foreign dependency, which upholds the country’s co-
lonial legacy. At the same time, over one-third of Mexican households suffer 
from energy poverty thanks to the continued prioritisation of private profits 
over energy access.⁹⁴ Sixty years after the initial nationalisation of the electricity 
industry, attempts at reforming the sector to achieve greater independence, 
public control and energy sovereignty have been shut down by supporters of 
the private oligarchy. The struggle for public ownership and a just energy tran-
sition continues.

PRIVATISATION AND ITS AFTERMATH
Over the past 90 years, Mexico’s energy sector has experienced substantial 
transformation. After the Mexican Revolution, the new Mexican Constitution 
(1917) stipulated that ownership of natural resources such as land and wa-
ter would be granted to the Mexican state, making way for comprehensive 
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nationalisations throughout the 1930s.⁹⁵ Under the leadership of the social 
democratic PRI (Partido Revolucionario Institucional), the energy sector was 
first reorganised in the 1930s. In 1937, the federal electricity commission (CFE), a 
state-owned and state-financed enterprise, was created. CFE’s main tasks were 
the generation and distribution of electricity to Mexican households. 

In 1960, the electricity industry was nationalised, giving the government exclu-
sive responsibility for electricity generation, transmission and distribution. The 
nationalisation effectively created a monopoly on electricity for CFE and ended 
a decade-long dispute over foreign-owned electric power firms that controlled 
nearly 70 per cent of the market.⁹⁶ By 1992, CFE achieved an electrification rate 
of over 93 per cent.⁹⁷ As of 2020, according to official documents, access to elec-
tricity in Mexico was as high as 99 per cent — although this figure is challenged 
by civil society organisations.⁹⁸

With the growing rise of neoliberalism and large-scale privatisations in many 
countries, and under pressure from the United States, Mexican politicians be-
gan to adopt a similar mentality in the 1990s. Between 1990 and 1992, essential 
sectors were privatised, such as the telecommunications sector, with the sale 
of Telmex for $6 billion in 1990.⁹⁹ In 1992, a law was passed allowing the partic-
ipation of private corporations in energy generation. The law remained heavily 
debated for a decade and, in 2002, the Mexican Supreme Court eventually 
ruled that it may have been unconstitutional, though no clear-cut ruling was 
presented. Further attempts at unbundling the energy sector were made in the 
late 1990s and early 2000s, with the goal of rebranding energy as a commercial 
rather than a public service and allowing independent power producers to sell 
directly to industrial customers and CFE under long-term contracts. However, 
both attempts failed and, as required by the constitution, the electricity sector 
remained federally owned, with CFE in control.

In 2013, President Peña Nieto made another attempt at privatisation, this time 
amending the constitution to promote private sector participation in the en-
ergy market. Between 2013 and 2014, Peña Nieto’s administration made 20 
legislative changes and three constitutional amendments that opened the 
Mexican energy market to private companies, both national and foreign.¹⁰⁰ In 
effect, this pushed Mexican energy policies back to pre-nationalisation days, 
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making it possible for private companies to extract and handle resources on 
behalf of the State, to generate energy and sell this on to CFE, and to own and 
invest in renewable energy projects.

Since then, CFE has been hollowed out, its functions reduced to that of an 
administrative entity, with private corporations now owning and controlling 
energy generation.¹⁰¹ An independent operator, the National Center for Energy 
Control (CENACE), was introduced to coordinate a marketised energy sector, 
where private companies and CFE compete to generate and sell power.¹⁰² As a 
consequence of the reforms, electricity prices increased by 35 per cent between 
2015 and 2017.¹⁰³ Meanwhile, CFE and PEMEX (the Mexican state-owned petro-
leum company founded in 1938), which were considered strategic entities with 
a social orientation prior to the liberalisation of the energy sector, have been 
turned into for-profit state-owned entities.

RECLAIMING PUBLIC CONTROL 
Elected in 2018 on the promise of reducing Mexico’s dependence on foreign im-
ports and improving social and economic well-being, President Andrés Manuel 
López Obrador (known by his initials AMLO) of left-wing party Morena took on 
the task of reversing the country’s energy privatisation. In September 2021, AMLO 
introduced a plan to annul the 2013 energy reforms, undoing energy liberalisa-
tion and increasing energy sovereignty.¹⁰⁴ Proposed reforms included the can-
cellation of contracts with private energy generators and increasing the share 
of energy generation contracts reserved for CFE from 38 per cent to 54 per cent. 
However, in April 2022, he could not win the two-thirds congressional majority re-
quired to approve the reforms, as private interest groups lobbied against the plan. 
Of the 334 votes necessary to amend the constitution, only 275 were obtained. 

Just days after this vote, President AMLO secured a partial win in nationalising 
the country’s lithium industry, one part of the reform package. The amendment 
to the National Mining Law was given fast-track treatment and approved by 
both chambers of the Mexican Congress in late April 2022. The reform of the 
Mining Law declares lithium resources a public utility, limiting exploration and 
exploitation rights to the Mexican state. A new decentralised public body, a 
state-owned company called LitioMx (Litio para Mexico), was created in August 
2022 to oversee this.¹⁰⁵ However, public ownership of lithium resources will 
only benefit Mexico’s people if the government uses its power to resist 
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excessive export-oriented extraction and to promote a just transition 
led by and for the Indigenous and Mexican populations.

AMLO’s proposed energy reform has received harsh criticism from govern-
ments across the global North, in particular the US, who claim that preferential 
treatment for state-owned enterprises would violate Mexico’s free trade agree-
ments.¹⁰⁶ Additionally, energy multinationals claim that the nationalisation of 
energy will raise energy costs. Strong criticism also comes from environmental 
groups, who assert that the AMLO government is favouring fossil-fuel-based 
electricity and aims to shut down privately developed renewable energy pro-
jects, such as solar farms and wind parks. This is a vast simplification of reality.¹⁰⁷

In January 2022, 76.4 per cent of electricity generation was based on fossil fuels, 
causing Mexico to import large quantities of oil and gas.¹⁰⁸ While the country 
exports crude oil, domestic production and refining are limited, so Mexico is a 
net importer of refined petroleum products. Given that the current structure 
of the energy sector ultimately depends on fossil fuels, reducing domestic pro-
duction and refining further would require increased imports to meet energy 
demand. Alternatively, the country can produce and refine more oil domestical-
ly, decreasing international dependencies. By renationalising the energy sector, 
these processes can take place under public control rather than for a profit 
motive. This gives the state the capacity to move forward with an economy-wide 
electrification of transport, heating and cooling systems — a decades-long pro-
cess that is necessary to transition to renewable energies and leave fossil fuels 
behind.¹⁰⁹ In this light, in April 2023, AMLO announced the $6 billion purchase of 
the bulk of Spanish private firm Iberdrola’s Mexican generating assets, including 
12 combined cycle generation gas-fired power plants and one wind farm. AMLO 
described this move as a ‘new nationalisation’, which will increase CFE’s market 
share from 40 per cent to 55.5 per cent.¹¹⁰

AMLO’s proposal is better understood as an urgent tool for a pro-public 
energy transition, rather than an attack on renewable energy. Indeed, 
Mexico’s privately owned renewables sector has produced much more electrici-
ty than there was demand for. As a result of the privatisation policies of the pre-
vious president, Peña Nieto, the Mexican Regulatory Commission (CRE), a new 
body created in the early nineties for the benefit of independent power produc-
ers, has granted private energy generators permits to increase energy supply to  
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84 GWh.¹¹¹ However, the holding capacity of the transmission grid lies at 47 
GWh, and national demand for energy has never exceeded that volume, giving 
no reason to almost double energy supply. Although electrification will require 
the grid to be expanded, for the moment, these additional renewables are 
simply going to waste while lining the pockets of private investors. If electricity 
generation and transmission were both in public hands and integrated, 
an increase in renewable production could be planned in conjunction 
with expanding the grid and reducing fossil fuel power.

In this context, in early 2024, AMLO introduced a reform bill to dissolve CRE. When 
passed, CFE, the federal electricity commission, will have more policy room to 
prevent these for-profit producers from entering Mexico’s power sector and to 
manage the nation’s grid with the aim of energy sufficiency and sustainability.¹¹²

MOBILISING AGAINST PRIVATISATION
For decades, Indigenous groups have highlighted the problems of private re-
newable energy projects in Mexico. Among the most well-known and contested 
projects are the wind farms in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, a natural wind corri-
dor between the Gulf of Mexico and the Pacific Ocean. 28 wind farms have been 
set up on the isthmus, which together generate 62 per cent of Mexico’s wind 
energy.¹¹³ The largest, the Oaxaca wind farm, opened in May 2019, with 132 new 
turbines. This added renewable energy capacity comes at a cost, threatening 
the livelihoods of several Indigenous groups who live in the area.¹¹⁴ As estab-
lished in international law, Indigenous peoples have a right to consultation prior 
to the establishment of projects on their land. However, Indigenous commu-
nities affected by the Oaxaca project report that they were not consulted and 
were not given the chance to voice their concerns before construction began. 
With the wind farm now up and running, land used for traditional agricultural 
practices is being polluted, and wildlife driven away. 

Indigenous populations have organised themselves to stop the construction of 
these exploitative wind projects, for example by blocking access to the area or 
taking matters to the Supreme Court. When the Zapotec community sued private 
energy multinational Energía Eólica del Sur due to the lack of prior consultation, 
the Supreme Court initially ruled in favour of the Indigenous group but ended 
up reversing a temporary suspension of the project.¹¹⁵ Indigenous peoples 
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standing up to private investors have repeatedly reported harassment, 
threats of violence, and persecution by private corporations and local police.

In an attempt to provide an alternative to privately-owned wind parks, the Ixtepec 
community of Oaxaca developed its own community-owned wind farm.¹¹⁶ In col-
laboration with Yansa Group, an overseas foundation, the community designed 
the project through a participatory and democratic process, involving several 
community meetings and inclusive decision-making. However, the previous gov-
ernment refused to grant permission for the project, stating that government 
requirements were not fully met. Instead, private company Enel Green Power 
was granted permission for the construction of a wind farm. The unwillingness 
of the previous AMLO government to support Indigenous communities’ renewa-
ble energy projects undermined the democratic legitimacy of the Mexican State.

TOWARDS A JUST TRANSITION?
A democratically organised and publicly owned energy sector, alongside 
popular sovereignty over lithium and other transition-related resources, 
is crucial to enable Mexico to move towards renewable energies. How-
ever, reclaiming public control must go hand in hand with a clear commit-
ment to a timely and just energy transition. As of today, transparent action 
is still lacking from the Morena government. While the AMLO administration 
repeatedly assures the public that a return to state ownership will offer social 
and environmental benefits and enable the government to reach its climate 
targets, the population is still waiting for these promises to be fulfilled. At the 
same time, despite severe opposition, AMLO has been taking steps towards 
producing public renewable energy. 

At the state level, Mexico’s first large-scale public renewable energy projects 
were initiated in recent years, most notably the $1.68 billion solar plant in Puer-
to Peñasco, which stretches over 2,000 hectares.¹¹⁷ The solar plant, set to be the 
biggest in Latin America, symbolises an important step towards publicly owned 
renewable energy generation. Additionally, it sets a precedent for large-scale 
public–public partnerships as a partnership between CFE and the Sonora state 
government underpins the project. The project was authorised in July 2021 
and construction is expected to be finalised by 2027. The joint venture will be 
co-owned by CFE (54 per cent) and the Sonora state government (46 per cent) 
and will be financed entirely through debt.¹¹⁸ The debt financing will be initiated 
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through export credit agencies, most of which will be issued in the form of a 
14-year, below-market-interest-rate loan from Sweden’s export credit agency, 
EKN. The plant will have a generation capacity of 420 megawatts, sufficient 
to meet the energy needs of northwestern Mexico, and will be essential to 
avoid energy rationing, according to CFE. However, to promote rather than 
undermine the interests of Indigenous and other frontline communities, the 
public venture must go beyond mere community consultation. It must radically 
apply human rights mechanisms such as Free, Prior and Informed Consent and 
the Declaration on the Rights of Peasants and Other People Working in Rural 
Areas in ways that ensure affected populations can really co-design the entire 
process.¹¹⁹

To transcend a centralised model of public ownership and further em-
brace the democratisation of the energy sector throughout the country, 
trade unions and some environmental activists point to the need for 
more comprehensive constitutional reforms.¹²⁰ Reforms pertaining to the 
rights of Indigenous Peoples and Afro-Mexicans are necessary to recognise 
these communities as ‘sujetos de derecho público’ (bearers of public rights). 
This, in turn, would constitutionalise autonomous forms of government, com-
munal landholding and the right of Indigenous peoples to co-govern the natural 
resources and mineral wealth of their lands. The recognition of these diverse 
forms of governance are necessary to move beyond the neoliberal and exploit-
ative structure of Mexico’s energy market and achieve a just energy transition 
for all its inhabitants.

In June 2024, Claudia Sheinbaum was elected as the new president of Mexico 
with a sweeping majority. She is a climate scientist with a PhD in energy engi-
neering, giving hope to trade unions and movements alike that she will acceler-
ate a just energy transition. Her campaign commitments included the promise 
to increase renewable generation and investment, and strengthen state-owned 
companies, all in line with international climate goals.¹²¹ Sheinbaum has also 
stressed the importance of extending Indigenous rights, but how this will inter-
sect with her ambitions for the energy sector is yet to be seen.¹²²
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3.4 MOVING FROM GREEN COLONIALISM TOWARDS 
LAND AND RESOURCE JUSTICE  
A decolonial approach to the energy transition is vital because of the host 
of resource conflicts that the transition entails. These conflicts centre on the 
question of access to the critical metals and other minerals required for clean 
energy manufacturing, transmission and storage — alongside the land and 
water necessary for renewable generating projects. The green credentials of 
renewable energy are being used to legitimise the expropriation and extrac-
tion of ‘natural assets’ from people whose livelihoods, homes and ecosystems 
are subsequently threatened. In the words of activist and researcher Hamza 
Hamouchene, ‘green colonialism’ is the ‘extension of colonial relations of plun-
der and dispossession [...] to the green era of renewable energies, [alongside] 
the displacement of socio-economic costs onto the peripheral countries and 
communities’.¹²³ Under the guise of an ‘energy transition’, land and re-
sources are increasingly being grabbed from poorer nations and popu-
lations to benefit and greenwash continuous over-consumption by elites 
and wealthy colonial states.¹²⁴  
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BOX 3.3

GREEN COLONIALISM TO SECURE CRITICAL MINERALS 

AND METALS 

Green colonialism is taking place through mechanisms that allow high-income 

countries to leverage control over access to metals and other minerals needed 

for the energy transition such as through international trade agreements, which 

usually favour wealthy countries’ interests. Indonesia provides an example of 

how this works. Indonesia holds huge nickel reserves and almost 50 per cent of 

global nickel production, an essential metal needed for renewable energy stor-

age and batteries. Indonesia passed legislation in 2009 ruling that all process-

ing and refining of minerals should take place domestically in order to secure 

national economic benefits.¹²⁵ In response, the European Union filed a lawsuit 

against Indonesia, stating that this law was inconsistent with the World Trade 

Organization’s (WTO) General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). The WTO 

backed the EU’s claim and in 2022, the government of Indonesia appealed the 

ruling, but at the time of writing an outcome has not yet been reached.¹²⁶
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Wealthier nations see laws to ensure the sovereignty of lower-income coun-

tries as a threat to their own capacity to develop. This is highly hypocritical, 

given the role of protectionist policies around industry and food in building 

the economies of wealthy nations, for example after the Second World War. 

Indeed, we are now seeing a global turn towards protectionist policies. Many 

countries are taking similar action to protect their natural resources, with Mex-

ico and Chile recently nationalising their lithium industry and several African 

countries seeking to better control their natural resources.¹²⁷

One clause within most international trade agreements that illustrates the co-

lonial dynamics of these agreements is the Investor–State Dispute Settlement 

(ISDS) mechanism. ISDS enables foreign investors to sue governments for loss 

of potential profit. For example, if a government decides to go 100 per cent 

renewable, oil and gas investors within the country can sue the government via 

private ISDS courts. In the aforementioned case of Indonesia’s nickel, several 

US-based companies, who were also registered in the Netherlands, used the 

ISDS clause contained in a Dutch-Indonesian bilateral agreement to attempt 

to sue the Indonesian government.¹²⁸, ¹²⁹, ¹³⁰



The Sahara desert is often conceptualised as a vast and barren expanse, ready 
to be used for limitless renewable energy. This has led to international support 
for a range of energy projects that involve various North African states. These 
projects fail to address, in the words of Hamouchene, ‘questions of ownership 
and sovereignty’ by masking ‘ongoing global relations of hegemony and dom-
ination that facilitate the plunder of resources, the privatisation of commons 
and the dispossession of communities’.¹³¹,¹³²

Take the Desertec initiative, originally formed in 2009 with the idea of bringing 
solar energy from the Sahara to Europe. This public–private partnership project 
proposed huge land grabs with no consultation and to the detriment of local 
populations. In 2014, in part due to its neocolonial implications, the venture was 
stalled.¹³³ However, the initiative did not stop there. By 2021, Desertec was once 
again a key player in the European pursuit to push Middle Eastern countries to 
produce and export hydrogen — with little regard for the environmental and 
economic impacts that such production would have on local communities, let 
alone the limited economic benefit.¹³⁴ These colonial power dynamics reinforce 
an exclusionary and deeply undemocratic energy transition.¹³⁵ 

In Morocco, another green grab took place as part of the Ouarzazate solar 
power plant. Funded through public–private partnerships and huge loans from 
the World Bank and the European Investment Bank,¹³⁶ the project has created 
dispossession and destitution for the agro-pastoralist communities surround-
ing the site. They did not give consent for this development, and the water 
being used to cool and clean the solar system severely affects the limited water 
supply, which they need for farming and drinking.¹³⁷

It can seem as though these examples harm only local communities. But the 
reality is starker, as the outcomes can be felt globally. For example, deplet-
ing the groundwater resources in the Sahara has grave impacts on the rising 
desertification of the area. This affects crop growing and food production po-
tential, and forces people to migrate. It is essential that we start to consider our 
energy systems, and their impacts, holistically — to limit future environmental 
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catastrophes while ensuring public benefit across scales. This kind of holistic 
multi-scalar planning requires public ownership and democratic governance 
as a means to steward ecological wealth to the best of our human abilities. 

LAND AND AGRARIAN JUSTICE MOVEMENTS POINTING THE WAY
The land and agrarian justice movements offer important lessons on how to 
tackle the root causes of the grave injustices described above. Over a ten year 
period, in close alliance with working peoples from Myanmar, TNI has developed 
an analytical lens called the ‘5Rs’: recognition, restitution, redistribution, regen-
eration and representation (see box).¹³⁸ The five principles are highly interde-
pendent: when one of them is discarded, justice is compromised. For example, 
we should not simply recognise and defend the right of rural working people who 
are currently dependent on the land to remain and flourish. It is through restitu-
tion and redistribution that we can ensure that those people who were once at 
home on a body of land can recover access to it — for economically productive 
as well as socially reproductive usages. Even more broadly, this is about making 
land available to the working class rather than concentrating it in the hands of 
the few. Taken together, these principles can strengthen working people’s ca-
pacities to organise for practices and policies that deliver deep social change.¹³⁹  

A key facet of the 5Rs approach is its ability to highlight and navigate 
the multiple rights to land that various working people face, combining 
both class-based and identity-based struggles. TNI scholar activist Jenny 
Franco states that “indigeneity — its content, philosophy and aspirations — is 
not self-evident”, and limiting FPIC [to Indigenous peoples] can have divisive 
impacts and risks legitimising the political exclusion of poor, vulnerable and 
marginalized groups and individuals, who might not (self-)identify as indigenous 
but who would be prioritised if a comprehensive human rights approach was 
fully applied’.¹⁴⁰ This is not to dismiss FPIC (far from it), but to argue for a more 
expansive use in which racialised and otherwise impoverished communities 
defend each other’s demands for justice so that a stronger, broader and more 
equitable social movement can coalesce. Hence, Indigenous, peasant and oth-
er frontline communities must be involved in project design and planning all 
the way to implementing and running energy infrastructure — whether a solar 
park or the mining of critical minerals. In this way, meeting the energy needs 
of surrounding populations will no longer be an afterthought, but part of an 
energy project’s core mission.
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Two concrete measures are essential companions to the 5Rs; these are guaran-
teed minimum access to land and a society- and system-wide land ceiling 
on the maximum amount of land an individual or corporation can own.¹⁴¹ When 
applied to energy, this could be seen as the minimum and maximum amount 
of energy that should be available globally, per capita and per corporation. The 
knock-on impact here could be a far fairer distribution of the resources needed 
for the energy transition globally.

This speaks, first, to the proposal raised in the Energy Democracy Declaration 
around energy sufficiency — the concept that we should have enough ener-
gy to live sustaining, nourishing lives, but not a free pass to consume at the 
expense of others' access to clean, affordable energy. And, second, it makes 
explicit the need to tackle the concentration of corporate power over who is 
able to dictate and benefit from the energy transition. Our proposal is that 
through universal provision of public services, we could better manage 
and reduce energy consumption, while ensuring everyone has access to 
the resources they need.
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BOX 3.4

5Rs: FIVE PRINCIPLES TO BUILD LAND JUSTICE FROM THE 

GROUND UP

The 5Rs have been developed in the context of a future federal democratic 

system for Myanmar and should be read together with the two measures of 

establishing both a minimum and a maximum land access. 

• Recognition — Defending rural working people's right to remain on 

the land they need to survive, both financially and culturally, and enshrin-

ing this in statutory rights. This goes alongside practising the following 

principles of restitution and redistribution so that those who were forced 

to leave can regain access. 

• Restitution — Acknowledging historic and current displacement 

and dispossession of people from their land, and restoring access for 

both production and social reproduction. Restitution should not just 

cover farmland and house lots but encompass complete access to an 

array of land and resources, including the systems of provisioning (such 

as health care, education etc.) that are necessary to benefit from such 

access. 

• Redistribution — Recognising that many people need access to 

land for their social, economic and cultural livelihoods, and yet either 

do not have land or have too little. This principle seeks to redistribute 

public and private land to those who are farming, inhabiting or living 

from it, and to continuously review who has access and ownership for 

widespread social equity. 



While the 5Rs should always be approached in conjunction, the power of these 
principles also lies in their practice and the act of questioning any missing R. 
This way, the 5Rs can spur communities to enlarge and persist in their struggle 
for justice.

When working towards a just transition, the 5R package can help us under-
stand how energy transition activities that are contingent on access 
to land and natural resources are only as just as the extent to which 
they prefigure land solutions by and with affected people. This begs the 
question: how to ensure that the right to land (and its implication for access 
to so-called natural resources) and the right to clean energy are mutually rein-
forcing, instead of pitted against each other? For public energy advocates, this 
means joining forces with land defenders to unpack how public ownership 
and democratic governance of the energy sector can be organised to defend 
people’s right to land and ultimately, live up to the 5Rs. 

When working towards a just transition, the 5R package can help us understand 
how energy transition activities that are contingent on access to land and nat-
ural resources are only as just as the extent to which they prefigure land solu-
tions by and with affected people. This begs the question: how to ensure that 
the right to land (and its implication for access to so-called natural resources) 
and the right to clean energy are mutually reinforcing, instead of pitted against 
each other? For public energy advocates, this means joining forces with land 
defenders to unpack how public ownership and democratic governance of the 
energy sector can be organised to defend people’s right to land and ultimately, 
live up to the 5Rs.

—
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• Regeneration — This requires interactions that strengthen our eco-

logical foundation, nurturing a human–nature relationship on the basis 

of co-production, reciprocity and reproduction of the land and natural 

resources used. This means stopping and rolling back practices that 

harm our ecosystems while expanding land uses that ensure ecological 

well-being of current and future generations.

• Representation — This is about taking into account the perspec-

tives and knowledge of different kinds of rural working people, including 

the civil society organisations and customary authorities that represent 

them. Ensuring democratic representation and participation at all levels 

allows for better and more legitimate outcomes. 



This is Part 3 of the Reclaiming Energy report, which aims to unpack key strategies  
to strengthen energy democracy struggles the world over.

With the climate crisis escalating, labour and environmental justice groups are
searching for systemic solutions. These solutions must uproot the logic of private
profit, which is keeping energy systems from phasing out fossil fuels and ramping  
up renewables. Public ownership of energy can be exactly this: an urgent, viable  
and boldalternative to the failures of profit-driven markets and multinationals.

By employing a decolonial lens, we call for deprivatising and decommodifying public
power systems as a condition for shaping pathways towards democratic govern- 
ance and public–community partnerships across scale and territories. This means  
approaching the right to clean energy as inseparable from the right to land and 
resourcejustice.

Far from a silver bullet, defending and expanding energy as a global public good
requires ongoing social struggles towards a sustainable energy sector that is deeply
democratic and decolonial by design.


