
Energy for whom? Justice in sustainable energy futures.  
 
Thanks to Zee and April for organizing us and bringing everyone together.  
 
I’d like to spend my time with you today to make some general comments and connections 
between the ideas of sustainable energy policy and focus on the more recent turn to energy 
justice. Energy justice is about who has affordable access to energy, who produces energy, who 
suffers from the negative impacts of energy production, and who gets to make decisions about 
energy systems. There are three main points I’ll try to make in my short talk.  
 

1. Energy policy’s focus on greenhouse gas reductions ignores key social issues.  
First, I’d like to remind us that even though sustainable energy policy has long considered 
environmental and climate issues, it has often sidestepped - and in some cases reproduced - 
the ways that inequality and power and embedded in energy policy. 
 
Think back to the waves of public concern about the environment, with a first wave from 1965-
75, a second wave from 1987-92, a third from 2005-2008, and a fourth from 2015-
present (O’Connor, 2014; Paehlke, 1992). Energy has been a central feature in each of these 
waves, with climate coming to dominate the discussion of energy policy in the last three waves.  
 
In the 70s, alternative energy proponents like Amory Lovins at the Rocky Mountain Institute 
and John and Nancy Todd at the New Alchemy Institute brought to life many of the small, 
appropriate technologies described in Schumacher’s Small is Beautiful, and offered an 
alternative to the ethos of bigger is better and endless growth. Immediate concern for 
traditional energy development centred on nuclear energy and the oil crisis, which led to more 
careful design, but little systemic change. Renewable energy pioneers typically framed energy 
alternatives as economic and technical problems, rather than issues of social justice, equity, 
and fairness. (More than likely they were white men who had influence and privilege.) 
 
As climate has come to dominate discussions of sustainable energy policy, we have seen a 
further narrowing of focus in energy policy on the reduction of greenhouse gases. This sidelines 
the social and political contexts underlying energy production, transport and use. As a result, 
energy and climate policy are reduced to technical and economic issues. This technical focus 
ignores the human element of energy, and can reproduce or even make worse the inequities in 
our energy systems. I only need to point to the hype and excitement surrounding Tesla to 
illustrate how the focus on technical solutions creates greater energy inequity.  
 
2. Foregrounding social justice in energy systems. 
Second, I think it’s so important to highlight and amplify the incredible work of environmental 
and social justice advocates in bringing attention to the injustices inherent in our society, 
particularly in recent years with Occupy Wall Street, Black Lives Matter, Idle No More, Fridays 
for Future, the Leap Manifesto, and the Sunrise Movement. With this work, the interests of 
people and communities who are often marginalized from energy policy have been 



foregrounded. With this work, we are reminded that solutions to climate change are unlikely to 
arrive without social justice.  
 
With so much recent social justice work, I also want to recognize early leaders like Billy 
Diamond, who was Chief of the Waskagenish Cree and fought for Quebec and Canada to 
recognize Cree rights and title in the 1975 James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement. He was 
26 when this was signed. And especially as we come face-to-face with the multigenerational 
impacts of the Indian Act and residential school system, we should all take a moment to remind 
ourselves that Chief Diamond, like thousands of Indigenous children was taken from his 
community by bush plane when he was 7.  to Bishop Horden Hall, a so-called residential school 
in Moose Factory. His resiliency, like those of many Indigenous people, is inspiring.  
 
Mostly, we need to know that energy justice has an activist agenda to assert public and local 
interests in energy production, transport and use at the expense of corporate and private 
interests. But corporate and private interests won’t easily give up their political and economic 
control over energy. Activism is essential. 
 
3. Energy democracy 
My third point is an argument that energy justice needs to consider the ways that we make 
decisions about energy. While energy affordability and injustices in energy development are 
front of mind, we need to also consider how those decisions about energy are made, and who 
gets to make them. Jennie Stephens calls this “energy democracy” – redistributing power to the 
people.  
 
One of the key aspects of energy democracy is to create more participatory approaches to 
energy policy making and energy development. Shifting governance from a top-down approach 
to one that empowers more people to be decision makers helps ensure, people can be treated 
fairly. Participatory energy decisions are likely to be decentralized and local, and would consider 
the needs of workers, communities, the public, and non-human stakeholders. Examples of new 
forms of decision making might include co-operatives, Indigenous co-management and 
ownership, citizen juries, or community energy planning.  
 
A major challenge to participatory policy making is the increasing divisiveness and polarization 
in our society. While some parts of our society are becoming more inclusive, overall, we are 
sadly becoming less willing to trust and work with people who are different from us. So, it will 
be important to re-discover local organizations and practices that bring diverse people together 
and to reduce the polarization created by social media algorithms. If we can come to know each 
other, we might just be able to create the democratic process that will shift power from 
corporations to the public by exerting pressure for system change.  
 
In sum, there is work to do for everyone. I’m grateful to have been included in today’s session 
and look forward to further discussions.  


