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Alongside efforts to decarbonise physical infrastructure and

transition high carbon industries and economies, there is a

pressing opportunity to address deeply embedded and newly

emerging inequalities experienced by places and communities in

the UK. 

We asked JUST Centre members to step into our possible futures, drawing on our

deep knowledge across the JUST Centre’s thematic and place-based focuses.

We asked them to think about what this transformation might look like in terms of our

systems – democracy, policymaking and governance, economy, and the social

contract – but also our spaces and places – the public realm and commons,

neighbourhoods and local areas, social and cultural infrastructures where we encounter

people and live, engage in paid and unpaid work and participate in society.

These future scenarios that focus on the systems and spaces where people

participate, collaborate make decisions, and live their daily lives, are a critical

complementary to other existing future scenarios that focus more on hard

infrastructural transitions, like transforming the energy system, building large-scale

climate adaptation measures, or retrofitting our housing stock.

In fact, these systems, spaces and places are where the public – ordinary people and

communities – will most acutely feel the impacts of a successful and fair process, or

experience the grave fallouts of unbridled climate impacts.

It is in these systems, spaces and places where the equity of the impact of transition

will be negotiated, secured or lost.

Taking us to 2050, we’ve conceptualised these outcomes as a series of future
scenarios, asking questions like: 

Did we do it?

What critical junctures did we face and how did it all unfold?

What did it cost and who did it benefit?

Where are you in 2050 and how does the transition feel?

Introduction
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Future climate
scenarios



FUTURE 1: 
A well-adapted future

The transition has offered a new deal to people. 

Instead of pursuing a race to the bottom, the transition in the first

instance has been leveraged to address inequalities and injustices.¹ We

still face certain challenges as a society and there is still work to be done

to adjust to new climate realities. But now, everyday life is easier, fairer

and more desirable than the life we were living before. Fundamental

reforms in housing, transport and energy infrastructure and governance,

as well as greater investment in social infrastructures mean people live

healthier, more comfortable and more connected lives.²

Life and work are lived closer to home, but electrification has transformed

long-distance travel so leisure, work and care can be carried out in less

carbon-intensive and more resilient ways.³ Easy-to-transition sectors

and industries have done so, creating a newly skilled workforce and

supply chain. Where communities or places were dependent on high-

carbon sectors and industries, a responsible phase-in of green industries

and planned phase-out of high-carbon jobs is helping to revitalise left-

behind places and create new pathways into high-quality work.⁴

Beyond this, local models of social economies and alternative ownership

have developed to support livelihoods and increase food and energy

security.⁵ While pockets of resistance and misinformation still exist,

adaptation and community response has become a part of our

everyday mindsets.⁶
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FUTURE 2: 
The future of failed trade-offs

Adaptation is now mainstream macroeconomic policy

where investment in climate adaptation and net zero

infrastructure is considered a resilient investment.⁷

However, instead of being driven by inclusive or socially just outcomes,

where they exist, social and environmental benefits are secondary and

incidental. The market has been largely left to drive net zero transition,

and focus on de-risking investment and prioritising profit means only

certain households, places and sectors have been able to access certain

products and technologies, whilst others have been left highly

vulnerable to cycles of climate impacts and all of its consequences.⁸

Despite the democratic mandate for net zero, unelected bodies like the

Treasury and the Climate Change Committee continue to play an

influential role in decision making.⁹ As long as decisions feel ‘done to’ and

certain places benefit from public-private interest and investment more

than others, a small but vocal opposition exists to decarbonisation

efforts, and the political field feels fragmented.¹⁰

People and places experiencing marginalisation in its different forms have

unfairly carried the cost of transition. Those with power, money and

privilege have disproportionately benefitted, in ways that broadly

reproduced existing social inequalities of the time.¹¹ Everyday people feel

increasingly disconnected and excluded by exclusionary narratives and

changes that become mainstreamed into everyday life.¹²
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The political risk of supporting a transition in the context

of widespread far-right politics meant decisions were

kicked down the road, for politicians of today to worry

about.¹³

We now live on the edge of climate catastrophe and because there is no

choice but for change, it feels imposed, abrupt and hugely disruptive to

our everyday lives.¹⁴ The significant costs to national and local budgets

of emergency responses to climate impacts has diminished what public

services are available to the general public.¹⁵

Inequalities have not only widened, but the proportion of those

experiencing extreme day-to-day struggle has increased to more than

half of the population, and social relations are increasingly fraught. The

urgency of the situation has flattened our ability to be imaginative and

radical about change and we cannot sustain the things that aren’t

critical to our survival but make our lives more vibrant – like the different

ways we engage socially and culturally.¹⁶

Life is more expensive, because of the direct implications of climate

change,¹⁷ but also because we are locked into carbon intensive

technologies and privatised models.¹⁸ We are no longer able to

effectively fulfil our different functions in society and our economy, like

engaging in paid work or providing care.¹⁹

FUTURE 3: 
The future of abrupt change
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Our economic, social and political structures and systems

behave differently, because they respond to widespread

consensus for low-carbon and more just economies and

societies.²⁰

It is now a priority agenda that transcends party politics and political

timelines. These broad transformations have enabled us to decouple

harmful rhetorics and ideologies from climate transitions and work

through them as separate issues, collectively as a society.²¹

There has been a redistribution of political power and decision making,

and a proliferation of different democratic and public ownership models

and structures of our critical systems including food, energy, transport

and housing.²² This means more people – be it the general public,

grassroots movements, third sector organisations, businesses, or

policymakers – feel more agency and ownership over the transition and

what has unfolded from it.²³

A more democratic economy has resulted in less focus on short-term

growth and competition.²⁴ Instead, we’re seeing an economy that is able

to hold more diverse models of production, supply and employment.

Longer-term social and economic policies redistribute resources, build

people’s capabilities, and reduces the weight on marginalised and

disadvantaged households and communities.²⁵ Transformation has not

always felt coherent, but it has been sustained through increased and

distributed efforts and networks of local action and committed, devolved

leadership.

FUTURE 4: 
A collectively owned, transformed future
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How we get to
more just futures



At the heart of the JUST Centre’s impact strategy is the focus on

making a just transition feel tangible, real and accessible to all. 

A significant proportion of the body of evidence, science and policy analysis in this

space focuses on diagnosing the problem, or setting out mitigation as decarbonisation,

or outlining the protective strategies, technologies and infrastructures we need to

adapt. These, coupled with increasingly creative, trusted and accessible

communication channels, as well as the public’s own lived experience of increasingly

extreme climate change, has done its work in building a strong public

mandate for a just transition.

But to mobilise action and connection rather than just awareness, and to help

transition be a priority formed on acceptance, rather than a punitive or enforced act,

then we have to make the future we may experience feel real.

Below we invite you to engage with different mechanisms and enablers that we

believe could move us towards our more JUST future scenarios (Futures 1 and 4), to

reflect on how these different possibilities feel in the context of your own

communities, networks and places.

How we get to more just futures

Where right-wing populism risks alienating people from the transition, we use it to

galvanise an even more progressive, relatable and ambitious vision.²⁶ Critical to this is

the adoption of a new language and way of communicating about the transition, that

makes it feel more meaningful to people’s everyday lives and helps to reframe the

transition as transformation and an opportunity to build a fairer future, rather than a

sacrifice or a restriction.²⁷

To get to that shared language means having hard conversations across political

difference about centring justice, equity and accessibility,²⁸ but we make significant

progress against harmful polarisation by creating accessible spaces for debate and

deliberation.²⁹ This replaces the dominant narrative, and it shifts what both everyday

citizens and decision makers see as important. Actions like the development of a

1. We reframe what’s important
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National Preparedness Strategy helps to guide decision makers, and supports

households and communities to engage in alternative models and approaches for living

that are resilient to complex shocks and risks including climate impacts.

Due to public demand, the government reevaluates economic decision making and

reallocates significant budget and investment for equitably dealing with the climate

crisis.³⁰ Policymakers take a joined-up approach to leverage the wide-ranging benefits

of the transition. They treat social justice and decarbonisation as mutually reinforcing³¹

and embed social justice into all policy areas responding to the transition.³²

Investment goes beyond funding just infrastructure, to increasing investments in

sectors such as health, care, education and culture, which are able to more

meaningfully engage people in participating in change and introduce new ways of

thinking about and practicing life in a low carbon society.³³ Significant public sector

institutions like the National Wealth Fund are repurposed to finance responsible

investments, signalling to others that socially and ecologically just outcomes are a

non-negotiable priority.

Devolution is slowly undoing the UK’s centralising structures and cultures.³⁴

Acknowledging that places and the people living in them know what is best for

themselves,³⁵ regional and local governments are given more decision-making power

and funding to make changes at scale. We see politicians acting with conviction and

staking their political reputations on the transition to make it happen, because we have

a growing evidence base to suggest it will pay off. New, joined-up governance

formations emerge from the street to city/region level, such as strategic energy

partnerships.³⁶

Socially and ecologically just considerations in the decarbonisation of infrastructure

are enforced through clear national guidance, laws and minimum standards.³⁷ Through

policy change, the government and financial sector lower the risk for sectors and

companies to pursue more socially just technologies, infrastructures and

arrangements,³⁸ and shift away from subsidies to carbon-intensive industries. People

are much more willing and able to play an active role in shaping and sustaining this new

way of life.³⁹

2. We diversify and join up leadership
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There is a shift towards participatory and co-produced decision-making structures. We

learn lessons from the various pilots and experiments for citizen participation and

embed models that made a fair ask on citizens and lead to accountable outcomes.⁴⁰

After realising the transformative potential of community energy, a more diverse

constellation of people are trusted and resourced to take action,⁴¹ recognising the role

that our historically active and well networked third sector and grassroots

organisations have played in some of the major transition wins in the past.⁴²

3. We make a different future feel real

We acknowledge that people’s lives are all-consumed by the different perma/poly-

crises we are experiencing.⁴³ As well as a new language for transition, we help to

demonstrate and make feel real the benefits that come with a just transition. That

means the state helping households and places to transition the most tangible areas of

their lives, which in many cases are also the most carbon-intensive parts of their lives.⁴⁴

This is done in dialogue with people, learning lessons from the roll out of initiatives like

smart meters and low emission zones which in the past caused backlash.⁴⁵

Many of these changes are funded by a restructuring of our economy, driven by radical

wealth redistribution that ensures equitable outcomes.⁴⁶ At the household level, the

government fund and roll-out a national project on deep retrofit. They put in place

additional financial and practical support to those in the most marginalised positions⁴⁷

and resource the relational work that enables decision-making and buy-in.⁴⁸ This

significantly reduces our carbon emissions and people immediately see improvements

in their living conditions and more flexibility in their household budgets.⁴⁹

Our renewable energy capacity is already growing rapidly, but the government take

important decisions on how consumer energy bills are priced – like delinking gas and

electricity prices and enabling local ownership – so that households feel the positive

economic impacts sooner.⁵⁰ In turn, trust in government and the strength of

cooperation increases, building a renewed social contract. At the place level, whole

transport systems are reorientated around public and active transport. Devolved and

democratised structures enabled decisions that are place-specific, accessible and met

the needs of local communities.⁵¹ This immediately improves air quality and road safety

for adults and children,⁵² as well as encourages more social interaction and cohesion

within neighbourhoods.⁵³
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Places with a dependency on high carbon industries adopt fully funded transition

programmes that created new work and educational pathways, and helped to reshape

local economies and narratives.⁵⁴ Where progress is slow, alternative social security

models like a basic minimum income is introduced to support livelihoods through the

transition. Once people can see these tangible benefits, it made conversations about

and actions to transition other critical systems like energy and food, much easier.
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The critical junctures
that shape whether
we get there 



Today we face several critical junctures, that determine whether

or not we can get to a more socially just and transition, if not

transformation.  

The JUST Centre will move beyond diagnosing the social and environmental problems,

and towards restructuring the systems, infrastructures and decision frameworks that

we need to act. Through its research, tools and resources, the JUST Centre hopes to

support different actors to navigate some of these critical junctures, particularly where

they concern democracy, policy, knowledge access, leadership and innovation.

We’re at a time where transition to net zero and climate action risks being deprioritised,

because it has become too politically divisive.⁵⁵ Even if it remains on the agenda, it

remains as decarbonisation, approached through the lens of technical and behavioural

change.⁵⁶ This encourages siloed and often exclusionary working.⁵⁷ Unless we shift

towards efforts for just low carbon living, we risk locking ourselves into socially,

economically and ecologically unsustainable futures.

Through an engaged research agenda, the JUST Centre is co-producing evidence with

communities and places in the North of England, to build the case for joining-up

climate/decarbonisation, and social justice agendas. We are exploring the Principles of

Justice for transition and transformation, and what governance arrangements and

institutional infrastructures need to be in place to facilitate this. The Good Futures

Framework will provide resource holders and decision makers with tools that help them

to navigate what are often presented as trade-offs. We’ll collaborate with partners that

work across different sectors, issues and places, to help shape and proliferate

evidence-driven narratives that build consensus and help to define meaningful roles

different people need to play.

Today structures and systems are constrained by narrow economic, technological and

behavioural approaches that uphold injustices and inequalities.⁵⁸ But the transition is

an opportunity for large-scale societal transformation. This requires unpicking what

structural shifts are required in our existing institutions and systems, to help them

evolve into new versions of themselves that can support just low carbon futures.

The critical junctures that shape
whether we get there 
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The JUST Centre is doing research on Social and Solidarity Economies to understand

what innovations in socially just economic activity are emerging and what alternative

economic forms can be seeded, scaled up and proliferated elsewhere. We are

exploring Social and Built Infrastructures, to think about how we (re)design and govern

physical infrastructures and the social relations of care to enable just sustainability

practices to thrive. Our research on Policy, Governance and Change thinks about how

resilient policies can be implemented by different actors at different levels.

The political structure of the UK is changing, and there is increasing recognition that

transition plans need to be place-specific.⁵⁹ At the same time, while a majority of

people are concerned about extreme climate change, there is decreasing collective

efficacy.⁶⁰ Rather than one-size-fits-all approaches to transition interventions, there is

an opportunity to leverage more devolved and democratic decision-making structures

to take a place-based approach, to make changes sensitively, but at scale and pace.

The JUST Centre is doing deep and participatory research in five case study places to

understand what works, where and for who, capturing and platforming initiatives

working towards just low carbon futures. We are exploring what Democratic

Innovations will allow different communities to shape the transition to low carbon

living. We are developing practical tools that help people make place-specific

decisions, like our JUST Readiness Tool. Our Practice-Builders’ Network is convening

spaces that enable the capacity of community-based practitioners in terms of

knowledge, connections and resources, to build a stronger collective movement for

just low carbon futures.
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	Introduction
	Alongside efforts to decarbonise physical infrastructure and transition high carbon industries and economies, there is a pressing opportunity to address deeply embedded and newly emerging inequalities experienced by places and communities in the UK.
	It is in these systems, spaces and places where the equity of the impact of transition will be negotiated, secured or lost.
	Taking us to 2050, we’ve conceptualised these outcomes as a series of future scenarios, asking questions like:


	Future climate scenarios
	FUTURE 1:
	A well-adapted future
	The transition has offered a new deal to people.


	FUTURE 2:
	The future of failed trade-offs
	Adaptation is now mainstream macroeconomic policy where investment in climate adaptation and net zero infrastructure is considered a resilient investment.⁷


	FUTURE 3:
	The future of abrupt change
	The political risk of supporting a transition in the context of widespread far-right politics meant decisions were kicked down the road, for politicians of today to worry about.¹³


	FUTURE 4:
	A collectively owned, transformed future
	Our economic, social and political structures and systems behave differently, because they respond to widespread consensus for low-carbon and more just economies and societies.²⁰


	How we get to more just futures
	How we get to more just futures
	At the heart of the JUST Centre’s impact strategy is the focus on making a just transition feel tangible, real and accessible to all.
	Below we invite you to engage with different mechanisms and enablers that we believe could move us towards our more JUST future scenarios (Futures 1 and 4), to reflect on how these different possibilities feel in the context of your own communities, networks and places.

	1. We reframe what’s important
	Where right-wing populism risks alienating people from the transition, we use it to galvanise an even more progressive, relatable and ambitious vision.²⁶ Critical to this is the adoption of a new language and way of communicating about the transition, that makes it feel more meaningful to people’s everyday lives and helps to reframe the transition as transformation and an opportunity to build a fairer future, rather than a sacrifice or a restriction.²⁷


	2. We diversify and join up leadership
	Devolution is slowly undoing the UK’s centralising structures and cultures.³⁴ Acknowledging that places and the people living in them know what is best for themselves,³⁵ regional and local governments are given more decision-making power and funding to make changes at scale. We see politicians acting with conviction and staking their political reputations on the transition to make it happen, because we have a growing evidence base to suggest it will pay off. New, joined-up governance formations emerge from the street to city/region level, such as strategic energy partnerships.³⁶
	Socially and ecologically just considerations in the decarbonisation of infrastructure are enforced through clear national guidance, laws and minimum standards.³⁷ Through policy change, the government and financial sector lower the risk for sectors and companies to pursue more socially just technologies, infrastructures and arrangements,³⁸ and shift away from subsidies to carbon-intensive industries. People are much more willing and able to play an active role in shaping and sustaining this new way of life.³⁹

	3. We make a different future feel real
	Places with a dependency on high carbon industries adopt fully funded transition programmes that created new work and educational pathways, and helped to reshape local economies and narratives.⁵⁴ Where progress is slow, alternative social security models like a basic minimum income is introduced to support livelihoods through the transition. Once people can see these tangible benefits, it made conversations about and actions to transition other critical systems like energy and food, much easier.
	The critical junctures that shape whether we get there
	The critical junctures that shape whether we get there
	Today we face several critical junctures, that determine whether or not we can get to a more socially just and transition, if not transformation.

	The JUST Centre is doing research on Social and Solidarity Economies to understand what innovations in socially just economic activity are emerging and what alternative economic forms can be seeded, scaled up and proliferated elsewhere. We are exploring Social and Built Infrastructures, to think about how we (re)design and govern physical infrastructures and the social relations of care to enable just sustainability practices to thrive. Our research on Policy, Governance and Change thinks about how resilient policies can be implemented by different actors at different levels.
	The political structure of the UK is changing, and there is increasing recognition that transition plans need to be place-specific.⁵⁹ At the same time, while a majority of people are concerned about extreme climate change, there is decreasing collective efficacy.⁶⁰ Rather than one-size-fits-all approaches to transition interventions, there is an opportunity to leverage more devolved and democratic decision-making structures to take a place-based approach, to make changes sensitively, but at scale and pace.
	The JUST Centre is doing deep and participatory research in five case study places to understand what works, where and for who, capturing and platforming initiatives working towards just low carbon futures. We are exploring what Democratic Innovations will allow different communities to shape the transition to low carbon living. We are developing practical tools that help people make place-specific decisions, like our JUST Readiness Tool. Our Practice-Builders’ Network is convening spaces that enable the capacity of community-based practitioners in terms of knowledge, connections and resources, to build a stronger collective movement for just low carbon futures.
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