The climate challenge facing governments is daunting. The August 2021 ‘code red’ report by
IPCC Working Group 11 confirmed that greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions must be drastically
reduced if global warming is to be limited to below 1.5°C by 2050. A subsequent report by the
UN Framework Convention on Climate Change estimated countries’ Paris commitments could
mean a 16 percent increase in emissions by 2030 and 2.7oC warming or more by the end of the
century. UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres called the planet's current path "catastrophic." 2
Temperature rises of this magnitude will mean more extreme weather events, wild fires,
continuing sea level rise and acidification, ecological destruction, and premature.3 Human
activity may have already triggered a series of irreversible tipping points that could lead to the
collapse of civilisation.4 Scientists have been issuing increasingly dire warnings, yet individuals,
corporate executives and policy makers don’t seem to have made the connection between their
behaviour and the worsening crisis. At least not in practice. Economies and lifestyles carry on
much as usual, companies adopt energy saving measures, governments enact incremental
mitigation measures, and global emissions continue to rise. Critics argue that trusting in market
solutions and ‘green growth,’ far from saving the planet, will only make the situation worse. The
message is clear. Governments must take urgent action to cut emissions, particularly by
accelerating the transition of energy systems from reliance on fossil fuels to low-emissions
technologies. The question is, even after making stronger commitments at COP26, will they act
boldly enough in time?
This report is not about identifying energy transition policy options, but how governments can
overcome obstacles to developing a robust political will to accelerate energy transition. It aims to
(a) review of the literature on the political economy of energy transitions and the role of
governments; (b) question whether there’s more to the reluctance of governments to undertake
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radical energy system reform besides party politics or failure of ‘political will;’ (c) identify the
main kinds of obstacles that politicians encounter in trying to build a collective political will to
accelerate energy transition; and (d) suggest opportunities and strategies from the research
literature that progressive policy makers, advisors and climate advocacy groups might consider
to overcome these obstacles.
This is one of several reports the Fossil Fuels Aotearoa Research Network (FFARN) has produced
since the network was formed following the People’s Climate Conference in New Plymouth in
March 2017. FFARN is an informal network of scholars and activists engaged in multidisciplinary
collaborative research and information dissemination about government energy policy and the
activities of the fossil fuel industry in Aotearoa New Zealand. I am particularly indebted to
network members for their comments and suggestions on earlier drafts of this report. Any
factual errors or opinions expressed in the final version are the responsibility of the author.
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Acronyms
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COP25
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IRENA
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The Climate Change Commission of New Zealand
Carbon capture and storage (or carbon capture and sequestration)
Crown Mineral Act (1991)
Conference of the Parties on climate change, Madrid 2019
Conference of the Parties, Glasgow 2021
Energy Resources Aotearoa (formerly PEPANZ)
Greenhouse gas emissions
Gas Industry Company
International Energy Agency
UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
International Renewable Energy Agency
Petroleum Exploration and Production Association of New Zealand
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The climate crisis calls for rapid energy system transition. World leaders pledged $US400 billion
at the 2021 UN General Assembly to boost clean energy and renewables, but neglected to make
a commitment to phase out fossil fuels. COP26 attempted to set an agenda for further action,
but will governments act on their commitments? This report is not about identifying energy
policy options, but how governments can overcome obstacles to developing a cohesive political
will to accelerate energy transition.
What is meant by ‘energy system transition’?
An energy system is all the components and processes related to the production, conversion,
delivery, and use of energy, including all kinds of energy resources and energy markets.
Energy transition in the contemporary context refers to the process of replacing a system of
energy production, distribution and consumption which generates high greenhouse gas (GHG)
emissions with one that uses energy sources and technologies which generate low or zero
emissions.
Renewable energy transition, in an age of extreme planetary overshoot, will not on its own
achieve economic and societal sustainability without planned degrowth and adoption of less
destructive ways of living.
Why the urgency to transition away from the world’s carbon-based energy system?
GHG emissions have reached alarming levels. 2015 Paris Climate Agreement commitments of
countries could result in 2.7oC warming or more by the end of the century. UN Secretary-General
Antonio Guterres has called humanity’s current path "catastrophic." The world will experience
increasingly frequent extreme weather events, wild fires, sea level rise, ecological destruction,
deaths and potentially societal breakdown. Commitments at COP26 must be followed by bold
action by governments.
The role of government in accelerating energy transition
Historically energy transitions have taken a long time, although a few have been ‘revolutionary.’
Research on rapid transitions has identified three common factors:
(a) adoption of new technologies tends to trigger disruptions in ways of doing things
across multiple levels of society,
(b) rapid transition is expedited by strong political leadership, and
(c) government investment in the early stages can kick-start rapid development and
adoption of the alternative technologies.
At present governments are not taking strong enough action to accelerate transition to a lowcarbon economy.
5

Why aren’t governments acting with more urgency to accelerate energy transition?
The cost of renewables, their technological development, and their supposed variability are not
barriers to rapid energy transition. Neither is there a lack of innovative demand-side and supplyside policy solutions. Critics often blame self-interest, party politics or a failure of ‘political will’
for government inertia. Political will is not some mysterious black box process, but a deliberate
social construct.
Gaining a better understanding of what political will is and how it develops to achieve a desired
policy outcome is crucial for explaining why governments have been slow to accelerate energy
transition, and how progressive political leaders might overcome policy inertia.
Obstacles to governments developing a political will to accelerate energy transition
Studies suggest policy makers commonly face three kinds of obstacles in trying to develop a
cohesive political will to accelerate energy transition: economic, contextual/structural and
political.
i) Economic obstacles


Ideological lock-in
Growth is exacerbating poverty, climate change and planetary overshoot. When a
significant number of a nation’s politicians and bureaucrats remain trapped in the
outmoded growth paradigm, pay lip service to internationally-agreed UN Sustainable
Development Goals, and/or are dismissive of alternative holistic frameworks, it is virtually
impossible to reach a consensus on policies like rapid energy system transformation with
complex society-wide ramifications. The experience of countries that have experimented
with ‘green growth’ suggests it is not the answer. There is no empirical evidence that
economic growth can be decoupled from unsustainable resource exploitation and rising
GHG emissions.



Rent-seeking behaviour
Rent-seeking is not just economic behaviour. It can take the form of political
manoeuvring and obstructionism by individual politicians or factions within a government
by which they put their own political interests or those of powerful groups they rely upon
for support ahead of the majority view on which policy option promises the best societal
benefits.



The fallacy that urgent climate mitigation action will be too costly and disruptive
Politicians have fallen for the arguments of vested interests that government measures
to accelerate energy transition will be too costly and economically disruptive. Consultant
economists have been complicit in this deception. Evidence indicates a swifter, wellmanaged transition can reduce emissions more quickly and produce more positive
economic benefits than a gradual approach.
6

If government policy makers and business leaders assume transition to renewables will
take decades and accelerating the pace of change will be hugely costly, they will end up
making the wrong decisions which will have grave consequences for their societies and
companies.
ii) Contextual/structural obstacles


Carbon lock-in within the political economic system
The embeddedness of the fossil fuels regime within a country’s political economy, and its
sheer wealth and power, can lead to unquestioning acceptance of the industry’s position
and a reluctance by politicians to act against such vested interests.



Influence of the fossil fuels industry over key institutions and consumer ‘energy cultures’
The particular institutional configuration of a country’s public, commercial and civil
sectors, and the values and codes that guide how these institutions interact with one
another in shaping national policies, can be skewed through PR campaigns, legal
challenges and influence-peddling in favour of powerful industries like fossil fuels.
Evidence suggests fossil fuel industry propaganda has played an important role in
encouraging and legitimating ‘energy cultures’ of climate scepticism, obstinate reliance
on fossil fuel energy, and resistance to state-mandated lifestyle changes which in turn
has created a significant barrier to government efforts to accelerate energy
transformation.



Outmoded or opaque policymaking governance and procedures
Existing governance arrangements and prevailing policymaking processes can restrict the
ability of governments to implement bold energy transition measures. Over recent
decades n many jurisdictions these structures and processes have become overly topdown, bureaucratic and fragmented into specialist ‘silos’ making them ill-suited to deal
with complex, gradually-developing crises like climate change.

iii) Political obstacles




Active resistance by the fossil fuels industry
The energy incumbents are fighting to maintain the carbon-based energy system against
mounting evidence of their role in the climate crisis, rapid expansion of renewables,
public awareness-raising by climate movements, and push-back from shareholders and
banks over the financial risks of stranded assets. Industry spokespersons claim there is no
need to urgently phase out fossil fuels because carbon capture and storage (CCS), which
critics say is still experimental and costly, will sequester most of their CO2 emissions.
Fossil fuels industry strategies to influence governments and shape public opinion
Among the strategies the fossil fuels industry is employing are:
a) Perpetuating debate through news releases, submissions, and ‘factual’ reports;
7

b) Influencing ministers and policy development through lobbying, submissions,
capturing relevant departments through the ‘revolving door’ process, and regulatory
capture at national and local government levels’;
c) Personal networking and garnering support from other business sectors and
commercial associations;
d) Using paid consultants, PR agencies and ‘independent’ experts to provide advice,
reports and media commentary favourable to the industry;
e) Employing covert surveillance, directly or in collaboration with government
departments and law enforcement agencies; and
f) Organising and/or supporting pseudo-grassroots lobbying groups.


Fear of popular backlash
In multi-party democracies the mandate for government action comes from the people.
The more urgent and far-reaching the issue the broader the mandate needed. If the
energy incumbency can raise doubt about the feasibility and cost of rapid energy
transition to lives and livelihoods, it could be enough to polarise popular debate, spark
self-interested public resistance to necessary mitigation measures, and block high level
political consensus on progressing energy transition.

Overcoming obstacles to a cohesive political will to promote rapid energy transition
By linking research on impediments to transformative energy action to the four components of
political will, it is possible to identify strategies policy makers could use (with support from
enlightened business leaders and concerned citizens’ groups) to overcome these obstacles.
i) Strategies to address economic obstacles
The literature on the political economy of energy transitions suggests fixation on
capitalist growth and GDP in a resource-constrained world is a major impediment to
governments taking strong action to mitigate climate change. Rather than wasting time
debating the failings of an outmoded neoclassical paradigm, policy makers could work
with like-minded colleagues, Treasury officials and ecological economists to formulate,
establish a case, and secure buy-in for a holistic policy framework (e.g., Wellbeing) for
sustainable development and accelerating energy transition. And ensuring ministers and
officials across all government agencies are held accountable for actually implementing
the framework.
Most policy makers are aware of the potential for rent-seeking behaviour by political
colleagues or vested interests when it comes to major policy issues. It’s one thing to be
aware of such behaviour, but other to manage it. Astute policy makers and their advisors
identify and take account of the agendas of rent-seeking individuals and interest groups
when they are designing the policy process to be followed in developing, communicating,
consulting, debating and deciding about major policy measures such as transforming the
energy system.
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Government efforts to establish a popular mandate for urgent climate action, similar to
promoting Covid-19 vaccination, are made more difficult by lack of community
awareness and misinformation campaigns. Government leaders, policy advisors and
academics have an important educational and mobilisation role to play in providing
science-based evidence about climate change, challenging entrenched individual and
corporate mind-sets, and encouraging the emergence of new behavioural norms and
collective action.
ii) Strategies to address contextual/structural obstacles
The climate crisis will not be resolved without fundamental system change (e.g.,
transition to a post-growth, post-capitalist economy). In the short term, despite fossil fuel
political economic lock-in, some governments have introduced measures to reduce fossil
fuel industry supports and begin to phase out production. At the same time, small
disruptions to conventional ways of operating in the early stages of energy transition have
provided opportunities to support breakthroughs by technological innovators. Policy
makers and their advisors could introduce ‘turn-key’ policy initiatives and monitor their
ripple effects. To identify such opportunities, they need to have an in-depth
understanding of the current energy system and markets, how fossil fuel interests are
influencing politicians and policy development, and which sub-sectors of the energy
system are most receptive to adopting renewable technologies (transport, industry,
community groups).
Some governments are adapting their climate governance and policy processes to
achieve wider private and civil sector engagement in developing stronger mitigation and
adaptation measures (e.g., consultations on emissions reduction plans, developing
collaborative partnerships with businesses and local communities, establishing
independent climate change commissions). Others have expanded their climate change
education campaigns beyond awareness-raising to enlightening resistant ‘energy
cultures’ with climate change evidence and practical examples of how households and
businesses can fruitfully adapt their lifestyles and operations.
iii) Strategies to address political obstacles
Under normal circumstances, politicians have strong incentives to maintain the status
quo and protect influential sectors of the traditional economy. Policy makers who
understand the need for accelerating energy transition could create back-channel
transpartisan coalitions of like-minded business people, opposition politicians,
academics, community leaders and climate activists to respond to the activities of antitransition coalitions and manoeuvre around obstructionists within political parties.
The IPCC has called for rapid, planned phase out of fossil fuel production and use. The
fossil fuels industry is the chief obstacle. It wants to slow the transition. Given the
urgency of transforming the energy system, progressive policy makers should consider
catalysing a collaborative network of climate policy advisors, academics and local
community groups who could research and share information about the evolving
9

strategies of the fossil fuel incumbency, and how these are affecting efforts to build a
cohesive mandate for strong government action. The network could also document
climate activist strategies that have been effective in challenging the power of the fossil
fuels regime and countering their efforts to foster climate-denying populism.
Progressive policy makers and climate-concerned academics need to keep abreast of the
effects climate movements, union campaigns and community resilience projects are
having on raising public awareness of climate change, social justice issues and the need
for transformative government action. Progressive politicians seeking to achieve
widespread buy-in to an alternative holistic policy framework beyond ‘growth’ as the basis
for urgent energy transition should look for opportunities to support and encourage such
grassroots campaigns.
Conclusion
Government leaders across the world are joining scientists and environmental groups in
expressing growing concern about the worsening climate crisis. At the same time, many
governments are continuing to support the fossil fuel industry and failing to take strong action to
reduce GHG emissions. This situation is unlikely to change dramatically after COP26.
Progressive politicians who recognise the need for urgent government intervention to accelerate
energy transition could consider among other strategies establishing collaborative back-channel
networks with political advisors, renewable energy leaders, fossil fuel-reliant industry
representatives, earth systems and social scientists, and citizen climate advocates. Such a
coalition could assess the conduciveness of the political environment to introducing bold energy
policy measures, identify and analyse current obstacles to such measures, and develop strategies
for overcoming these obstacles in order to forge a cohesive political will to achieve rapid energy
system transformation.
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Accelerating Energy Transition:
Overcoming Obstacles to Urgent Government Action 5
Introduction
Benson and Kirsch called industries whose corporate business models rely on transferring
their worst operational costs onto individuals, communities and the planet ‘harm industries’.6
The fossil fuels industry is a prime example. Studies show 100 fossil fuel companies are
responsible for 70 percent of global emissions since 19887, and continued fossil fuel production
and consumption will have harmful ‘fourth party effects’ on future generations.8 Air pollution
from burning fossil fuels causes one in five deaths worldwide each year.9
Fossil fuel companies and their trade associations talk about their social and
environmental responsibilities, but in practice most are committed to carrying on business as
usual. A recent report by Oil Change International found that “most of the oil majors are still on
track to significantly increase their oil and gas production between now and 2030.” 10 Nationallyowned oil companies are planning to do the same.11 Research led by the Stockholm
Environment Institute found that countries were anticipating twice the amount of fossil fuels
production within their jurisdictions by 2030 than would be consistent with a 2oC pathway and
120 percent more than would be consistent with a below 1.5 oC pathway.”12 The report
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documented what everyone knew: government
leaders were talking the talk about the climate crisis
while continuing to promote and subsidise fossil fuel
development.

“We simply have to
stop digging and
drilling and take
advantage of the vast
possibilities offered
by renewable energy
and nature-based
solutions.”
--Antonio Guterres,
UN Secretary General

Energy experts predict increasing market volatility in
coming years as commercially viable reserves run
out, new projects become uneconomic to develop,
and governments contemplate measures to
incentivise the phasing out of fossil fuel production.
We are witnessing that volatility already.
In his opening address to the COP25 Climate Change
Conference in Madrid (2019), UN Secretary General
Antonio Guterres called on the world’s governments
to take urgent action to meet their Paris Climate
Agreement commitments, calling current efforts
“utterly inadequate:” “We simply have to stop
digging and drilling and take advantage of the vast
possibilities offered by renewable energy and naturebased solutions.”13

Governments have failed to heed the Secretary
General’s call or the warnings of earth systems
scientists, some of whom are calling for a world warstyle mobilisation. New Zealand banned new offshore oil and gas exploration in 2017, but since then
has continued renewing existing offshore permits,
awarding new onshore exploration permits and
allowing a massive influx of petrol-guzzling pickups
and SUV’s. The Government submitted a nationally
determined commitment (NDC) under the 2015 Paris Agreement indicating that by 2030, the
country’s GHG emissions would fall by 30 per cent of 2005 levels, which were around 80,000
million tons. That’s a laudable reduction of roughly 24,500 million tons. The problem is that from
2005 to the present, annual emissions have essentially flat-lined so New Zealand is on course to
miss its Paris NDC target by a long way unless it introduces a raft of urgent mitigation measures.
Parra, Artiz and Frank Jordans, 2019. ‘Worldwide efforts to stop climate change are “utterly inadequate,” UN
chief warns.’ Time Magazine, 1 September.
13
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New Zealand is not alone. There is a wide chasm between countries’ aspirations and
implementation of effective policies to reduce emissions. Serious doubts have been raised about
whether COP26, which was big on aspirations and non-binding commitments, will result in
effective and timely action.
1. Energy system transition
The IPCC Fifth Assessment Mitigation Report defined an energy system as "all
components related to the production, conversion, delivery, and use of energy".14 This includes
energy resources like fossil fuels, wind, solar radiation, and biomass as well as energy markets.
Energy transition in the context of climate change refers to a shift from resources and
production/distribution processes that generate high GHG emissions to low or zero emissions
resources and technologies.
The climate crisis calls for urgent energy system transition. World leaders pledged $US400 billion
at the 2021 UN General Assembly to boost clean energy and renewables, without making a
similar commitment to phase out fossil fuels. The gesture is unlikely to result in radical energy
system transformation.
The history of energy transitions
World leaders pledged $US400 billion
suggests rapid system change is difficult
at the 2021 UN General Assembly to
to achieve. Sovacool reviews recent
boost clean energy and renewables,
literature on the debate over whether
without making a similar commitment
energy transitions happen slowly or
to phase out fossil fuels. The gesture is
rapidly.15 Examining historical cases of
unlikely to result in radical energy
rapid transition, which are pertinent to
system transformation.
the climate crisis, he draws three
conclusions: (a) adoption of a disruptive
new technology tends to trigger
disruptions in ways of doing things
across multiple levels of society; (b) rapid transition is expedited by strong political leadership;
and (c) government investment in the early stages kick-starts rapid development and adoption of
the alternative technologies. Even if we accept that most energy transitions have been
evolutionary, the urgency of mitigating climate change means transition to a low-carbon energy
14
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15
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system will have to be accelerated somehow.16 Roberts et al. suggest the current energy
transition is unprecedented. It involves extraordinary new technical, economic and cultural
developments, and is being actively promoted by scientists and international agencies. 17
Unfortunately, given the climate crisis it is apparent governments are not “making serious efforts
to deliberately accelerate low-carbon transitions. Instead, they are actively supporting fossil fuel
industries” through royalty discounts, favourable tax treatment, infrastructure development and
subsidies.18 Roberts el al. suggest the prime reason governments have not acted boldly enough
is because of ‘political lock-in’ of the energy incumbency. The prevailing energy system is difficult
to transform because economies are dependent upon fossil fuels, and the corporations who run
the system enjoy immense wealth, political power and influence over policymaking.
To date, the politics around government intervention to accelerate energy transition has been
little examined. Recent studies of the political economy of transitions suggest there are other
obstacles to bold government action besides resistance from the fossil fuel energy regime, as we
shall see later in this report.
2. ‘Political will’ and the mandate for urgent government action
It is often said that democratic governments seeking to introduce ground-breaking policy
reforms require not only a strong popular mandate but the ‘political will’ to see them through.
Political commentators and advocates for special causes aren’t the only ones prone to the
practice. Clean energy advocate David Roberts notes that “environmentalists are fond of saying
that we have all the technology we need to address climate change — all we lack is political will.”
The phrase, he suggests, is so hackneyed it has become a joke among cynical journalists.19
Funkhouser maintains the casual use of the phrase in public policy discourse stems from
intellectual laziness. Instead of hard-headed analysis, government critics find it easier to blame
some kind of collective timidity or character faults of individual political leaders.20 Even
renowned atmospheric scientist Michael Mann, in his polemic The New Climate War: the Fight to
16

Sovocool, p 29.
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2020 or about 6.8 percent of GDP, and are expected to rise to 7.4 percent of GDP in 2025. Just 8 percent of the 2020
subsidy reflects undercharging for supply costs (explicit subsidies) and 92 percent for undercharging for
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19
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20
Funkhouser, Mark, 2018. ‘What People Get Wrong About “Political Will.” Governing, 23 April.
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Take Back Our Planet, falls into the trap. Even without new technological innovations, he claims,
current renewable energy sources and energy-storage technology could meet 100 percent [sic]
of global energy demand by 2050:
“The solution is already here. We just need to deploy it rapidly and at a massive scale. It
all comes down to political will and economic incentives.”21
The problem is the political will process ends up in the proverbial black box. Policy reform
reaches the point of decision and action, then behind closed doors mysterious political processes
go on which no one fully understands, and out comes a policy success …or failure.22 Obviously
what’s happening inside the black box must be the reason why the reform didn’t proceed or got
watered down. In the end, in spite of speculation by the pundits, the public is none the wiser
about what those processes are or what needs to change in order to accomplish the desired
reforms.
Gaining a better understanding of what political will is and how it develops to achieve a desired
policy outcome is crucial for explaining why governments have been slow to accelerate energy
transition, and how progressive political leaders might overcome policy inertia.
2.1 Defining ‘political will’
Dictionary definitions of political will are not particularly helpful, referring vaguely to a firm
intention or commitment to carry through a policy.23 Funkhouser argues that political will is
“a deliberate social construct, and every positive advance of public policy rests upon its
successful creation.”24 Such a construct is the outcome of political contestation, bargaining and
collaboration within the broader policymaking process.

21
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Post et al. attempt to define political will more precisely in order to identify behaviour that
“undermines political will” and suggest “appropriate tactics for generating political will in a
practical way” so politicians can achieve desired policy outcomes.25 They note that obstacles to
developing a cohesive political will can take many
forms. Importantly for our purposes, such obstacles
are encountered within the process of building
political will (outside and inside the black box).26 So if
we want to identify some of the key constraints to
political will-building and the strategies by which
these might be overcome, the model developed by
Post et al. is a useful starting point.

Political will is “the
extent of committed
support among key
decision makers for
a particular policy
solution to a
particular problem.”
-- Post et al. (2012)

Based on a review of relevant literature on
policymaking processes, Post et al. define political
will as “the extent of committed support among key
decision makers for a particular policy solution to a
particular problem.”27 They then separate out the
four constituent components of the definition and
suggest indicators of when each is likely to be
present:
a) “A sufficient set of decision makers”

This aspect of the definition is satisfied when there is
a cohort of decision makers in a given jurisdiction
capable of approving and implementing public
policies who are prepared to give positive assent or
at least won’t block the proposed policy. Depending
on a particular country’s governance arrangements,
attention needs to be paid to the extent of cohesion
or disagreement on the issue within the governing
party or coalition as well as the influence of ‘veto
players’. Evidence about whether such decision-maker cohorts exist may be found by
examining the personal networks of politicians and vested interest representatives and
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lobbyists, the backgrounds of consultative committee members, the career histories of
bureaucrats, and media stories about key ministers or factions within government.
b) “With a common understanding of a particular problem on the formal agenda”
This component is present when decision makers agree a particular issue or condition
has reached problem status, broadly agree on the nature of the problem (i.e., the
problem definition and supporting evidence), and concur that the problem requires
government action. At this stage, competition among political factions over how to
frame the issue and which aspects are most salient has largely been resolved. Evidence of
how conflicting ideologies are being managed and whether there is an emerging
consensus on problem analysis can be found in policy papers, Cabinet papers,
communications among ministers and media coverage. Influential decision makers may
publicly discuss difficult aspects of the issue, but if there is an emergent political will they
will tend to use similar terminology and frames of reference when doing so.
c) “Is committed to supporting”
Because the strength of collective commitment to a policy reform is difficult to judge
(other than by internal party polling), attention needs to be paid to indirect signals of
intent among the decision making cohort. For example, the analytical efforts that
politicians and their advisors devote to the issue in policy papers, indications of
willingness to apply effective sanctions, the incentives and disincentives facing decision
makers for adopting a particular position, public statements by politicians advocating a
particular policy choice (and their responses to public submissions, petitions, lobbying in
the media around the policy), who the decision maker’s influential constituents are
(based on donations and frequency of contact), and how closely the decision maker’s
views correspond with theirs. Post et al. note that the local electorate is not a politician’s
only constituency. Organisations representing industry and business, workers, ethnic
groups and other special interests can also constitute important constituents that need
to be taken into account in policy making. 28
d) “A commonly perceived, potentially effective policy solution.”
This aspect of political will is present when a sufficient set of decision makers supports
the proposed policy to address the commonly understood problem. They don’t have to
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agree on the details, just share a perception (i.e., a common frame and language) about
what the desired outcome is and the likelihood the proposed policy will achieve that
outcome. Is the solution viable in the long-term or just a short-term fix? Is it adequately
funded? The emphasis here is on behaviour that supports or undermines political will
rather than trying to predict whether a particular policy will be effective in achieving the
desired results.
Post et al. present an analytic model for assessing the strength of political will in regard to any
particular policy issue. Their model suggests (a) what each definitional component looks like in
practice (i.e., evidence the component exists); and (b) where to look for the evidence or what
the authors call ‘assessment targets’. 29 Later in this discussion, we will consider a model based
on Post et al. which suggests which obstacles are more likely to affect which particular aspects of
political will.
3. Obstacles to forming a political will to accelerate energy system transition
Most governments have chosen to address the complex policy challenges posed by the climate
crisis through a command and control approach rather than relying primarily on markets and
pricing mechanisms. The former has its pitfalls, but it does allow governments to take account of
broader welfare and environmental concerns that an arguably more “politically feasible and
economically efficient” market approach could dodge.30 Whichever approach a government
takes, studies suggest there are still numerous obstacles (besides the self-preservation instincts
of politicians) to forming a coherent political will to enact sweeping reforms like rapid energy
system transformation. These vary in significance from country to country for obvious reasons.
However, recent data suggest the cost of renewables and the pace of technological development
are not among those obstacles, contrary to claims by the fossil fuels industry and the beliefs of
many politicians.31 According to the Director-General of IRENA, “energy transformation will
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drive economic transformation… We must ensure
that all countries and regions can realise the benefits
of the global energy transition for a resilient and
more equitable world. We have the know-how, we
have the tools, we need to act, and do so now.” 32
The literature on the political economy of rapid
energy transitions suggests governments commonly
Research on rapid
encounter at least three types of challenges or
energy transitions
obstacles in trying to develop a cohesive will to
suggests policy
accelerate energy transition. The first is economic,
makers commonly
involving not only policy makers’ concerns about
economic costs, but how accepted paradigms about
face three kinds of
growth-driven capitalism and the facilitative role of
obstacles in trying to
the state have prevented policy makers from
build a collective
seriously considering alternative frameworks and
political will to
system-transforming measures. The second is
accelerate the
structural/contextual, having to do with the
transition: economic,
dominant position of the fossil fuels sector and how a
contextual/structural
country’s policymaking processes and governance
and political.
arrangements can preclude bolder action. The third is
about the exercise of political power, and usually
manifests itself at two levels. At the national level,
development of a coherent political will to hasten
energy transition is obstructed by rent-seeking by
individual politicians or political factions seeking to
benefit from favourable policies, as well by the
efforts of vested interests like the fossil fuels industry
to prolong the change process. At the local
constituency level, attempts to establish a popular
mandate for strong climate action encounter
misinformation campaigns by opposition parties,
anti-government groups or fossil fuel interests; factional/ideological disputes; scepticism about
La Camera, Francesco, 2021. ‘IRENA’s World Energy Transitions Outlook Re-Writes Energy Narrative for a Net
Zero World.’ https://www.irena.org/newsroom/pressreleases/2021/Jun/IRENAs-World-Energy-Transitions-OutlookRe-Writes-Energy-Narrative-for-a-Net-Zero-World. A Carbon Tracker report concluded similarly that “the
technical and economic barriers have been crossed and the only impediment to change is political [will]. Bond,
Kingsmill, et al., 2021. The sky’s the limit: Solar and wind energy potential is 100 times as much as global energy
demand. Carbon Tracker, April.
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climate change; and the propensity toward populist backlash against ‘socialist’ government
mitigation interventions that could require changes to people’s lifestyles and livelihoods.
The following section discusses each type of obstacle in more detail and how it impacts efforts
by governments to develop a collective will to accelerate energy system transformation.
3.1 Economic obstacles to accelerated government energy transition
3.1.1 Ideological lock-in
Many policy makers and Treasury bureaucrats in capitalist economies still harbour at least
residual notions of neoliberalism and accept de facto the paradigm of endless growth (or
‘growthism’) 33 still prevailing in classical economics.34 The ideology of less-government/more
growth discourages governments from considering stronger interventionist measures to
accelerate energy transition35 or policy approaches that accord less priority to growth because
such approaches ostensibly would harm the economy and cause widespread social disruption.36
The growth ideology has persisted despite mounting evidence that growth-driven economies are
the principal culprits behind worsening poverty, environmental destruction and human-caused
climate change. 37 Hickel argues that is because “under capitalism, ‘growth’ is not about
increasing production in order to meet human needs. It is about increasing production in order
to extract and accumulate profit,”38 which is achieved through exploitation of labour and
resources, and avoiding paying for the externalities of production.
In recent decades, apologists for the capitalist market system have advocated ‘sustainable
growth’ or ‘green growth’ as alternative frameworks for addressing climate change. Hickel,
Richard Smith and others argue growthism of whatever kind in a world of finite resources is
simply making the climate situation worse. 39 National economies are embedded within the
capitalist-dominated market system, which in turn is encompassed within and dependent upon
the ecosphere which growth-driven production is destroying.
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The problem is that the industries causing the most harm to ecosystems and human society also
generate significant revenues for governments and carry considerable weight in policymaking. A
few governments have attempted to reduce support for the fossil fuels industry and introduce
policies to cut emissions, but the moves have been relatively timid for fear of damaging their
economies. Critics argue the climate emergency will not be addressed by trying to ‘fix’ growthdriven capitalism.40 Hickel and Kallis41 maintain there is no empirical evidence that continued
economic growth can be ‘decoupled’ from exploitive resource use (e.g., of fossil fuels) or rising
carbon emissions (certainly not in time to stay below 2oC warming or worse), despite claims at
COP26 that Europe had cut emissions while boosting growth.42 Limitless growth and resource
consumption are inimical to planetary protection and human survival.43 As ecological economist
Kate Raworth told a BBC Newsnight interviewer:
“We’ve inherited a 20th century [economic] framework that believes that endless
economic growth is a sign of success. Nothing on earth does that. It’s time to get
beyond dependence on growth and reach an economy that can thrive. This is in fact the
existential economic question of our times. What’s stopping a lot of the action we need
on climate change is governments’ endless addiction and dependency on creating
growth.44
Hickel and Kallis conclude that green growth is “likely to be a misguided policy goal, and policy
makers should look for alternative strategies.”
In summary markets are unreliable mechanisms for accomplishing significant shifts in energy
systems, certainly within a timeframe that would avert the predicted disastrous consequences of
runaway climate change. There are numerous technical and commercial difficulties in trying to
rapidly replace carbon-based energy systems with renewable technologies, which in turn present
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major challenges for policy makers.45 But when a significant number of a nation’s politicians and
bureaucrats remain trapped in the outmoded growth paradigm, pay lip service to internationallyagreed UN Sustainable Development Goals, 46 and/or are dismissive of frameworks around
holistic wellbeing, ecological economics47 or ‘donut economics,’ it is virtually impossible to reach
a consensus on policies such as rapid energy system transformation that could cut emissions in
time to make a significant difference.
3.1.2 Rent-seeking behaviour
Rent-seeking in economics is when an individual or corporate entity seeks to gain additional
wealth by influencing the distribution of economic resources in their favour, without
contributing to productivity or creating new wealth. It is a problem within an economy because it
leads to skewed wealth-creation, lost government revenue, heightened income inequality, and
underdevelopment.
Rent-seeking can also occur in the political sphere. For example, corporate interests or sectors of
the economy may attempt to ‘capture’ regulatory agencies in order to gain coercive influence
over policymaking and the way regulations are applied. Such efforts can result in political as well
as economic advantages for rent-seekers while imposing disadvantages on their competitors and
the wider public. Fossil fuel companies have engaged in rent-seeking in order to impede the
regulation of greenhouse gases and continue business as usual. Many of their efforts have
succeeded in derailing or weakening proposed legislation, as we shall note later. Patnaik
maintains that such behaviour not only delays climate policies that would benefit society, but
“undermines credibility in the respective political system as it becomes captured by more
powerful interest groups.”48
Fossil fuels industry apologists and their economist supporters have been known to engage in a
kind of reverse rent-seeking rhetoric of their own. One conservative commentator suggested
the “aggressive rush” by governments to phase-out of fossil fuels was being driven by rentseeking by special interest groups (e.g., renewable energy companies and climate activists)
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seeking to obtain special benefits and block competition from the fossil fuels industry.49
Renewable energy projects that receive government support should lose their ‘unfair advantage’
over incumbent energy providers.50 Of course, the huge unfair advantage the fossil fuels industry
already enjoys is their accumulated wealth and influence from having dodged the health,
environmental and climate-related costs of their upstream and downstream operations (e.g.,
transportation) over more than a century.
Building a collective political will to adopt any policy, much less a major initiative like energy
system transformation, requires compromise. Rent-seeking can also apply to political
manoeuvring in the policy development process itself. In this case individuals and factions within
government put their own political interests or those of powerful groups they depend upon for
support ahead of evidence that a proposed policy is likely to deliver the best societal benefits.
The economic notion of ‘inefficient allocation of resources’ in relation to rent-seeking can apply
equally to inappropriate allocation, capture or withholding of political power. It can result in
disadvantaging less well-connected or under-resourced groups, undermining trust in
government and weakening inclusive democracy.
3.1.3 The fallacy that urgent climate mitigation action will be too costly and disruptive
Politicians have fallen for arguments by vested interests that interventions to accelerate energy
transition will be economically disruptive, cause job losses and place an unacceptable burden on
taxpayers. Better to adopt a gradual ‘common sense’ approach, they argue, and concentrate on
least-cost adaptation measures. On the contrary, a number of studies have shown that a swifter,
well-managed transition is likely to produce more positive economic benefits in the long run and
reduce emissions more quickly.51 The World Resources Institute estimated that climate impacts
could cost governments and businesses $US7.9 trillion by 2050 if emissions were unchecked. In
comparison, strong government climate action had the potential to generate $US26+ trillion in
economic benefits by 2030 and create over 60 thousand jobs in the renewable energy sector
alone.52 Studies in New Zealand by Westpac Bank, the Royal Society of New Zealand and the

Costello, Kenneth, 2020. ‘How to End the Rent-Seeking in Climate Policy.’ The Regulatory Review, April 29.
https://www.theregreview.org/2020/04/29/costello-end-rent-seeking-climate-policy/
50
C.f. Espinosa, V.I., J.A. Peña-Ramos, and F Recuero-López, 2021.The Political Economy of Rent-Seeking:
Evidence from Spain’s Support Policies for Renewable Energy. Energies14, 4197. https://doi.org/10.3390/
en1414419.
51
E.g. IRENA, 2021a. ‘Fast-Track Energy Transitions to Win the Race to Zero.’ 16 March. IRENA, Abu Dhabi,
UAE. https://www.irena.org/newsroom/pressreleases/2021/Mar/Fast-Track-Energy-Transitions--to-Win-the-Raceto-Zero
52
Steer, Andrew, Helen Mountford and Molly McGregor, 2018. ‘Low-Carbon Growth Is a $26 Trillion Opportunity:
Here Are 4 Ways to Seize It.’ 5 September, World Resources Institute. https://www.wri.org/insights/low-carbongrowth-26-trillion-opportunity-here-are-4-ways-seize-it
49

23

Climate Change Commission reached similar conclusions about the benefits of rapid transition.53
Commentators also point out that most studies fail to take account of the true costs of
responding to climate change while attempting to continue business as usual in an age of
extreme planetary overshoot. Renewable energy transition, they argue, will not help achieve
economic and societal sustainability unless accompanied by planned degrowth and collective
adoption of much less destructive ways of production and living.54
Part of the problem lies with the tools economists use. Economic research frequently uses cost–
benefit analysis, which is inadequate for dealing with negative impacts that are difficult to
quantify and doesn’t assesses all the benefits of mitigation policies. An alternative approach,
Integrated Assessment Modelling, typically “reflects the social views of their architects, contains
arbitrary input values and assumptions, underestimates damages and often relies on unproven
technologies.”55
Nobel Prize winning economist Paul Krugman suggests mainstream economists haven’t just used
inappropriate tools, but have been duplicitous in the fossil fuel industry’s predatory delay
misinformation campaign regarding the costs of strong government climate action.56 Steve
Keen, a fellow at University College London’s Institute for Strategy, Resilience and Security,
agrees:
“They have totally misrepresented the science and ignored it where it contradicts their
bias that climate change is not a big deal because, in their opinion, capitalism can handle
anything.”57
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Franta documented how the US fossil fuel industry funded biased economic analyses over
several decades to oppose climate policies. 58 He traced the history of an influential group of
economic consultants who systematically inflated the predicted costs of proposed policies while
ignoring the benefits of these same policies, all the while disguising the fact their work was being
sponsored by the fossil fuels industry.
Aotearoa New Zealand has not been immune to such tactics. When the Ardern-led coalition
government enacted a ban on new off-shore oil and gas exploration in 2017 to accelerate the
country’s move away from fossil fuel dependency, the Petroleum Exploration and Production
Association of New Zealand (PEPANZ) 59 contracted the New Zealand Institute of Economic
Research (NZIER) to carry out an ‘independent’ review of the costs of the ban.60 The economists
concluded that as a result of the ban, GDP would be reduced by around 5 percent over the next
25 years, household consumption would decline by 7 percent, and export revenue would drop
by 5 percent. The Taranaki petroleum region would be particularly hard hit. After several
academics and investigative journalists analysed and criticised the report, the authors were
forced to admit they had not assessed the potential benefits of the ban for the environment or
for climate emissions reduction, nor had they taken into account new job opportunities in
alternative energy that were likely to result from government ‘just transition’ initiatives. It later
transpired that PEPANZ had played an influential role in setting the narrow terms of the study.
The problem is if government policy makers and businesses assume the current shift to

If government policy makers and businesses
assume the current shift to renewable technology
is a gradual process, and that accelerating the
pace of change would be hugely costly, they are
likely to end up making the wrong decisions.
renewable technology is a gradual process, and that accelerating the pace of change will be
hugely costly, they are likely to end up making the wrong decisions. As a consequence,
businesses and society will bear the burden of uneconomic investments, stranded fossil fuel
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assets, and catastrophic climate change.61 When a significant bloc of government (and/or
opposition) politicians uncritically accept misinformation from vested interests or flawed
modelling data and present this as ‘evidence’ to support their point of view, this can constitute a
significant impediment to building political will for strong action on energy system
transformation.
3.2 Contextual/structural obstacles to accelerated government energy transition
Structural factors come into play at two points when government leaders are attempting to
forge a collective political will to pursue rapid energy system transformation. One is at the level
of the overall political economic system (government, the economy, social institutions, and
culture). The other involves the nature of policymaking governance and procedural conventions
within a given jurisdiction.
3.2.1 The political economic system
Systems analysts argue that global reliance on a fossil fuel-based energy system began with the
Industrial Revolution, through a process of technological and institutional evolution referred to
as ‘political lock-in’62 or ‘carbon lock-in’.63 Seto et al. argue that “carbon lock-in is particularly
prone to entrenchment given the large capital costs, long infrastructure lifetimes, and
interrelationships between the socioeconomic and technical systems involved.” 64 They identify
three interrelated carbon lock-in processes: (a) infrastructural and technological; (b) institutional
arrangements, governance and policy/decision-making; and (c) behavioural [i.e. culture and
lifestyle factors]. All three are mutually reinforcing, making rapid system-wide energy transition
difficult to achieve.
The first two types of carbon lock-in are similar to the ‘contextual’ factors identified by Roberts
et al. in their research as barriers to energy transition. They concluded that energy transitions
“happen at different speeds in different jurisdictions, due in part to their material, socio-political,
and economic context.”65 Among the political economic factors that influence the pace of
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transition, Roberts et al. mention a nation’s
technological capabilities, natural resource
endowments, industrial configuration, political norms
and ‘cultural repertoires.’

‘ENERGY
CULTURES’
Where a sub-culture of
climate scepticism,
obstinate reliance on
fossil fuel energy, and
resistance to statemandated lifestyle
changes is widespread,
it can constitute a
significant barrier to
strong government
measures to accelerate
energy transformation.

Other studies support the observation that
government success in accelerating the adoption of
alternative technologies can depend on the cultural
compatibility of proposed policies. Some societies
place a greater emphasis on consultation and
consensus while others value autonomous action.
At the level of consumer behaviour, research
suggests countries have different ‘energy cultures’
constituted by the interactions between cognitive
norms, energy practices and material culture.66
Where a sub-culture of climate scepticism, obstinate
reliance on fossil fuel energy, and resistance to statemandated lifestyle changes is widespread, it can
constitute a significant barrier to strong government
measures to accelerate energy transformation. In
such countries, as Post et al note, bold policy
initiatives are less likely to make it onto the
government’s ‘formal agenda’ because they lack buyin from key corporate and individual stakeholders,
and/or don’t have the backing of influential political
actors who are worried about backlash from climate
change-denying energy cultures.67

From a political economy perspective, carbon lock-in
manifests itself as hegemony of what Unruh terms
the fossil fuel ‘techno-industrial complex’68 over a
country’s economy. This leads to unquestioning acceptance of the status quo by political
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leaders, and thus reluctance to act against the interests of such a powerful complex for fear of
economic disruption.
Phelan et al. similarly argue that the fossil fuels industry is a powerful regime that exercises
“hegemony through the coercive and bureaucratic authority of the state, dominance in the
economic realm, and the consensual legitimacy of civil society” 69 to slow transition to a lowemissions economy.70 Geels concurs that the perpetuation of the minerals-energy ‘regime of
power’ is not simply due to systemic carbon lock-in but to active resistance by the energy
incumbency.71 This regime must constantly battle against changing political, economic and social
circumstances in order to survive and prosper. It is broader than fossil fuel corporations and
their trade associations, extending to industries reliant on fossil fuels, transportation and even
governments.72 Governments are included because, according to Phelan et al., they are
committed to advancing the interests of capital under the guise of national development and
improving public welfare. Similarly, Geels argues that “…policy makers and incumbent firms can
be conceptualized as often forming a core alliance at the regime level, oriented towards
maintaining the status quo.”73 So progressive policy makers have a real challenge trying to
persuade their colleagues to place the power and influence of the fossil fuels industry at arm’s
length in order to consider objectively the merits of fast-tracking energy transition.
Another element within each country’s distinctive political economy are the institutional
configurations that make up the public, commercial and civic sectors, the codes of conduct that
guide how these institutions relate to one another, how adaptable they are to change (i.e.
resilience), and the relative power of vested interests within the country to influence these
relationships in order to slow the pace of energy transition.74 All of these factors constitute the
unique political economy of a country, which can present particular obstacles or opportunities
for politicians to build a cohesive political will to accelerate energy transition.
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3.2.2 Outmoded or opaque policymaking governance and procedures
Meadowcroft argues that existing governance arrangements within states can influence their
ability to implement urgent measures such as energy transition.75 Climate change is a highly
complex policy issue, like war or pandemics, although developing over a longer period. Studies
suggest evidence-based, integrated policy frameworks and more transparent governance
arrangements are needed to deal with such complex issues and form a political will for effective
action.76 Chapman notes that changes to national energy systems “will require rapid policy
change and a mix of well-aligned policies across a wide range of sectors.” 77 Unfortunately, in
many jurisdictions governance structures and policy frameworks have become overly
bureaucratic and fragmented into specialist ‘silos,’ a trend exacerbated by the rise of
neoliberalism with its emphasis on ‘contestable’ policy advice. A few countries such as the UK,
Scotland and New Zealand have recognised the problem and have introduced legislation and
policymaking processes to ensure a more ‘whole of government’ approach which have been
useful in addressing climate change.
Problem scoping, evidence-gathering and consultation are central to effective and timely policy
development. An issue or condition becomes a ‘problem’ when there is a consensus among key
actors that the government must take action.78 Rigorous frameworks to guide policy
development are crucial at this stage in seeking to consolidate a political will to act. A narrow or
biased strategic policy framework employed in information gathering and analysis may miss vital
aspects of the problem or introduce bias when judging which sources of information to treat as
more authoritative than others. As a consequence, the choice of which stakeholders are invited
to provide input into policy (directly or through a public consultation process) and what
information is accorded priority in formulating policy advice may be slanted toward certain
vested interests.79
Policymaking processes can have similar effects. The case of Aotearoa New Zealand is instructive.
Policymaking rules and ethical guidelines are set out in the Cabinet Manual for ministers, and in
the Public Services Commission’s code of conduct for public servants. In practice public officials
are also expected to pay close attention to the Cabinet Manual. Duncan and Chapple state that
75
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the role of the Public Service Commission and the Cabinet Manual is to ensure fairness,
transparency and at least the perception that representatives or lobbyists of one group do not
have an unfair advantage over others.80 Recent governments have placed more emphasis on
opening up consultation on major policy issues. In practice “a significant inside track for vested
interests in the policy process is granted via the use of ‘stakeholder’ consultation.”81 The notion
of ‘relevant stakeholders’ is formally defined in the Cabinet Manual as corporate entities, sectors
or groups of citizens (e.g., Māori) who are specifically to be consulted on a given policy issue. The
question, as Duncan and Chapple point out, is how particular stakeholders are selected and
which ones decision makers pay most attention to? Economically powerful vested interests with
a stake in preserving the status quo have “the means to pay for researchers, lawyers and
lobbyists to put forward more convincing cases to policy makers.”82 Less well-resourced groups
struggle to have their voices heard. As a consequence, politicians may be presented with only
part of the picture regarding a policy problem and its potential solution. Formal guidelines on
who is consulted and how the submitted information is treated are not always followed by
ministers and officials. They can ignore or skew ‘evidence’ to support their own views or to
protect vested interests like the fossil fuels industry.
As in most multi-party democracies, officials and ministers are also expected to consult one
another on major policy developments. However, there are instances where ministers and their
officials have proceeded with work and consulted on policy initiatives that conflicted or
overlapped with work by other ministries. In 2019 the Ministry of Business, Innovation and
Employment at the direction of the Minister of Resources and Energy released a discussion
document on accelerating renewable energy and improving energy efficiency.83 Passing
reference was made to phasing out fossil fuels. At the same time, the Minister, who was a vocal
proponent of the petroleum industry’s ‘gas bridge’ mantra, directed officials in another of her
portfolios to fast-track development of a new Minerals and Resource Strategy. After months of
public consultation including voluminous input from the fossil fuels sector, the Minerals and
Resource Strategy was released on in November 2019. In spite of submissions from
environmental organisations and climate groups, based on climate science and IPCC reports,
arguing the government should grasp the opportunity to introduce a planned phase-out of coal
and petroleum extraction, the Minister ignored the suggestion. The Strategy merely suggested
actions designed to foster “a more efficient and socially and environmentally responsible
extractive sector.” Two years later, the Minister of Climate Change released a consultation
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document on a proposed government Emissions Response Plan. The plan, which proposed
starting work [sic] on an Energy Strategy, referred tenuously to “creating a plan for managing the
diminishing role of fossil gas across the energy system.”84
With the passage of the Public Service Act 2020, it seems less likely that ministers and officials
will be able to get away with such stakeholder-influenced manoeuvring.85 Nevertheless, it
demonstrates how political leaders can subtly manipulate the policymaking process to defend
their position, protect vested interests and/or make it more difficult for the government to
develop a common political will to progress a given policy issue. As Chapman observes “The dark
side of climate destabilisation is the threat it poses to rational and balanced governance, and
democratic policy-making, even in New Zealand. This is perhaps the most critical argument of all
for urgent action.”86
3.3 Political obstacles to accelerated government energy transition
While some scholars treat energy transition as a set of socio-technical challenges87 or broad
historical processes,88 others maintain the current carbon-based global economy is the product
of political and economic contestation over centuries. 89 They argue that the role of power and
politics in government efforts to end fossil fuel dependency has been given less attention in
research on energy transition.
3.3.1 Active resistance by the fossil fuels industry
Although the fossil fuels industry wields huge financial and political influence sufficient to block
policies not to its liking,90 the industry has had to defend itself for decades against accusations
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of environmental destruction, damage to human health, and contravention of indigenous rights
from scientists, investigative journalists, government regulators and environmental activists.91
Increasing scientific evidence of fossil fuels’ contribution to climate change has meant the scale
of the industry’s survival struggle has increased exponentially.92 The industry is now fighting to
defend the carbon-based energy system against the growth of alternative technologies, citizen
climate movements, and the financial
risks of ‘stranded assets.’93
The latest focus of the industry’s global
propaganda campaign (in conjunction
with representatives of major fossil fuel
producer countries like Saudi Arabia) is
on promoting carbon capture and
storage (CCS) as an alternative to rapidly
phasing out fossil fuel production. 94
Although CCS has been around for
decades, it has been used primarily in a
few industrial plants to capture CO2 from
exhaust smoke to sequester
underground or inject into aging wells
for ‘enhanced oil recovery’. CCS
technology for direct air capture is
largely in the experimental stage and is
too costly at present to scale up without
massive taxpayer investment.95

The fossil fuel industry is promoting
carbon capture and storage as an
alternative to rapidly phasing out fossil
fuel production.
‘Direct air’ CCS is still experimental
and costly. It will not significantly
reduce the amount of GHG emissions
in the atmosphere in time to avoid
severe impacts on the ecosphere and
human society.

The imperative on governments to curb emissions and phase out fossil fuels is exposing the
contradictory position of politicians within the broader minerals-energy regime mentioned
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earlier. Meadowcroft observes that when the resistance of powerful groups most affected by
climate mitigation policies is combined with the complexity of implementing global agreements
like those arising from COP26 and the long time frames involved, there is a “natural tendency
[sic] for governments to delay action to avoid antagonizing these influential groups, and to adopt
less ambitious climate programs.”96
As well as resistance from powerful groups, there is a propensity for politicians to soft-pedal
reforms or oppose tougher climate measures to cut GHG emissions in order to avoid voter
backlash. At the community or constituency level, attempts by governments to establish a
popular mandate for rapidly transforming the energy system encounter widespread
misinformation, factional/ideological disputes, and scepticism about the reality of climate
change.97 This political hesitancy, however, is being increasingly called into question by rising
public anger over loss of property, livelihoods and productive land because of the rising
frequency of extreme weather events, wildfires, ecosystem collapse and the effects of sea level
rise. As Meadowcroft observes, there are multiple ‘veto points’ within democratic systems that
slow and complicate decision making.
3.3.2 Strategies of the fossil fuels regime to influence policy makers: from denial to delay

“I have seen, at first hand, the intense lobbying efforts
of special interests to slow down action on climate
change. The unsurprising tendency of politicians is to
succumb to this pressure, despite knowing how the
likely negative effects of delay will impact on the lives
of children already born, as well as future
generations.”
-- Associate Professor Ralph Chapman, member of the
New Zealand delegation to the 1997 Tokyo Climate Meeting

The world’s major petroleum companies have known since the 1970s about the harm their
operations and products were doing to people and the planet.98 Investigations have revealed
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that, instead of trying to mitigate these harmful impacts, the fossil fuel industry undertook
“coordinated efforts to bewilder the public” and mislead policy makers.99 Initially those efforts
took the form of denying environmental harm. But with the publication of the IPCC’s first
Assessment Report, the Rio Earth Summit in 1992, and an upsurge in climate activism the fossil
fuel industry began funding ‘independent’ research aimed at challenging the science around
human-induced climate change. It supported think-tanks promoting climate denial and hired
sophisticated public relations firms with expertise in producing ‘greenwashing’.100 The industry
even employed some of the strategies that environmentalists were using against them,
“including grassroots organizing and coalition-building, commissioning research reports,
telephone and letter-writing campaigns, testifying at hearings and using the media.” 101
Geels suggests at least three ways the fossil fuels industry has attempted to influence policy
makers:102
(a) Through personal networks and close contacts between big business and senior policy
makers, which provide policy access to firms. A number of studies have documented that
governments routinely consult and take account of the interests of fossil fuel lobbies when
developing policy proposals; 103
(b) Through frequent contacts and personal friendships, which often result in policy makers
internalising the ideas and interests of these industries which in turn influences how they
develop policy; and
(c) Through employing various ‘corporate political strategies’ (e.g., massaging information to suit
their own interests, financial incentives, organised pressure and lobbying, threat of litigation). 104
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Recently, the fossil fuels industry and their political supporters have attempted to reframe the
debate to justify continued government support for the industry’s supposed ‘bridging’ role in
providing energy security during the prolonged transition to renewables.105 An investigation of
ExxonMobil’s PR, lobbying and political donations campaign by a British television network
exposed the thinking and tactics behind the company’s covert campaign.106 In the US the
petroleum industry’s trade group the Petroleum Institute of America has spent millions of dollars
on a social media campaign to block President Biden’s climate plan and lobbying for continued
tax breaks.107 Similar activities are going on in other countries. These concerted campaign tactics
are undermining political will to adopt bold climate legislation to speed up energy system
transformation.
Fossil fuel industry lobbying and PR campaigning in Aotearoa New Zealand is low-key compared
with most developed countries. During my research,108 I was able to identify a ‘portfolio’ of
strategies or more accurately standard manoeuvres which the fossil fuel industry has employed
to promote and defend itself:
 Perpetuating debate through news releases, submissions, ‘factual’ reports and media
interviews;
 Influencing ministers and policy development through lobbying, submissions, capturing
relevant departments through the ‘revolving door’ process, and ‘regulatory capture’ at
national and local government levels’;
 Personal networking and garnering support from other business sectors and commercial
associations;
 Using paid consultants, PR agencies and ‘independent’ experts to provide advice, reports
and media commentary favourable to the industry;
 Employing covert surveillance, directly or in collaboration with government departments
and law enforcement agencies; and
 Organising or supporting pseudo-grassroots lobby groups.
3.3.3 Fear of populist backlash against strong energy transition measures
Geels points out that the minerals-energy complex not only builds coalitions with friendly actors
in government and business, but strives to develop and maintain a ‘base’ of supporters within
105
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civil society (ala Donald Trump). This base can be energised at crucial junctures in the
policymaking process to pressure politicians to drop or weaken measures that threaten the
industry. If the energy incumbency can raise doubt in people’s minds about climate change and
how costly and disruptive strong government mitigation measures might be to them, it could be
enough to trigger organised public resistance and disrupt attempts to reach high level political
consensus on accelerating energy transition.109
3.4 Summary: Obstacles to developing the political will to accelerate energy transition
Post et al. identify four definitional components of a collective political will among policy makers,
and suggest indicators and questions to assess strength of political will to support a proposed
policy. They suggest a number of obstacles that might prevent political will from developing and
action being taken. However, they do not say how these obstacles might affect particular
aspects of political will. The following chart (Figure 1) treats political will as a process, and
suggests how obstacles identified in the foregoing literature review could affect specific aspects
of political will to accelerate energy system transition. The chart also provides examples of how
these obstacles might manifest themselves.
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Figure 1
Obstacles to political will to accelerate energy system transition
Components of
political will
Component 1:
A Sufficient Set of
Decision Makers

Component 2:
A Common
Understanding of a
Particular Problem
on the Policy
Agenda

(adapted from Post et al., 2010)
How political will
Obstacles to
manifests itself
political will
Sets of actors capable of
approving, implementing
and enforcing policies

Use of a similar frame
and terminology
a) Agreement on nature of
the problem and that it
requires government
action soon
b) The ‘problem’ is on the
formal agenda

Component 3:
Commitment to
Support…

Component 4:
A Commonly
Perceived,
Potentially
Effective Policy
Solution

Distribution and strength
of specific decision-maker
preferences

Use of similar fame and
terminology
Avoidance of known
sources of ineffectiveness
Capacity for policy
effectiveness

Economic Rent-seeking by individual politicians or factions within
government putting their own political interests or those of powerful
groups on whom they depend ahead of the majority view, regardless of
evidence of a preferred policy’s wider societal benefits.
Political Government fragmented into opposing factions on climate
action. Vested interest advocates in key positions on consultative
committees and old boys networks. Revolving door practice creates
opportunity for bureaucrats supportive of vested interest groups to block
or deflect policy.
Economic Ideological ‘lock-in’ to the growth/GDP paradigm by
politicians and policy advisors vs holistic models. Competing views
stoked by misinformation about the costs & benefits of rapid transition.
Contextual/structural Neoliberal emphasis on ‘contestable advice’ and
specialist policy ‘silos’ leaving bureaucracies unsuited to address
complex problems like climate change. Lack of consensus on the key
components and priorities of an overarching framework and policy
agenda can allow political leaders to skew problem definition and policy
development to suit their own political interests. This can lead to
manipulation of the public consultation process in favour of powerful
vested interests.
Political Powerful, well-resourced vested interests like FFs employ a
range of strategies and PR tactics to influence how problem definitions
(and solutions) are framed in policy debate in ways that favour them.
Contextual/structural Prevailing political norms and ‘cultural repertoires’
may preclude issues from inclusion on the formal policy agenda, because
political actors feel they lack a mandate or worry about reputational risks.
Political Strategies of the energy incumbency are used to perpetuate
climate debate and downplay FFs climate impacts, bolster the position of
political factions opposed to rapid transition, and spark popular backlash
against strong climate change mitigation measures.
Economic Conflicting expert advice and narrowly conceived research on
costs/benefits of proposed solutions can constitute a major impediment to
political leaders agreeing on the best potential solution.
Contextual/structural A ‘silo’ bureaucracy with specialist areas of
contesting policy advice is likely to be incapable of formulating
integrated, multi-level solutions for mitigating and adapting to climate
change.
Political The extent to which coalitions like FFs and their influential
supporters succeed in challenging existing institutional relationships or
undermining their legitimacy makes agreement on effective policy
solutions difficult (e.g., government ignores ‘working people,’ fails to
consult affected businesses and communities).
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4. Overcoming obstacles to political will for urgent action on energy transition

Rather than dodging
hard choices,
responsible political
leaders need stay
abreast of the latest
climate science, wellbriefed on strategic
policy options and
prepared to confront the
main obstacles to
building a cohesive
political will for strong
government climate
action.

To recap, government leadership is needed to
catalyse a collective response to the climate crisis
because limitless growth and markets – however
‘green – are likely to make the situation worse.
Governments need to introduce bold measures to
accelerate transition to clean technologies and assist
businesses and citizens to adapt to the new reality.110
The problem is that not only does climate change
pose complex challenges to policymaking, but
transformative system change can disrupt policy
governance itself. 111 Rather than dodging hard
choices, responsible political leaders need keep
abreast of the latest climate science, be well-briefed
on strategic policy options and be prepared to
confront the main obstacles to building a cohesive
political will for strong climate action.
The literature on the political economy of energy
transitions offers useful insights into why
governments have failed to act with more urgency to
confront the climate crisis, as well as the strategies
progressive policy makers and concerned citizens
groups could adopt to overcome some of the main
obstacles to accelerating energy transition.
4.1 Overcoming economic obstacles

4.1.1 The educational and mobilisation role of policy
makers and scientists
One of the main obstacles to governments agreeing
measures to accelerate energy transformation is
uncritical acceptance by some politicians and less-informed members of their constituencies of
the misleading claims of the fossil fuels regime about the costs and disruption such interventions
110
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could cause. Government leaders, policy advisors and academics have an important educational
and mobilisation role to play in providing authoritative evidence, challenging entrenched
individual views and corporate mind-sets, and encouraging the emergence of new behavioural
norms to help mitigate and adapt to climate change.112 The New Zealand government, for
instance, used reports by the Ministry for Business, Innovation and Employment (MBIE), the
Productivity Commission, and the Climate Change Commission to refute media releases and
biased reports by the petroleum industry about the costs to the economy and households of the
2017 ban on offshore exploration.
Politicians need to be prepared to introduce strong measures and regulations to force the pace
of change in spite of concerted push-back from vested interests. That said, rapid governmentled transformation of the energy system could be unnecessarily disruptive and costly for
communities and businesses without proper planning and consultation. Studies reveal
businesses will support accelerated transition policies if they can be shown to reduce
uncertainty, improve operational efficiency, and/or provide opportunities to innovate and
benefit.113
Meadowcroft likens a nation’s dominant industries to large masses in a gravitational system,
exerting political ‘pull’ to maintain the status quo. Governments can offset these sources of
inertia by providing financial support for “new centers of economic power”114 (e.g., emerging
technology clusters) and investing in the necessary infrastructure to support them. At the same
time, they can eliminate subsidies, tax incentives and soft regulations that unfairly advantage the
fossil fuel incumbency.115
4.1.2 Adopting more holistic frameworks to guide national development policy
The growth/GDP paradigm as an obstacle to transforming economies and energy systems has
weakened in recent years, due in part to critiques by ecological economists and by UNsupported efforts to promote sustainable development, secure inter-governmental agreement
on sustainable development goals, and operationalise a more holistic model of national
accounts. Policy makers need to learn from countries who are experimenting with alternative
paradigms like Wellbeing to guide overall policymaking, measure national ‘progress,’ and address
climate change.
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The New Zealand Government introduced the world’s first Wellbeing Budget in 2020. Prior to
that, the Treasury formulated a Living Standards Framework in collaboration with other
ministries to guide future policy development.116 In parallel with the Treasury’s work, Statistics
New Zealand consulted widely and developed a set of Indicators Aotearoa New Zealand to assess
the country’s economic, social, cultural and environmental wellbeing over time. The indicators
were intended to inform a range of domestic and international reporting, including progress on
meeting the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals.117 In 2019 New Zealand joined
Scotland and Iceland in a Wellbeing Economy Governments partnership, supported by the
Wellbeing Economy Alliance. Such holistic approaches can provide political leaders with a
framework for assessing the wider range of benefits and costs of policy initiatives like
transforming the energy system.
4.1.3 Overcoming political rent-seeking
Building a collective political will to support a policy, particularly an initiative like rapid energy
system transition, can be impeded by individuals or factions within government putting their
own political interests or those of powerful groups ahead of the majority view, regardless of
whether evidence indicates the preferred policy is most likely to produce the desired outcomes.
It is imperative for the proper functioning of government in liberal democracies that not only the
decision-making process around a policies but the transactions between state actors, industry
representatives and other key stakeholders regarding those policies be made more transparent.
What’s the evidence a proposed policy will achieve the desired result? What are the trade-offs?
Whose views appear to hold the most sway and why? Which interest groups are likely to benefit
and which could lose out?
The challenge to developing a coherent political will to support of a new policy is that although
protocols and regulations exist to ensure ministerial accountability for adhering to collective
decisions, policy development is a dynamic and often fractious political process. Commitment to
abide by the consensus of colleagues can be fudged in various ways, allowing rent-seeking
behaviour to occur. Policy processes are not set in stone, and the need for flexibility and
innovation is even greater with crises like Covid-19 and climate change. Policy makers need to
take account of the potential for rent-seeking behaviour by political colleagues or outside vested
interests when determining the procedures to be followed in developing, consulting, debating and
deciding about contentious or potentially transformative policy measures. They should also
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consider the extent to which the policy development process itself and internal debates about
policy options could be more open to public scrutiny to expose potential rent-seeking.
4.2 Overcoming contextual/structural obstacles
4.2.1 Exploiting opportunities created by energy system upheaval
Studies of energy transitions reveal how energy systems evolve into new configurations of
economic and social institutions which nations come to rely on and take for granted, until a new
energy source or technology emerges that disrupts the status quo. Energy systems in recent
centuries have been comprised of increasingly diverse parts which have been mutually
reinforcing. Today’s fossil fuels-dominated energy regime has been characterised as “a complex
set of technologies and practices, actors (primarily firms but also scientific and educational
bodies), and institutions (capital markets, government regulatory bodies).” 118 Because of its
complexity and scale, the response of the different system elements to changing circumstances
varies. This makes government efforts to hasten overall energy system transformation all the
more difficult to plan and achieve. Nevertheless, the literature suggests in the early stages of
transition, small disruptions to accepted ways of doing business can provide opportunities for
technology innovators to exploit emerging niches and governments to support and promote these
breakthroughs.119
Verbong and Geels give examples of a few governments, in collaboration with local
demonstration communities, implemented innovative alternative energy projects which
challenged the domination of the existing minerals-energy regime.120 In a similar vein,
Meadowcroft suggests politicians and their advisors could support demonstration ‘turn-key’
energy projects and monitor their ripple effects. These would be “measures that open up the
way to further reforms, ideally by generating momentum that encourages additional positive
changes.”121 Policy makers could use such initiatives to convince corporations and the general
public of the benefits of taking up alternative energy options sooner rather than later.
In order to identify opportunities to exploit disruptions in the existing energy system and support
emergent technologies, policy makers and their advisors need to have a thorough understanding
of how the fossil fuels regime is structured and operates. Governments have often found it
convenient to hire advisors with first-hand experience of the fossil fuels industry to meet this
knowledge gap (the revolving door practice). Political leaders could seek independent analysis of
118
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the current state of the industry, how fossil fuel vested interests are ‘entangled’ with political
factions and government policy development, and which sub-sectors of the current energy
system are likely to gain or lose from government interventions to phase out fossil fuel
production.122 Building on this, policy makers seeking transformative energy system change need
to review the government’s current relationships with regulators, markets, businesses and
customers and consider what changes might be needed to these relationships. 123
Take for instance the New Zealand gas market, which is regulated under the 1992 Gas Act and
overseen by the Gas Industry Company (GIC). The GIC provides guidance, support and public
relations for the industry as well as advising the Minister of Energy and Resources. Three oil
companies are among GIC’s shareholders. This rather murky arrangement provides ample
opportunities for the gas industry to influence government energy policy and lobby against rapid
decarbonisation. The GIC recently released a consultation paper124 on the future of the gas
market, which it planned to use to advise the Minister. The draft was based entirely on input
from industry ‘stakeholders’ who were interviewed in person by GIC consultants and
subsequently invited to make submissions on the paper.125 The paper argued that a steady
supply of locally produced gas was needed (a) to deal with the risk of rising prices (no doubt
because of the political threat these posed to politicians); and (b) to provide ‘energy security’
(which the fossil fuel industry equates with security of gas supply). Supposedly this was needed
because the country was becoming more reliant on ‘variable resources’ (code language for
renewables). The paper’s supply/demand scenarios ignored the consequences of continued gas
production and consumption for climate change. Instead, more industry-favourable government
policy settings and regulations were recommended to stimulate demand for gas, in order to
encourage further investment in developing already-identified reserves and building new
infrastructure after 2030. Gas investors, producers, and major users who made submissions
clearly had a vested interested in ensuring the shift away from reliance on fossil fuels was a
prolonged one.
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4.2.2 Adapting governance arrangements, policy processes and public engagement to cope with
climate change
Existing governance arrangements can create impediments to urgent policy responses.
Identifying which sorts of new policymaking conventions and institutional relationships are most
conducive to accelerated energy transitions has become an important focus for academic
research as well as for strategic policy analysis.126 Taking lessons from the growing body of
research, some governments have adapted their climate governance arrangements (e.g., wider
consultation early in the policy development process and collaborative partnerships with
business sectors, local governments, indigenous communities) to achieve wider buy-in from the
private sector and civil society for stronger mitigation and adaptation measures.
Meadowcroft127 suggests governments could also consider establishing an array of more or less
independent organisations to advise on and help implement policies to drive the change to a lowemissions economy. In 2008 the United Kingdom established a Climate Change Committee, an
independent, statutory body under the Climate Change Act. The CCC’s role is to report to central
and devolved governments on proposed emissions targets and progress in reducing greenhouse
gas emissions, as well as measures to adapt to the impacts of climate change. Similarly, under
the 2020 Zero Carbon Act, New Zealand established an independent Climate Change
Commission to monitor the country’s progress on its Paris targets, set five-year emissions
budgets, and recommend new policy measures to address climate change.
Of course, as new policies are rolled out they create a new policy environment and potentially
alter power relations between political parties, party factions, vested interests and civil society
groups. These changed relationships, as well as the parameters established by existing policy
settings, can determine whether policy proposals are considered ‘feasible’ by ministerial
colleagues, opposition parties and affected vested interest groups in trying to forge a collective
political will.128 As Duncan and Chapple point out, the question from a public interest
perspective is not simply who benefits from climate-related measures, but who evades the
short-term costs and/or pushes for short-term gains at the expense of long-term collective
interests:
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“We should ask how vested interests operate in particular circumstances, and how
policymaking processes can be improved so as to contain their influence; or, better still,
how to align vested interests with the public interest ...”129
Policy makers could consider tasking a team of advisors with intentionally monitoring and
analysing such shifting relationships, because they have the potential for creating new alliances
as well as raising barriers to future policy initiatives. New Zealand’s Zero Carbon Act was adopted
after years of political wrangling over the climate science and the costs of transition; behind-thescenes negotiating by a diverse network of politicians, lobbyists and climate advocates; and a
protracted parliamentary debate. Agreement was eventually achieved through a negotiated
accord between the major political parties committing the parties to upholding the basic
provisions of the Act no matter who was in government in future.
In terms of policy development and implementation, Meadowcroft notes that some
governments have experimented with ‘transition management’ in seeking to accelerate energy
system transformation rather than the usual planning and control approach or offering
economic incentives.130 Evidence suggests the impacts of economic incentives are too
generalised to trigger whole system change, while a top-down planning and control approach
may undermine the smooth functioning of local institutions needed to implement the new policy
initiative.
Some governments have utilised the findings of commissioned attitude surveys and academic
studies to refocus their climate change education campaigns not only on awareness-raising and
explaining government policies, but on enlightening resistant ‘energy cultures’. They have
explained climate change science in an intelligible way, and provided practical examples of how
families and businesses could utilise government guidance, incentive schemes and emissions
mitigation measures to help combat climate change.
4.3 Overcoming political obstacles
Even before UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres called for phasing out fossil fuel production,
studies were under way on whether more stringent supply-side policies like fossil fuel
exploration bans could accelerate transition to a low-carbon economy.131 The findings suggest
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Creating ‘transpartisan
coalitions’ can be useful
in combatting antitransition coalitions and
manoeuvring around
entrenched divisions
within or between
political parties
preventing development
of a coherent political
will to undertake urgent
action.

fossil fuel phase-out policies can augment demand
side measures and are more effective than
government support schemes in spurring renewable
energy development.132 Enactment of such policies
has proven difficult, however, not only because of
fossil fuels regime lock-in but because the politics
around government interventions to accelerate
energy transition have not been adequately
studied.133
Climate change, perhaps even more than wars or
pandemics, requires a better understanding of how
such emergencies alter the politics around
policymaking. To improve the chances of building a
cohesive political will for urgent policy measures like
energy transition, political leaders along with their
policy advisors and academic researchers need to
identify the kind of political circumstances and
institutional relationships that are most favourable
for escaping fossil fuels lock-in and establishing a
popular mandate for strong climate change
mitigation measures.
4.3.1 ‘Transpartisan coalitions,’ stakeholder collaboration and
innovation networks

Seto et al. observe that under normal circumstances
politicians have strong incentives to maintain the
status quo and favour the more influential sectors of
the economy.134 At the same time, they are expected
to provide leadership in responding to emergencies
like the climate crisis that threaten public wellbeing.
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The literature suggests a number of strategies governments could adopt to overcome political
obstacles to accelerating energy system transformation. One of the most frequently mentioned
is building cross-party or public/private coalitions for change. Roberts et al observe that creating
‘transpartisan coalitions’ can be useful in combatting anti-transition coalitions as well as
politically-motivated manoeuvring within political parties that prevent development of a coherent
political will for urgent policy action.135 Such coalitions might be established initially to address
issues that don’t directly have to do with climate change. They seem to work best when
ideological disputes and self-interests are set aside to facilitate the free flow of ideas. Political
leaders can play a catalytic role in bringing such coalitions together, even when some
participants’ ultimate interests may not be in addressing climate change. Meadowcroft observes
that governments, by encouraging a collaborative, solution‐oriented approach within such
coalitions can subtly influence power relations, help redefine stakeholder interests and hopefully
pave the way for bolder climate initiatives.136
When it comes to energy transition, Mitchell suggests it would be valuable [for policy makers as
well as scholars] to have case studies of how governments in conjunction with business sectors
and civil society groups have engaged in collaborative ‘just transition’ planning to accelerate
change while insuring energy security, safeguarding livelihoods, and diversifying regional
economies.137 After the New Zealand Government’s 2017 ban on off-shore petroleum
exploration, it became apparent that public concern was rising (stoked by the petroleum
industry) over the impacts on the Taranaki economy and threats to individual livelihoods. The
government sought policy advice on the issue, established a Just Transition Unit within MBIE,
and partnered with regional economic development agency Venture Taranaki in a consultation
process that involved the petroleum industry, local government, businesses, unions and Māori
and resulted in a just transition plan called the Taranaki 2050 Roadmap.
To be successful, according to Roberts et al., such government-initiated coalitions need the
support of powerful ‘fractions of capital’ with a stake in the outcome. After New Zealand signed
the Paris Agreement, there was heated debate among political parties and powerful private
sector groups like Federated Farmers about how to achieve the country’s NDC targets. Climate
Change Minister James Shaw, co-leader of the Green Party with support from green-leaning
colleagues within the Labour Coalition government, sought to depoliticise the issue so that
climate policy wouldn’t become a political football in future election cycles. This was achieved by
building cross-party support for a new legal and institutional framework on climate policy,
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implemented under a Zero Carbon Act.138 The impetus for cross-party support came from a
media campaign and lobbying by well-informed climate groups, farm organisations and the
Sustainable Business Network. Most sectors of the economy bought into the approach, if not
every provision of the Act, because it was backed by science and provided certainty so they
could plan for the future.
4.3.2 Being better informed and prepared for energy incumbency push-back
Although rapid advances are being made in moving to low-emissions energy systems, the fossil
fuels regime will not disappear overnight. Economies are dependent on carbon energy, and the
industry will continue to use its considerable financial and political muscle to influence public
opinion and lobby policy makers to slow the pace of energy transition.139 Phelan et al. note
however that the dominance of the fossil fuels regime “is not total and is contested by counterhegemonic forces with their own overlapping interests.” 140 The nightmare scenario for the fossil
fuels industry is that rising public concern about climate warming and the impacts of extreme
events on people’s lives will result in a stronger government mandate for more drastic mitigation
measures. Industry spokespersons have sought to promote natural gas as a ‘bridge fuel’ to a lowemissions economy while attacking government bans on fossil fuel exploration, ending industry
tax breaks and similar supply-side interventions.
In addition to lobbying, networking and in some jurisdictions seeking to ‘partner’ in governmentled transition planning, the fossil fuels regime has intensified its propaganda campaign for public
support. Geels identifies three types of discursive strategies the fossil fuels industry has used, in
cooperation with friendly politicians, to “shape not only what is being discussed (thus setting
agendas) but also how issues are discussed: (a) diagnostic framing, which identifies and defines
problems; (b) prognostic framing, which advances solutions to problems; and (c) motivational
framing, which provides a rationale for action and serves as a ‘call to arms.’” 141
`
In my latest Aotearoa New Zealand research, I described the petroleum industry’s ‘predatory
delay’ campaign, noting the tactics employed and how this propaganda campaign had evolved to
meet potential threats from government climate policies and environmental groups.142 The
broader research literature raises a number of questions for further investigation around the
extent to which the fossil fuels industry’s strategies have shaped public thinking and affected
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government efforts to accelerate energy transition.
Given the urgency of transforming the global energy
system, it is critical that policy makers and policy
advisors as well as academics pay closer attention to
the evolving strategies of the fossil fuel industry, who
the key players are, and how these are affecting
efforts to build a cohesive mandate for strong
government action.

It is critical that policy
makers and policy
advisors as well as
academics pay closer
attention to the evolving
strategies of the fossil
fuel industry, who the
key players are, and
how these are effecting
efforts to build a
cohesive mandate for
strong government
action.

4.3.3 Building on awareness-raising and protest
action by environmental movements to counter fossil
fuel propaganda and climate-denying populism
Phelan et al. maintain that “challenging and
undermining the fossil fuels historical bloc on the
scale necessary for maintaining the familiar stability
of the Earth system will surely rely on the success of
widespread and sustained movement building for
climate justice.”143 Movements like Extinction
Rebellion, School Strike for Climate, Greenpeace and
350.org have succeeded in confronting the fossil fuels
industry and raising public awareness of the need for
urgent government action. The fossil fuels regime has
made concerted efforts to drive a wedge between
climate action groups, spy on their activities and even
co-opt some of their representatives for
greenwashing purposes.144 Researchers and policy
makers should glean lessons from these movements
(as well as the activities of local communities and
indigenous groups) on ways of overcoming fossil fuels
regime domination. Meadowcroft suggests paying
attention to “which strategies are most successful for
building impetus for reform in specific societal
subsystems and what forms of political alliance are
most conducive to encouraging rapid energy
transition.”145
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In Aotearoa New Zealand, climate activists and environmental groups have adopted a variety of
strategies to obstruct fossil fuel company operations, generate public awareness of the harm the
industry is doing, and pressure the government into taking take more urgent action to end the
country’s dependency on coal, oil and gas. 146 These strategies have included:
(a) Grassroots research, sometimes referred to as ‘citizen science’
(b) Public awareness-raising, information dissemination and education programmes
(c) Legal challenges to proposed fossil fuel developments and local council plans
(d) Lobbying politicians and influencing government policies
(e) Organising, networking and alliance-building
(f) Directly confronting fossil fuel corporations, and exposing their strategies
(g) Indigenous self-determined development and resistance
Climate change and the challenge of maintaining the stability of the Earth system are not only
technical and policymaking issues. Commentators like Lord Stern, Chomsky and Waterstone,
Green, Phelan et al., and Hickel maintain it will ultimately require fundamental economic and
societall transformation. Achieving widespread support for new behavioural norms and radical
structural change will be an enormous task. On the plus side, popular discontent is likely to grow
if governments fail to deal urgently with the causes and effects of extreme climate events
impacting people’s lives and livelihoods, social disruption caused by a tide of climate refugees,
and increasing wealth disparity.
This raises the question of what political economists mean by ‘system change,’ and whether it
can be achieved through government reforms alone.147 Chomsky argues that until ‘industrial
feudalism’[Dewey] is replaced by the democratic control of production along with all aspects of
social life, politics will continue to be dominated by business.148 Urgent social and economic
change won’t come from the leadership, he maintains. It has to come from mass popular action.
Hickel149 acknowledges that if powerful states in the global North were to shift to a post-growth,
post-capitalist economic model, it would obviate the need for another round of neoliberal
austerity measures and further imperialist interventions in Third World countries to sustain
capitalist accumulation increasingly being threatened by the effects of climate change. But that
shift is unlikely to happen voluntarily:
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“It will require a popular mobilization powerful enough to bring it about. Post-growth
visions that focus primarily on ecology have so far placed their hope in the
environmentalist movement as a political vehicle. But environmentalists will not be able
to deliver the transition on their own... Working-class movements and labor unions, on
the other hand, have significantly more leverage [but] they have bought the narrative
that growth is necessary in order to improve working class employment and
livelihoods.”150
Hickel argues that improvements in livelihoods and wellbeing, access to services, and
environmental protection can all be accomplished without ‘growth.’ Unions should push for a
social guarantee of these rights and the environmentalist movement should unite with them to
fight for it, “because delinking livelihoods and well-being from capital would create political space
for a just post-growth transition.” Progressive politicians seeking to gain widespread political and
popular buy-in to an alternative holistic policy framework for strong climate mitigation initiatives
should look for opportunities to support and encourage such grassroots campaigns.
Urry has similar doubts that the hegemony of ‘carbon capital’ will be overcome solely through
the actions of organised environmental movements or rapid expansion of the renewable energy
sector. He sees a role for thousands of grassroots networks and experimental communities
embracing new values and practices, and demonstrating how these can delegitimise current
harmful practices.151 Klein similarly points to local groups that have created regenerative
communities as demonstrations of ways people can collectively address climate change. 152
Community and indigenous groups should keep abreast of local government and national policy
developments, seeking opportunities to influence these based on their own grassroots experience.
In Aotearoa New Zealand, for instance, the government is required by law to respond to the
Climate Change Commission’s 2021 recommendations with an Emissions Reduction Plan. The
Plan is meant to provide the basis for integrating a range of policies to meet the country’s
climate goals. Individual citizens, communities, and businesses have had the opportunity to
express their views and share their experiences around mitigation and adaptation to climate
change. Meadowcroft suggests academic researchers as well as policy makers should pay greater
attention to changing public attitudes and behaviour, including the intentional experiments that
individual households and communities are engaging in that demonstrate more climate-friendly
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ways of living in harmony with the Earth systems. 153 These can be leveraged to build wider
support for stronger government measures to reduce emissions and adapt to climate change.
Conclusion
Scientists warn greenhouse gas emissions are rising alarmingly, yet economies continue to
depend on fossil fuels, businesses have been slow to adopt low-emissions technology and most
households have failed to make the necessary behavioural changes. It is obvious if we are to
avert catastrophic warming that governments will have to undertake urgent mitigation
measures, particularly accelerating transition low-carbon energy systems. Unfortunately there is
doubt whether COP26 will result in governments taking immediate and effective action to meet
their emissions reduction commitments.
The history of rapid energy transitions suggests they have at least three characteristics in
common: (a) rapid adoption of a disruptive new technology tends to trigger disruptions in ways
of doing things across multiple levels of society; (b) investment in the early stages kick-starts
rapid development and adoption of the alternative technologies; and (c) rapid transition is
expedited by strong political leadership from government.
These findings may not surprise policy makers, but experience suggests governments encounter
significant challenges in actually replicating them. There is clearly a need to draw lessons from
the research literature about why governments fail to pursue urgently needed energy transition
policies. Apart from the natural propensity for politicians to try to prolong their careers and the
bickering among political parties that typically accompanies major new policy initiatives, the
literature suggests there are at least three types of obstacles to forging a common political will
to accelerate energy transition. These are (a) economic factors; (b) a country’s particular
governance structure, ruling policy procedures and social/cultural context, and (c) the efforts of
powerful interest groups to slow transition to a low-emissions economy, particularly the
resistance activities of the incumbent energy regime.
The most frequently encountered economic obstacles are ideological lock-in and the fallacy that
urgent climate mitigation measures will be too costly and disruptive. Policy makers, economists
and Treasury bureaucrats in most capitalist economies are still bound by the notion of endless
growth, GDP and residual neoliberalism notions. With most politicians and their advisors still
trapped in this outmoded paradigm and unaware or dismissive of alternative holistic
frameworks, it has been virtually impossible for governments to reach a consensus on more
‘radical’ policy strategies that could rapidly transform their economies and energy systems. The
153
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growth paradigm has been challenged in recent decades by ecological economists and by UNfacilitated efforts to encourage countries to sign up to Sustainable Development Goals and adopt
more holistic models of national accounts. Many politicians have also fallen for erroneous claims
by the fossil fuels incumbency that transition to a renewable energy system will take a long time
and government measures to accelerate energy transition will be too costly and economically
disruptive. Progressive government leaders and policy advisors willing to ‘think outside the box’
could collaborate with independent experts, climate advocates and indigenous communities in
reorienting strategic policy around a more holistic, sustainable development paradigm and
introduce measures to demonstrate the practical applicability of such a paradigm in addressing
the climate crisis. Politicians, academics and climate activists have an important educational and
mobilisation role in communicating reputable scientific evidence, challenging entrenched
individual and corporate mind-sets, and encouraging new norms and lifestyles that could enable
society to confront and adapt to climate change.
The most frequently mentioned structural or contextual obstacles to accelerating energy
transition involve a country’s political economic system, and the policymaking governance and
procedural conventions within each jurisdiction. Among the political economic factors are a
nation’s technological capabilities, natural resource endowments, industrial configuration
(particularly the political lock-in of the fossil fuels regime), political norms and ‘cultural
repertoires.’ Another structural/contextual element is the particular institutional configuration
that comprises a country’s public, commercial and civic sectors, the codes of conduct that guide
how these institutions interact with one another, how adaptable they are to change, and the
relative power of vested interests to disrupt such relationships in order to slow the pace of
energy transitions.
All of these factors can present obstacles as well as opportunities for politicians to build a
cohesive political will to accelerate energy transition. The different interdependent elements
constituting the fossil fuels sector respond differently to changing economic and political
circumstances, which at least in the past has resulted in incremental rather than revolutionary
change. This interconnectedness makes government interventions to transform the energy
system difficult to target and to evaluate for effectiveness. However, in the early stages of
transition, disruptions to accepted ways of doing business can provide opportunities for
technology innovators to exploit emerging niches and for policy makers to support and promote
such breakthroughs. Political leaders and their advisors can take advantage of these
opportunities, depending on how thorough their understanding is of the fossil fuel technoindustrial regime’s organisation, operations and who the key players are.
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Existing governance and policy making arrangements can also create impediments to urgent
climate policy responses. Identifying which sorts of policy development conventions and
innovative institutional relations (e.g., establishing an independent climate change commission)
are most conducive to accelerated energy transitions has become a focus of recent academic
research. Policy makers and policy advisors need to avail themselves of this research and
intentionally monitor which local governance arrangements and policy procedures achieve the
best results. As new policies are rolled out, they create a new policy environment and potentially
alter power relations between parties, vested interests and civil society groups. These can shake
up the parameters around whether proposed policies are considered ‘feasible’ by ministerial
colleagues, opposition parties and affected vested interests in trying to forge a collective political
will.
The most frequently encountered political obstacles to urgent energy transition stem from the
dominant position of the fossil fuels industry within the political economy of most countries,
allowing them to apply their vast financial resources to resisting changes to existing energy
systems. At the community or constituency level, attempts by politicians to establish a popular
mandate for rapid energy transformation often encounter misinformation (spread by opposition
political parties and fossil fuel interests), factional/ideological disputes, refusal by people to face
the implications of climate change for their lifestyles and livelihoods, and in some countries a
propensity toward populist backlash against ‘socialist’ government interventions. To improve
their chances of success, political leaders and their policy advisors need to pay more attention to
how other governments have exploited changes in prevailing political circumstances and
institutional relationships (e.g., alliances between progressive business organisations, unions and
environmental groups) to escape political lock-in of the energy incumbency.
Given the urgency of accelerating transformation of the energy system, it is also critical that
policy makers, their advisors and academics pay closer attention to the evolving tactics of the
fossil fuel industry, the effects these have on policy development and implementation, and how
reaction to these activities might be generating new allies in support of bolder government
action. One of the most widely adopted strategies by progressive politicians has been organising
informal ‘transpartisan coalitions’. Research indicates that governments, by encouraging
interaction in a collaborative, solution‐oriented approach to an issue like energy reform can
subtly influence power relations, redefine interests and create an environment for stronger
climate initiatives. They could also consider bringing together ‘innovation networks’ linking
consumers, producers, administrators, entrepreneurs, and researchers to accelerate
technological and social innovation.
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Policy makers and researchers also need to pay more attention to how environmental and
climate organisations, indigenous nations and community groups have raised public awareness
and successfully challenged the hegemony of the fossil fuels regime. What authentically
collaborative alliances they have established between themselves and state actors, and what
strategies have been most effective in combatting resistance to accelerated energy transition?
Such research could assist policy makers committed to energy transition to better understand
the obstacles they and their governments are encountering from the energy incumbency, and
effective ways of dealing with these. As well as identifying opportunities to support the efforts of
civil society movements and community groups to enlighten the public and challenge fossil fuel
resistance to urgent government action on energy system transition.
-o0o-
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