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The UK’s oil and gas resource is in inevitable and 
predictable decline. The UK discovered abundant 
oil and gas in the 1960s and 1970s, with first oil 
delivered onshore in 1975. Oil and gas production 
peaked around 2000, and the UK was a global oil 
exporter from 1981 to 2004. In 2021, rates of oil 
production are in decline with 45 billion barrels 
of crude oil (bbl) already produced and just 5 to 
9 billion barrels of oil equivalent (boe) remaining 
before 2050, but requiring substantial financial 
investment. 

Renewable energy vectors are displacing 
coal and gas fuelled electricity: in 2020 they 
produced 42% of annual UK electricity. This 
transition to displace fossil fuel for electricity 
and surface transport will be largely complete 
by 2030. A transition of heat supply and industry 
will continue to 2050. Employment in the UK 
hydrocarbon sector is already rapidly decreasing.

The UK has experienced multiple technology 
transitions during its industrial evolution. Most 
have been driven by market forces and have been 
unmanaged, with minimal attention to social 
transitions and the re-use of skills and abilities. 
Transitions from heavy industry with localised 
employment, such as steel, shipbuilding and 
coal mining, were particularly severe, with many 
communities “left behind” and still suffering 
extreme social disadvantage.

In the offshore hydrocarbons industry, and related 
supply chain, employment age ranges span widely 
and its geographical distribution is spread across 
the UK with hotspots in northeast Scotland and 
east England. Many people work in supply chains 
to plan, design, finance, manufacture and deliver 
marine and onshore equipment to large and 
complex projects. 

These existing skills are portable to diverse 
low-carbon developments in energy, industry 
and manufacturing. Consequently, the UK has 
an opportunity to re-deploy more than 200,000 
people from a highly skilled workforce to gain an 
accelerated start with skilled people invested in 
Net Zero EU and global business. How these newly 
defined supply chain actors can break through 
to UK, EU and global market opportunities still 
remains poorly defined. Additional support is also 
needed to avoid premature failures in markets 
currently emerging. Public export finance 
support may need to be differently directed, in 
contrast to previous UK transitions. 

The UK government is engaged in technology 
transition from the centre, and is making 
thousands of millions of pounds available to 
achieve net-zero carbon emissions targets and 
support low-carbon innovation and industrial 
developments. However there are significant 
and fundamental differences between the four 
nations of the UK.  England has no narrative or 
investment on direct support for individuals and 
communities during the transition. Scotland has 
created a Scottish Just Transition Commission, 
advising a ministerial-level arm of the government 
reporting annually to parliament. In this context, 
there is continual feed-up from communities 
and dispersed local government to bid for tens of 
millions of Scottish government support.

Perceptions amongst those affected by the 
transition show that the complex and multi-
layered governance of the UK is not well 
aligned to common goals. Enabling a transition 
with transparency and justice for individuals, 
communities and businesses is often conflicted 
between central government, which has 
financial and legal control, and local authorities, 
which have information and responsibility but 

Executive Summary
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insufficient power to act at the timescale and 
financial investment required. That contrasts with 
actions in Norway and Denmark, where regional 
and community actions have wider competences. 
Similarly, in the USA “Energy Community” budgets 
from Federal government are intended to directly 
reach into affected towns and cities. 

It is clear that much stronger inter-government 
relations and constructive partnerships are 
urgently needed in the UK to bridge the gap 
between high-level policy intention and local level 
practical delivery. The UK government announced 
various policies during 2020-2021, including the 
Levelling Up Fund, the Lifetime Skills Guarantee 
and the North Sea Transition Deal. All of these 
have the potential to amount to a strong just 
transition policy. However, due to a lack of 
overarching coordination, these initiatives do not 
support one another and fail to support workers 
and communities. 

Impressive statements on climate action from 
the UK central government are not matched 

with active devolution of integrated policy or 
funding, leaving market pressures to select 
winners. Within this policy void, companies and 
trade unions have begun to develop their own 
just transition strategies, policies and public 
positions, which inevitably leaves non-unionised 
casualties in social, business and resource skills. 
The lack of coordination and integrated policy 
also leaves space for litigation activism. This 
is exemplified by judicial review of the Oil and 
Gas Authority which has to enact Maximising 
Economic Recovery of hydrocarbons from the 
North Sea, whilst simultaneously decreasing 
the climate impact of continued production of 
fossil carbon. Policy gaps and contradictions, 
with accusations of too-slow action on climate, 
will lead to further activism and litigation, which 
will continue to distract the UK government from 
its central role of protecting and supporting its 
citizens by managing a coordinated North Sea and 
oil and gas transition that embeds social justice.  
When measured against just transition principles, 
the UK-funded North Sea Transition Deal meets 
just three.
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The latest climate science clearly presents 
the need for a transition away from further 
oil and gas exploration. In May 2021, the 
International Energy Agency’s net zero 2050 
roadmap8 highlighted that Paris-aligned 
decarbonisation does not allow for investment 
in new oil and gas fields. The Prime Minister’s 
10-point plan for a ‘green industrial revolution’9 
in September 2020 focuses on technological 
innovation, particularly from hydrogen and 
carbon capture. Published as we went to 
press, the UK government’s long-awaited Net 
Zero Strategy adds some detail to previously 
published policy. Further detail is expected 
in the Treasury’s Net Zero Review. At present 
the UK’s progress on domestic emissions 
decrease is only partially developed, the UK’s 
oil and gas sector being an exemplar of this. 
Whilst it the industry contributes substantially 
to the economy, it is also a large and politically 

divisive contributor to the climate crisis that is 
failing decarbonisation and emissions targets.

Previous UK industrial transitions, including 
that from coal, have been widely criticised. 
The low-carbon transition requires a new 
approach, one that might achieve profitability 
be achieved through a “Just Transitions” 
focus. Produced by an interdisciplinary team 
(law, geoscience and social sciences), this 
report explores the background of the UK’s oil 
and gas sector, maps the policy and regulatory 
landscape and analyses the key actors, 
including those in policy, regulatory, industry 
and non-governmental roles. It outlines 
current policy and stakeholder conflict in this 
area, concluding that the UK’s efforts towards 
a ‘just transition’ away from oil and gas are 
contradictory and limited, showcasing a need 
for concerted, united action. 

1. Introduction

8 International Energy Agency ‘Net Zero by 2050 A Roadmap for the Global Energy Sector’ (2021) <https://www.iea.org/reports/net-zero-
by-2050> accessed 13 July 2021

9 HM Government, ‘The Ten Point Plan for a Green Industrial Revolution’ (Nov 2020) <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936567/10_POINT_PLAN_BOOKLET.pdf> 
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2.1. Physical and industrial context

2.1.1. The development of the sector

The breakthrough of oil and gas production in 
the North Sea in the 1960s and 1970s can largely 
be attributed to the advancement of offshore 
drilling technologies, a greater understanding 
of offshore geology and the conditions required 
for exploration.10 The successful exploration 
and large-scale production of North Sea assets 
enabled the first exports of oil in 1981. Oil and gas 
activities continued to increase thereafter, with 
oil production peaking in 1999 and gas production 

in 2000. The UK remained a net exporter of gas 
until 1997 and of oil until 2004 and has since been a 
net importer of both.11 As demonstrated by Figure 
1, there has been a decline in the production of 
oil and gas from the UK Continental Shelf (UKCS), 
mainly due to the maturity of fields, changes to 
the retail petrol industry and the introduction 
of other sources of energy, such as wind and 
nuclear.12 It is estimated that there are 10-20 
billion barrels of oil equivalent (boe) remaining in 
the UKCS. The industry anticipates that current 
investments will produce only 5.2 boe and further 
investment and exploration could provide 4.1 
billion boe more.13

2. Overview of the oil and gas 
sector

10 J Craig, F Gerali, F MacAulay, R Sorkhabi, ‘The history of the European oil and gas industry (1600- 2000) (2018) 45 Geological Society, London. 
Special Publication 1-24. https://doi.org/10.1144/SP465.23
11 Planete Energies, ‘The History of Energy in the United Kingdom: The Energy Sagas’ (Planete Energies 2015) <https://www.planete-energies.
com/en/medias/saga-energies/history-energy-united-kingdom> accessed 5 May 2021
12 J Craig, F Gerali, F MacAulay, R Sorkhabi, ‘The history of the European oil and gas industry (1600- 2000). (2018) 45 Geological Society, London. 
Special Publication 1-24. https://doi.org/10.1144/SP465.23
13 Oil and Gas UK, ‘OGUK Economic Report 2021’ (2021) <https://oguk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/OGUK-Economic-Report-2021.pdf> 
accessed 4 August 2021 
14 Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, ‘UK Energy in Brief 2021’ (2021) <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1006381/UK_Energy_in_Brief_2021.pdf> accessed 3 September 2021
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15 Department for Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy, ‘2020 UK greenhouse gas emissions, provisional figures’ (2021). [National Statistics]. 
<https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/972583/2020_Provisional_emissions_
statistics_report.pdf>  accessed 7 September 2021 
16 ibid
17 Climate Change Committee, ‘Progress Report to Parliament’ (2021) <https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Progress-in-
reducing-emissions-2021-Report-to-Parliament.pdf > accessed 20 August 2021
18 The Oil and Gas Technology Centre, ‘Closing the gap: Technology for a Net Zero North Sea’ (2020) <https://www.netzerotc.com/media/3875/
closing-the-gap-summary-report.pdf > accessed 5 July 2021
19 Climate Change Committee, ‘Progress Report to Parliament’ (2021) <https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Progress-in-
reducing-emissions-2021-Report-to-Parliament.pdf > accessed 20 August 2021

2.1.2. Emissions profile

Since 1990, UK emissions have both declined and 
decoupled from economic growth. This is largely a 

function of the decline of coal as an energy source 
though oil and gas remain large contributors of 
fuel emissions (Figure 2).15

Figure 2: UK greenhouse gas emissions16
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Source: Table 2, Provisional UK territorial greenhouse gas emissions national statistics 1990-2020 Excel data tables
Note: (p) 2020 estimates are provisional
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Figure 3 illustrates the UK’s GDP and 
emissions, indicating that whilst the 
economy grew by 78% since 1990, 
emissions decreased by 40%. In 2020, 
emissions fell by 13% to 435 metric tons 
of carbon dioxide equivalent (MtCO2e),17 

largely due to the COVID-19 pandemic 
(see Section 3). In terms of the oil and 
gas industry, offshore production scope 
1 and 2 practices make up 4% of the 
country’s greenhouse gas emissions.18

Figure 3: Graph comparing UK GDP with UK consumption and 
territorial GHG emissions19
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20 Planete Energies, ‘The History of Energy in the United Kingdom: The Energy Sagas’ (Planete Energies 2015) <https://www.planete-energies.
com/en/medias/saga-energies/history-energy-united-kingdom> accessed 5 May 2021
21 Ember, ‘European Electricity Review 6-month update H1-2021’ (2021) <https://ember-climate.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/European-
Electricity-Review-H1-2021.pdf> accessed 1 August 2021
22 Oil and Gas UK, ‘Business Outlook Report’ (2021) <https://cld.bz/HQL6b1y> accessed 7 August 2021
23 J Ambrose, ‘UK Electricity from renewables outpaces gas and coal power’ The Guardian (London 28 July 2021) <https://www.theguardian.com/
environment/2021/jan/28/uk-electricity-from-renewables-outpaces-gas-and-coal-power> accessed 8 August 2021
24 Oil and Gas UK, ‘Economic Report 2021’ (2021). <https://oguk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/OGUK-Economic-Report-2021.pdf> 
accessed 4 August 2021.
25 Clean Air Act 1956. (c.52). London: The Stationery Office.
26 Clean Air Act 1968 (c. 62). London: The Stationery Office.
27 R Hudson, ‘The changing geography of the British coal industry: nationalization, privatisation and the political economy of energy supply’ (2002) 
111 Mining Technology 3, 184.
28 Department for Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy, ‘Historical Coal Data: Coal Production 1853-2020’ (2021) <https://www.google.com/
url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwiP3N-48OzyAhUVhlwKHUDYCVAQFnoECB8QAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fassets.
publishing.service.gov.uk%2Fgovernment%2Fuploads%2Fsystem%2Fuploads%2Fattachment_data%2Ffile%2F1005760%2FCoal_since_1853.
xls&usg=AOvVaw0SYp8AzFhAjPNlfuxQzall> accessed 4 August 2021.

2.1.3. Current energy mix and oil and gas sector 

The UK’s energy mix has changed significantly 
over the past decade, owing to the decline of coal 
and the increase of renewables. When the mines 
were nationalised in 1946, coal was responsible 
for 90% of the UK’s electricity supply,20 but to-
day it accounts for only 2%.21 With a greater re-

liance on renewable energy and investment into 
projects directed to achieving the UK’s target of 
net-zero emissions by 2050, the energy mix is fur-
ther transforming. That said, 73% of the UK’s total 
energy is still supplied from oil and gas22 but as 
of 2020, electricity production from renewables 
exceeded that of fossil fuels, 42% compared to 
41%23 (see Figure 4).

Figure 4: Graph illustrating the UK’s current energy mix24

U
K 

En
er

gy
 C

on
su

m
pt

io
n 

(M
to

e)

250

200

150

100

50

Natural Gas Coal Bioenergy & waste Net ImportsWind, solar and hydroNuclearOil

1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

2.1.4. Energy transitions, future and past

The transition from oil and gas will not be the 
first one experienced by the UK’s energy sector. 
Although once an indispensable part of the UK’s 
energy supply, the coal mining industry went into 
an irreversible decline after the Second World War 
as a consequence of the Clean Air Acts 195625 and 
196826, the declining price of oil imports from the 

Middle East and the increasing use of nuclear as a 
source of energy.27 Between 1952 and 1991, emplo-
yment in the coal industry dropped from 700,000 
to 60,000 and currently the sector records a mere 
645 jobs.28 As a result of the Carbon Price Floor 
(CPF),29 since 2013 there has also been a further 
steep decline in the UK’s reliance on coal, which 
will cease to be a fuel source for electricity gene-
ration after 202430 (see Figure 5).31
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No new industries were created to replace coal 
mining, with predictable adverse consequences 
for individual employment and communities. 
In many cases, the closure of mines removed 
the primary local source of income for many 
workers and uprooted large communities. Where 
alternative employment did materialise, it was 
often less well-paid, more precarious and of 
lower status.33 Among other social and economic 
effects, the average life expectancy of those 
living in such areas is a year lower than the UK 
average.34 Many former mining regions feature 
heavily in the UK government’s “levelling up” 
agenda aimed at assisting “left-behind areas”.35 

Experience of the coal industry demonstrates 
that the most recent large-scale energy transition 

of the country was unsuccessfully managed, with 
enduring negative impacts. Similar patterns can 
be identified in other UK industrial transitions, 
such as steel and shipbuilding.36 Lessons from 
these experiences need to inform the approaches 
for the oil and gas transition. 

The UK’s approach so far has been principally 
driven by the market, unlike the Danish and 
Norwegian models, which have focused on the 
welfare state and state-owned energy. This has 
been identified as a significant barrier to a rapid 
just transition in the UK. Richard Hardy, of the 
trade union Prospect, said: “The elephant in the 
room is the fact that the UK government believes 
the market will deliver this, and every experience 
[of Scotland] says that the market doesn't 
deliver.”

29 David Hirst, ‘Carbon Price Floor (CPF) and the price support mechanism’ (2018) House of Commons Library Briefing Paper < https://
commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn05927/ > accessed 15 July 2021.
30 Department for Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy, ‘End of Coal power to be brought forward in drive towards net zero 2020’ (February 4 
2020) <https://www.gov.uk/government/news/end-of-coal-power-to-be-brought-forward-in-drive-towards-net-zero#:%7E:text=The%20
deadline%20for%20the%20phase,a%20speech%20to%20launch%20COP26%20> accessed 16 July 2021.
31 Department for Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy, ‘End of Coal power to be brought forward in drive towards net zero 2020’ (February 4 
2020) <https://www.gov.uk/government/news/end-of-coal-power-to-be-brought-forward-in-drive-towards-net-zero#:%7E:text=The%20
deadline%20for%20the%20phase,a%20speech%20to%20launch%20COP26%20.
32 Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, ‘UK Energy in Brief 2021’ (2021) <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1006381/UK_Energy_in_Brief_2021.pdf> accessed 3 September 2021.
33 Climate Change Committee, ‘Sixth Carbon Budget’ (2020) <https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/sixth-carbon-budget/> accessed 14 
July 2021.
34 M Foden, S Fothergill, & T Gore. ‘The State of the Coalfield: Economic and social conditions in the former mining communities of England, 
Scotland and Wales’ (2014) Sheffield Hallam University, Centre for Regional Economic and Social Research <https://www4.shu.ac.uk/
research/cresr/sites/shu.ac.uk/files/state-of-the-coalfields.pdf> accessed 20 July.
35 A Davenport, & B Zaranko, ‘IFS Green Budget 2020’ (2020) Institution for Fiscal Studies ch 7 <https://ifs.org.uk/uploads/CH7-IFS-Green-
Budget-2020-Levelling-up.pdf> accessed 5 July 2021.
36 A Atteridge and C Strambo, ‘Decline of the United Kingdom’s Steel Industry: Lessons from industrial transitions’ (2021) Stockholm 
Environmental Institute <https://cdn.sei.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/decline-of-the-steel-industry-in-the-uk.pdf> accessed 21 July 
2021.
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Figure 5: Graph showing the consumption of coal in the UK in the period 1990-201932
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37 Climate Change Act 2008, s 1(1)
38 Ibid, Part II.
39 A Sharma, ‘Environmental Audit Committee, Oral Evidence: Preparation for COP 26’ (11 March 2021) HC 222, Q81 <https://committees.
parliament.uk/oralevidence/1870/pdf>.
40 Continental Shelf Act 1964, and orders thereunder.
41 Scotland Act 1998, Part II of Schedule 5, Head D (Energy).
42 Petroleum Act 1998. (c.17). London: The Stationery Office.

2.2. Policy and regulatory landscapes

2.2.1. Basic issues

The UK’s Climate Change Act passed in 2008 set 
the world’s first legal net-zero carbon target, 
placing a duty on the UK government “to ensure 
that the net UK carbon account for the year 2050 
is at least 100% lower than the 1990 baseline”.37 
The Act also establishes an expert Climate 
Change Committee that oversees the UK’s 
progress and regularly advises government on 
how to achieve this objective.38 Despite strong 
performance on aspects of climate policy (such 
as the decarbonisation of electricity generation), 
the current UK government has caused concern 
over its approach to reaching net zero given the 
delay in publishing several documents and a 
failure for key meetings to be held.39

One complicating factor in the UK climate and oil 
and gas governance, is its idiosyncratic form of 
asymmetric devolution. This reserves certain legal 
and governmental functions to the UK government 
and others to the devolved administrations 
of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. For 
example, Westminster has long legislated for the 
oil and gas industry in the North Sea, even though 
practically all those resources are located off 
Scotland.40 The Scotland Act 1998, which parcels 
out legislative competences between London 
and Edinburgh, lists most aspects of oil and gas 
as reserved to the UK.41 Matters such as health 
and safety law or employment law, which are key 
to the low-carbon transition, are also reserved to 
Westminster. 

A basic element of the oil and gas sector 
governance is to be found in the Petroleum Act of 
1998.42 A wide-ranging instrument, it vests rights 
to the UK’s petroleum resources in the Crown (the 
UK State), provides for the regulator (the Oil and 
Gas Authority) to grant licences for exploration 
and establishes the principal objective of 
maximising the economic results from the 
exploitation of the UK’s offshore oil and gas 
resources. This policy, known by the shorthand 
of maximising economic recovery (MER), places 
an obligation on licence holders to take steps 
to secure the maximum value of economically 
recoverable petroleum when carrying out their 
activities (see 2.2.2). The operation of the 

Petroleum Act and MER in the light of the net-zero 
emissions target have recently been considered 
by the UK government in its North Sea Transition 
Deal (NSTD).43 Its key policy innovations are a 
commitment to decreased operational emissions 
from offshore platforms and the notion of Climate 
Compatibility Checkpoints44 before new licensing 
rounds. The precise parameters of the latter are 
in development at the time of writing.

A comprehensive discussion of the legal and 
regulatory landscape of the UK oil and gas sector 
– which space precludes herein – would take 
account of numerous areas of the law, illustrated 
in Figure 6. Company law in the US has been 
deployed to compel oil majors to take account of 
climate risk in their decision making, while tort 
and human rights law in the Netherlands has been 
the basis of a first instance court ordering Shell to 
reduce its emissions significantly by 2030.45 While 
this report focuses on the UK territorial aspects of 
oil and gas exploration and production, domestic 
export credit agencies have a key role in promoting 
high carbon activities extraterritorially,46 so 
challenges to decarbonisation policy from 
international investment law are also pertinent.47 
The regulatory density of the sector creates a 
wide range of legal intervention points.

Figure 6: Mapping legal issues on oil and gas transitions 
in the UK
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43 Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, ‘North Sea Transition Deal - GOV.UK’ (2021) <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.
uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/972520/north-sea-transition-deal_A_FINAL.pdf> accessed 8 July 2021.
44 Department for Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy, ‘North Sea deal to protect jobs in green energy transition 2021’ (March 2021) 
<https://www.gov.uk/government/news/north-sea-deal-to-protect-jobs-in-green-energy-transition> accessed 2 September 2021.
45 A Raval, ‘Dutch Court Orders Shell to Accelerate Emissions Cuts’ Financial Times (26 May 2021) <https://www.ft.com/content/340501e2-
e0cd-4ea5-b388-9af0d9a74ce2> accessed 10 September 2021.
46 N Ghaleigh, L Burrows, ‘Reset or revertin the new climate normal’. in V. Ramraj (Ed), (2021). Covid-19 in Asia: Law and Policy Contexts, Oxford 
University Press.
47 Y Zheng, N Ghaleigh, ‘Potential Price for Net Zero’ (2021). (Unpublished draft, copy on file with author).
48 Infrastructure Act 2015. (c.7). London: The Stationery Office.”
49 Ian Wood, ‘UK Maximising Economic Recovery Review: Final Report’ (2014) <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/
system/uploads/attachment_data/file/471452/UKCS_Maximising_Recovery_Review_FINAL_72pp_locked.pdf>
50 G Gordon, U Vass and J Paterson, ‘The Wood Review and Maximising Economic Recovery upon the UKCS’, (2018) UK Oil and Gas Law: Current 
Practice and Emerging Trends, vol 1 (3rd edn, Edinburgh University Press 2018).
51 G Mete, W Karanja and N Njenga, ‘Fossil Fuels and Transitions: The UK Maximising Economic Recovery Strategy and Low-Carbon Energy 
Transitions’, in Wood G. & Baker K. (Eds) The Palgrave Handbook of Managing Fossil Fuels and Energy Transitions (Palgrave Macmillan, Cham 
2020) 171.
 52 ‘HM Government, ‘Wood Review Implementation’ (GOV.UK) <https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/wood-review-implementation-team> 
accessed 2 September 2021 .
53 Oil and Gas Authority, ‘The OGA Strategy’, (16 December 2020), available at https://www.ogauthority.co.uk/media/6980/annex-2-the-oga-
strategy.pdf.

2.2.2. Maximum Economic Recovery 

The Infrastructure Act 201548 created the 
independent regulator known as the Oil and 
Gas Authority (OGA), which adopts a tripartite 
governance approach between government, 
the regulator and industry. At its heart is the 
MER obligation. Extracted North Sea oil and gas 
is estimated to provide a future contribution 
of over GBP 200 billion to the UK economy and 
MER was identified as the mechanism to realise 
this potential. The notion came from the Wood 
Review 2014,49 which reported at a time when the 
industry was suffering from worsening “general 
performance” and the lowest number of wells 
drilled since the 1960s.50 This decline was a long-
term trend exacerbated by the oil price crash 
of 2014 and coinciding with the winding down 
of the UK’s coal industry. Taken together, these 
events cast doubts over the security of the UK’s 
energy supply.51 As a result, the Wood Review 
recommended that both government and the 
industry “develop and commit to a new strategy 
for Maximising Economic Recovery from the 
UKCS (MER UK)”.52 Through the implementation 
of this recommendation, energy security and tax 
revenues could be maintained, and jobs secured. 
Climate considerations did not weigh heavily in 
these calculations.

The MER strategy was first published in 2016 and 
amended in December 2020. The updated “OGA 
Strategy” incorporates the government’s net zero 
target into its central and supporting obligations. 
The central obligation, previously reserved solely 
for MER, has now been expanded: 

“Relevant persons must, in the exercise of their 
relevant activities, take the steps necessary to:

a. Secure that the maximum value of economically 
recoverable petroleum [which includes natural 
gas] is recovered from the strata beneath relevant 
UK waters; and, in doing so,

b. Take appropriate steps to assist the Secretary 
of State in meeting the net zero target, including by 
reducing as far as reasonable in the circumstances 
greenhouse gas emissions from sources such as 
flaring and venting and power generation, and 
supporting carbon capture and storage projects.”

The first element (a) is required by the central 
obligation contained in the Petroleum Act 1998. 
What the second element (b) entails is less 
clear. For example, does it require actors within 
the oil and gas sector to take steps to assist 
the Secretary of State in reaching the net zero 
target only when these steps will not come into 
conflict with the first obligation, i.e. to maximise 
the economic recovery of oil and gas? Such 
steps would, therefore, be those with the aim 
of decreasing the emissions from the physical 
recovery of oil and gas from the North Sea, 
such as decreasing flaring and venting of CO2, 
reducing methane emissions, and implementing 
the electrification of offshore platforms and 
upstream equipment, but they would not include 
the decrease of emissions from the use of the 
recovered oil and gas, namely Scope 3 emissions. 
4% of the UK’s greenhouse gases emissions are 
caused by upstream oil and gas production,53 and 
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decreasing many of these emissions is said to be 
“straightforward”.54 The OGA and the licensees 
remain bound by the central obligation to extract 
the maximum value of economically recoverable 
petroleum from the strata beneath UK waters.

2.2.3. Tax

Key to the fiscal regime in the North Sea is the 
taxation of oil and gas activities in the UKCS. The 
UK tax regime on oil and gas consists of three 
different mechanisms: Petroleum Revenue Tax 
(PRT), Ring-fence Corporation Tax (RFCT), and 
the Supplementary Charge (SC).55 It is a system 
separate to the general tax regime in the UK 
and targets only ‘upstream’ activities on the 
‘acquisition, enjoyment, or exploitation of oil 
rights.56 Working together, the mechanism can be 
described as ‘cash flow’ meaning the taxes broadly 
mirror the cash flow position of the company.57 The 
RFCT diverged from the UK’s general Corporation 
Tax in order to incentivise activity in the North Sea 
in conjunction with the other changes brought by 
the Wood Review.58 PRT was also amended for this 
reason from periods after 2015 to 0% down from 

50%, which has led to a loss of revenue from this 
source.59 The PRT was intended to target only 
the biggest, most profitable oil fields and due to 
the current landscape of the industry, marginal 
fields would not be able to ‘bear the burden’ on top 
of the RFCT.60 SC, taken from ring-fence profits, 
has also decreased from 20% to 10%.61 The overall 
rate of tax is essentially 40%.62 These reductions, 
along with other incentives such as the First Year 
Capital Allowance and Investment Allowance, 
amount to the UK having one of the most attractive 
tax regimes towards extraction. So much so that 
in 2015-16 and 2016-17, the UK paid more to the 
industry than it received in taxes, as illustrated 
by Figure 7. Moreover, it has been revealed that 
Shell paid no corporate income tax in the UK in 
2018 after being repaid for decommissioning 
costs.63The tax breaks afforded to the industry 
are the subject of a judicial review case against 
the OGA which will be discussed further in this 
report.64 The effect of this regime has been to 
significantly reduce the tax burden on firms: the 
overall tax rate for extractive companies in 1993 
was 83%, 62% in 2015, and has been at 40% since 
2016.65

54 Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, ‘UK Energy in Brief 2021’ (2021) <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1006381/UK_Energy_in_Brief_2021.pdf> accessed 2 September 2021.
55 S Porter, D Dickson, K Hardin, T Shattuck, ‘Oil, Gas, and the Energy Transition’ (2020) Deloitte <https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/insights/
us/articles/6869_Oil-gas-and-the-energy-transition/DI-Oil-gas-and-the-energy-transition.pdf> 5.
56 C Ralph, ‘The UK’s Oil and Gas Fiscal Regime: A Radical Evolution’, UK Oil and Gas Law: Current Practice and Emerging Trends, vol 1 (3rd edn, 
Edinburgh University Press 2018). 371.
57 Corporation Tax Act 2010 ss 274 and 279.
58 Ralph (n 56) 372 I-7.04.
59 Ibid 374 I-7.07.
60 Oil and Gas Authority, ‘Estimated Cost of Reliefs” (2020) <https://www.ogauthority.co.uk/media/6952/estimated_cost_of_reliefs_october_2020.
pdf> accessed 7 July 2021.

Figure 7: Government revenues from UK oil and gas production66
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61 Ralph (n 56) 374 I-7.10.
62 Corporation Tax Act 2010, s330.
63 Ralph (n 56) 373 I-7.08.
64 A Raval, & J Espinoza, ’Shell reveals it paid no UK corporate income tax in 2018’ The Financial Times (London and Brussels, (17 December 2019) < 
https://www.ft.com/content/933fe2b8-20ee-11ea-92da-f0c92e957a96> accessed 2 September 2021.
65 Loach et al v OGA (“Paid to Pollute case”).
66 J Bingler and Urgeweld, ‘Five Years Lost – How Finance is Blowing the Paris Carbon Budget’ (2020) <https://urgewald.org/sites/default/files/
media-files/FiveYearsLostReport.pdf> accessed 1 September 2021.
67  HM Revenue and Customs, ‘Statistics of Government Revenues from UK Oil and Gas Production’ (2020) <https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/902798/Statistics_of_government_revenues_from_UK_oil_and_gas_
production__July_2020_for_publication.pdf>. 
68 See also, 2 Degrees Investing, The UK’s Forgotten Fossil Fuel Subsidy (2021), https://2degrees-investing.org/resource/the-uks-forgotten-fossil-
fuel-subsidy/.
69 The OGA Strategy, 16 December 2020, available at https://www.ogauthority.co.uk/media/6980/annex-2-the-oga-strategy.pdf; Petroleum Act 
1998.
70  Oil and Gas Authority, ‘Investment on the UKCS’ (2021) <https://www.ogauthority.co.uk/about-us/investing-on-the-ukcs/investment-on-the-
ukcs/> accessed 13 July 2021.
71 Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, ‘North Sea Transition Deal - GOV.UK’ (2021) <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/972520/north-sea-transition-deal_A_FINAL.pdf> accessed 8 July 2021.
72 Oil and Gas UK, ‘OGUK Economic Report 2021’ (2021) <https://oguk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/OGUK-Economic-Report-2021.pdf> 
accessed 4 August 2021 

2.2.4.North Sea Transition Deal

The 2021 North Sea Transition Deal, agreed 
between the oil and gas industry and the UK 
government, ostensibly enables the oil and gas 
sector to contribute to the government’s Net Zero 
target. Notably, the Deal accepted wholesale 
the submissions of OGUK, the representative 
body for the UK offshore oil and gas industry. 
The deal is built on 5 key outcomes, namely (1) 
supply decarbonisation, (2) CCUS (carbon capture 
usage and storage), (3) hydrogen, (4) supply chain 
transformation and (5) people and skills.70 The 
most important for the net zero target is the 
commitment by the industry to reduce emissions 
by 50% by 2030 and by 90% by 2040 compared to 
a 2018 baseline, with limited clarity on whether 
this includes scope 3 emissions.71 The Climate 
Change Committee however considers this an 
inadequate sectoral contribution towards the 
broader UK ambition. In the CCC’s assessment, 

a 68% decrease in territorial O&G emissions is 
required for compliance with the UK-wide 2050 
net zero target.72

Whilst the government says that it will support 
the energy transition, the deal does not seek to 
encourage this transition by actively reducing the 
oil and gas produced in the North Sea. Instead, it 
makes clear that domestic oil and gas production 
remains a major contributor to the economy, a 
source of employment and the primary source for 
the UK’s energy supply. A reflection of this is seen 
through the prediction in the deal of £14-16 billion 
worth of investment aiding the decarbonisation 
of the UKCS between now and 2030. This is 
expected to be done through repurposing the 
UKCS. However, decarbonisation efforts are 
simultaneous with encouraging investment to 
keep “on top of... [and] meet ongoing oil and gas 
demand.” 73

 In addition, the deal steps back from supporting 
workers and delegates reskilling, leaving skills 
policy to an independent oil and gas skills 
provider, OPITO. OPITO is an industry owned entity 
with representatives from industry, government, 
and unions.74 On skills, there will be an ‘Integrated 
People and Skills Plan’75 led by OPITO which will 
feed into the government’s skills plan for the 
sector in 2022. Government support in terms of 
funds and regulation is also being advocated for, 
including through the introduction of ‘offshore 
passports’ or ‘skills passports’, a mechanism 
supported by OPITO in August 2021. The skills 
passport aim to increase the ability for workers 
to transfer between O&G and renewable sectors 
without the need for significant additional 
certification, a cost that is often borne personally 

The overall fiscal and regulatory regime in the 
UK is favoured towards further investment and 
exploration in the North Sea. The UK has one of 
the most advantageous oil and gas tax regimes 
in the world and is therefore an attractive region 
for new investments.67 The regime combined 
with the government MER policy in legislation68 
creates an environment favourable to not just 
large oil fields but smaller marginal fields and 
a rise has been seen in the uptake of assets by 
small-medium firms and private equities69 thus 
fulfilling the purpose of revitalising the industry 
as per the Wood Review recommendations. 



15

The Future is Built on the Past: Just Industrial and Energy Transitions in the UK and Scotland

by the worker at an estimated average total of 
£1,800 per year and comes with no guarantee of 
work upon completion.76 Although 94% of workers 
support the introduction of an ’offshore passport’ 
to facilitate job transitions,77 it is reported that 
workers are often required to repeat existing 
training when starting a contract with a new 
employer or when starting a new contract with 
the same employer or when moving to jobs in 
other offshore sectors. 62% of workers report 
that when taking a contract with a different 
employer they were asked to duplicate their 
existing qualifications that were still in date.78

Failing to incorporate the skills aspect of the Deal 
with the Levelling Up Agenda or considering the 
Skills White Paper published in January 2021 
(leading to a Skills and Post-16 Education Bill)79  
is a missed opportunity to upskill oil and gas 
workers in line with existing government policy. 
The Deal does not set out commitments for oil and 
gas companies to support their workers in terms 
of retraining, reskilling, nor other compensation 
or support schemes and does not give sufficient 
attention to the quality of new roles, including in 
terms of parity of pay and safety. Whilst Scotland 
operates the National Transition Training Fund, 
such schemes are not present in other UK nations, 
showcasing opportunities for collaboration or 
knowledge exchange, particularly given the 
diffuse nature of the oil and gas workforce.

2.2.5. Climate Compatibility Checkpoint: 
distance from maximum economic recovery?

In March 2021, to accompany the North Sea 
Transition Deal, the UK government announced 
that it will introduce a Climate Compatibility 
Checkpoint before each licensing round to 
check whether the proposed licences are in line 
with the UK’s climate change objectives.80 This 

“dynamic checkpoint” will consider domestic 
demand for oil and gas, the sector’s production 
levels, the availability of clean energy supply and 
progress made by the industry in reducing its 
greenhouse gas emissions.81 If it is determined 
that more licences will jeopardise the UK’s 
climate objectives, the licensing round will be 
cancelled. The latest licensing round took place in 
September 2020 and resulted in the approval of 
113 licences for 65 companies to explore for oil and 
gas from the UK North Sea.82

However, the climate checkpoint will consider 
also non-climate aspects, including energy 
security, which has been ever present in the 
government’s recent energy policy. Furthermore, 
the government announcement on the checkpoint 
stated that the decision-making process will 
include an assessment of the ongoing domestic 
need for oil and gas.84 As these fossil fuels still 
provide 75% of the UK’s energy, new licences can 
be expected to be legally permitted for some time 
to come. Such a prospect has to be considered in 
light of the current scientific guidance. In May 2021, 

73 Climate Change Committee, ‘Progress in Reducing Emissions: 2021 Report to Parliament’ (2021) <https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2021/06/Progress-in-reducing-emissions-2021-Report-to-Parliament.pdf> accessed 13 July 2021, 156 Table 4.5.
74 Oil and Gas UK, ‘OGUK Economic Report 2021’ (2021) <https://oguk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/OGUK-Economic-Report-2021.
pdf> accessed 4 August 2021.
75 “[We are an] industry-owned organisation … work with governments, national oil companies, operators and contractors, offering a range 
of services and products to meet international skills needs and support workforce development.” OPITO <https://opito.com/about-us/what-
we-do>.
76 Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, ‘North Sea Transition Deal - GOV.UK’ (2021) <https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/972520/north-sea-transition-deal_A_FINAL.pdf> accessed 8 July 
2021.
77 Platform, Friends of the Earth Scotland, and Greenpeace, ‘Training and Tickets: The Hidden Costs For Offshore Oil & Gas Workers’ 
(Platform 2021) <https://platformlondon.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Training-Costs-Survey-Results.pdf>. accessed 7 September 
2021, 2.
78 Ibid.
79  Greenpeace, Platform and Friends of the Earth Scotland, ‘Offshore: Oil and Gas Workers’ Views on Industry Conditions and the Energy 
Transition’ (2020) <https://www.greenpeace.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Oil-Gas-Workers-Report-Final-Web.pdf>. accessed 7 
September 2021.
80Department for Education “The Skills and Post-16 Education Bill forms the legislative underpinning for the reforms set out in the Skills for 
Jobs White Paper.” At ‘Skills and Post-16 Education Bill Impact Assessment’ (2021) <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/987474/Skills_and_Post16_Education_Bill_-_Impact_Assessment.pdf>.

It is not yet clear what the checkpoint will 
involve. One aspect could involve taking advice 
from the Climate Change Committee on the 
impact the combustion of petroleum is likely to 
have on the ability to meet the duties imposed 
on him by section 1 of the Climate Change Act 
2008.83 This duty is placed on the Secretary of 
State in relation to petroleum extracted from 
onshore activity in England and there appears to 
be no reason why it cannot be applied to North 
Sea licences too. This could be a ready-made 
solution to the challenge of implementing the UK 
government’s policy.
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81 Department for Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy, ‘North Sea deal to protect jobs in green energy transition 2021’ (March 2021) <https://
www.gov.uk/government/news/north-sea-deal-to-protect-jobs-in-green-energy-transition> accessed 2 September 2021.
82 Ibid.
83 Oil and Gas Authority, ‘Offshore Licensing Rounds’ (2021) <https://www.ogauthority.co.uk/licensing-consents/licensing-rounds/offshore-
licensing-rounds/> accessed 7 September 2021.
84  "Climate Change Act 2008. (c.27). London: The Stationery Office.”
85 Ibid.
86 International Energy Agency, ‘Net Zero by 2050 A Roadmap for the Global Energy Sector’ (2021) <https://www.iea.org/reports/net-zero-by-2050> 
accessed 13 July 2021.
87 D Welsby, J Price, S Pye, & P Ekins,  ‘Unextractable Fossil Fuels in a 1.5 °C World’ (2021) 597 Nature 230.
88 UN Environment, ‘Production Gap Report 2020’ UNEP - UN Environment Programme, (25 November 2020) <http://www.unep.org/resources/
report/production-gap-2020> accessed 10 September 2021.

the International Energy Agency’s net zero 2050 
roadmap85 highlighted that a decarbonisation 
process aligned with the Paris Agreement does 
not allow for investment in new oil and gas fields. 
In fact, a recent paper in Nature86 has found that 
60% of existing oil and gas reserves and 90% of 

coal must remain unextracted in order to 1.5C. The 
UNEP’s production gap report87 demonstrated 
that between now and 2030 global production of 
oil and gas must decline by 4% and 3% per year 
respectively, with developed economies such as 
the UK reducing supply most rapidly. 
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Historically, the oil and gas industry has been a 
large financial contributor to the UK economy and 
it still is today, regardless of trends of decreasing 
production, employment and contribution to the 
energy mix. Table 1 provides an overview of the UK 
oil and gas sector’s contribution to the economy 

and section 3.2 details the social impacts. Both 
are key when exploring avenues for the energy 
transition. Understanding the people that make 
up the sector can help ensure a fairer outcome for 
communities and individuals and avoid repeating 
mistakes made in previous industrial transitions.

3. Economic and social role of the 
oil and gas sector

Oil and Gas Industry UK

Description Value Trend 
(         )

Production Output 2020a (barrels per day) 587 million boe

Economic Output (tax contribution from UKCS production) 2020-2021a £300 million

Tax contribution from UKCS production since 1970a £360 billion -

% of GDP c 1.2% (2018)

Potential new Capital Investment for 2021/22a £5 billion -

Number of Businesses in Oilfield Services Industry b 1190

Total UK Labour Market Employment 2020 32,500,000

Total O&G Employment d 2020 178,500

Employment (Direct)d 25,700 

Employment (Indirect)d 91,700

Employment (Induced)d 61,100

Number of Active fields in the North Sea (and total in UK)e 2021 259 fields (274 fields)

GHG related to fossil fuels UK 2020f 301.5Mt

Oil and gas as a % of the energy mixa h 73%

Electricity production by renewables vs fossil fuels 2020g 42% vs 41%

a (OGUK 2021 Business Outlook) b EY. 2020. Review of UK Oilfield Service Industry c OGUK 2019. Economic Report https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/extractive-industries-
transparency-initiative-payments-report-2018/upstream-oil-and-gas-in-the-uk  d (OGUK 2021c Workforce & Employment Insight 2021 Report. https://oguk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/
woocommerce_uploads/2021/08/OGUK_Workforce-Employment-Insight-2021-z07os0.pdf)   e Oil and Gas Authority UK 2021 Interactive map https://ogauthority.maps.arcgis.com/apps/
webappviewer/index.html?id=adbe5a796f5c41c68fc762ea137a682e  f BEIS 2021. 2020 UK greenhouse gas emissions Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/972583/2020_Provisional_emissions_statistics_report.pdf   g Ambrose 2021. The Guardian [online] https://www.theguardian.com/
environment/2021/jan/28/uk-electricity-from-renewables-outpaces-gas-and-coal-power h BEIS 2020. UK Energy in Brief 2020. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/904503/UK_Energy_in_Brief_2020.pdf

Table 1: UK oil and gas economic contribution
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A report by OGUK88 shows that GBP 3.7 billion 
was invested in the UKCS in 2020 and GBP 21 
billion had to be invested in the following 5 years, 
equating to the production of 2.7 billion boe. The 
report says that every million spent by the oil and 
gas sector supports an estimated GBP 2.5 million 
in other parts of the economy. These investment 
figures are significant also because they include 
controversial projects such as Cambo (1 of 18 new 
projects).89 The approval of such projects results 
in the spending of GBP 21 billion, which is spun as 
an ‘investment’ even though the IEA warns energy 
groups to not continue oil and gas exploration and 
funds should be directed to cleaner alternatives.90  

IEA Executive Director Fatih Birol said: “We need 
a historical surge in investment… The bulk of it 
needs to be in clean energy” 91.  

The IEA’s oil supply projection92 describes how the 
trend in the UK North Sea differs from Norway’s, 
where the predicted oil supply is falling to 780 
kb/d by 2026, upstream spending continues to 
decline (in 2020, by 24%) and areas of costs such 
as decommissioning, exploration, operating costs 
and appraisals will drop by more than GBP 9 billion 
(50% of the amount in 2016) by 2025. Figure 8 
illustrates the changes in the North Sea oil supply 
to 2026 in the UK, Norway and Denmark.

Figure 8: North Sea total oil supply projection to 202693

89 Oil and Gas UK, ‘Economic Report 2021’ (2021) <https://oguk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/OGUK-Economic-Report-2021.pdf> accessed 
4 August 2021.
90 N Thomas, ‘North Sea oil producers push UK to back 18 new projects’ (2021) Financial Times  <https://www.ft.com/content/e7f2cd44-cb2e-
4024-bd75-93fc43d9edd3> accessed 5 September 2021.
91 International Environmental Agency, ‘Net Zero by 2050 – A Roadmap for the Global Energy Sector’ (2021) <https://iea.blob.core.windows.net/
assets/beceb956-0dcf-4d73-89fe-1310e3046d68/NetZeroby2050-ARoadmapfortheGlobalEnergySector_CORR.pdf > accessed 6 September 2021.
92 L Hook and A Raval, ‘Energy groups must stop new oil and gas projects to reach net zero by 2050, IEA says’ 2021) Financial Times  <https://www.
ft.com/content/2bf04fff-5b2f-4d96-a4ea-ff55e029f18e> 
93 International Environmental Agency, ‘Oil 2021: Analysis and forecast to 2026’ (2021) <https://www.iea.org/reports/oil-2021 > accessed 7 
September 2021.
94 International Environmental Agency, ‘Oil 2021: Analysis and forecast to 2026’ (2021) <https://www.iea.org/reports/oil-2021 > accessed 7 
September 2021.
95 Oil and Gas UK, ‘Economic Business Report’ (2020) <https://oguk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/woocommerce_uploads/2021/01/Economic-
Report-2020-OGUK-mwsgbi.pdf> accessed 17 July 2021.

The demand and supply of oil and gas in the past 
year have been significantly impacted by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Not only the major drop in 
demand impacted the UK GDP,94 it also changed 
the way businesses had to operate. The supply 
chain was particularly affected. Since the last oil 
price crash, the sector has halved production costs 

leaving the supply chain to operate on thinner 
margins. The pandemic added staff turnover 
and reduction of non-essential work, causing 
more difficulties for smaller businesses already 
under pressure.95 Table 2 shows how COVID-19 
restrictions have changed demand in comparison 
with the first quarters of 2020 and 2021.

Denmark
UK
Norway

North Sea total oil supply
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Production Imports Exports Demand Commentary

Total Energy -12% -8% -16% -7%

Energy consumption 
low due to COVID-19 
restrictions impacting 
demand. 
- Energy for industrial 
use 2.1% compared to 
Q1 2020
- Energy demand for 
shops, public buildings 
down 4.6%

Coal -53% +40% +112% -16%
- continuation of 
decline, generation 
now 2.9%

Primary Oil -11% -37% -15% -29%

- Oil for transport 
down 31% 
- refinery 
maintenance also 
had affect 

Petroleum 
Products -30% -30% -22% -25% - Oil for aviation 

demand fell by 70%

Gas -14% +34% -6% +8%

- Higher demand 
mainly due to 
increased electricity 
demand due to lower 
wind speeds

Electricity -16% +5% -20% -16%

- Domestic 
consumption 
compared to Q1 2020 
up 8.4% (highest 
since 2013); reflects 
COVID-19 lockdown 
restrictions

Table 2: The percentage change in energy from Quarter 1 2020 compared to Quarter 1 2021 96 (BEIS 2021b)

 96 GG Wynn, ‘Forging the UK oil and gas industry’s future’ World Oil (July 2020).
97 Department for Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy, ‘Energy Trends UK, January – March 2021’ (2021) <https://assets.publishing.
service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/997347/Energy_Trends_June_2021.pdf> accessed 24 July 
2021.

The economic impact of the pandemic is not 
clear yet and scenarios are being investigated 
to forecast the years to come. However, looking 
back, in 2020 the Brent oil price dropped by 35% 
to USD 41.9 per barrel and the gas price also fell 
by 28% compared to the previous year. The 
pandemic created uncertainty impacting investor 
confidence and resulting in the deferral of about 

GBP 3 billion of project expenditure which could 
take 2 or 3 years to recover97. In October 2021 a 
post-pandemic global economic rebound caused 
an increase in energy prices and supply shortages 
as gas and oil production were not ready.  The 
USA, as a methane producer and exporter, did not 
see such methane price elevation, although its oil 
price domestically did increase.
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3.1. Offshore employment

With the production of oil and gas in the North 
Sea well past its high point, the number of 
people employed in the sector has decreased 

substantially in recent years (Figure 9). Job 
insecurity has increased and mandatory pay cuts 
have been imposed on workers.98 This is a sign 
that an “accelerated transition” has already begun 
in the North Sea oil and gas sector.99

Figure 9: Total employment supported by the offshore oil and gas industry (adapted100)

After an increase between 2010 and 2014, the 
number of younger offshore workers (i.e., those 
between the ages of 18 and 29) employed in the 
North Sea has also declined (Figure 10).101 This 
can be mainly attributed to the lower number of 
new recruits due to the 2015 downturn and the 
pandemic. Nevertheless, the outlook to 2021 
shows signs of employment growth from 2020 
values.102 The older workforce, however, has 
remained relatively steady. Despite this, OGUK 
says that younger workers have not lost interest 

in the industry, a claim supported by the over 800 
applicants received by the Oil and Gas Technical 
Apprentice Programme (OGTAP) in 2020.103 The 
figures show that, although there has been a 
reduction in the number of younger offshore 
workers since 2014, their overall number cannot 
be described as insignificant. Consequently, 
employees of all ages, not only those approaching 
retirement age, will need to be considered during 
any transition.

98 Oil and Gas UK, ‘Workforce & Employment Insight 2021 Report’ (2021)  <https://oguk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/woocommerce_
uploads/2021/08/OGUK_Workforce-Employment-Insight-2021-z07os0.pdf> accessed 16 September 2021. 
99 Climate Change Committee, ‘Sixth Carbon Budget’ (2020) <https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/sixth-carbon-budget/> accessed 28 June 
2021.
100 Just Transition Commission, ‘Advice for a Green Recovery’ (2020) <https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/
independent-report/2020/07/transition-commission-advice-green-recovery/documents/transition-commission-advice-green-recovery/
transition-commission-advice-green-recovery/govscot%3Adocument/transition-commission-advice-green-recovery.pdf?forceDownload=true> 
accessed 1 July 2021.
101 Oil and Gas UK, ‘Workforce & Employment Insight 2021 Report’ (2021)  <https://oguk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/woocommerce_
uploads/2021/08/OGUK_Workforce-Employment-Insight-2021-z07os0.pdf> accessed 6 September 2021.
102  Oil and Gas UK, ‘Workforce & Employment Insight 2021 Report’ (2021)  <https://oguk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/woocommerce_
uploads/2021/08/OGUK_Workforce-Employment-Insight-2021-z07os0.pdf> accessed 6 September 2021.
103 ibid.
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Beyond age groups, employment in the sector 
continues to be dominated by male workers. It is 
estimated that only 25% of the workforce in the 
oil and gas sector is female and105 the male to 
female ratio does not appear to be significantly 
shifting. The percentage of offshore female 
workers, in particular, has still to reach 4%. These 
figures show that, if the offshore workforce were 

retrained or transitioned to renewable energy 
projects, the gender gap would also be transferred 
(Figure 11). An anonymous respondent interviewed 
for this report noted that there is already a gender 
divide in the renewables sector and that, in part, 
“it takes more men to be champions and to see the 
need to have women in these spaces”. 

Figure 10: Age distribution of offshore workers (adapted104)

Figure 11: Distribution of male and female offshore workers106

104 Oil and Gas UK, ‘Workforce Report 2020’ (2020) <https://oguk.org.uk/product/workforce-report/> accessed 14 July 2021.
105 Oil and Gas UK, ‘Workforce & Employment Insight 2021 Report’ (2021)  <https://oguk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/woocommerce_
uploads/2021/08/OGUK_Workforce-Employment-Insight-2021-z07os0.pdf> accessed 6 September 2021.
106 Ibid.
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The OGUK report107  also highlights the geographical 
distribution of offshore workers across the 
UK. Although the North Sea is the focus of any 
transition from oil and gas production, which has 
a significant presence in Aberdeen and Shetland, 
other areas of the UK will be substantially affected 
(Figure 12). The UK upstream oil and gas industry, 
together with its extensive supply chain, is spread 
throughout the country, as is the residence of 
offshore workers. Informants position the UK oil 
and gas industry as a truly global network and 
note that, although Aberdeen is often viewed as 
the production and employment centre, over 65% 
of jobs in the sector are in England and 35% are 
in Scotland (largely in and around Aberdeen108). 
Nonetheless, there are some localised impacts 
and dependencies in specific communities, 
including for direct and indirect workers and 
industries, as well as secondary and tertiary 

providers such as the hospitality and the transport 
sector. Aberdeen City and Aberdeenshire have 
experienced a series of boom and busts through 
rising and falling oil prices and the financial crash. 
This has left behind a volatile housing market, local 
economic uncertainty and pockets of deprivation, 
for instance. Thus, the inequality of employment 
opportunities, income and living standards 
within the UK will be exacerbated if a transition is 
poorly managed. Localised planning and regional 
investment is required109 especially considering 
that some areas with high concentrations of 
oil and gas workers, such as the North-East of 
England, boast multiple industries and have seen 
a growth in renewables, while others, such as 
Aberdeen, have less diverse regional economies 
and are therefore more vulnerable to negative 
impacts from the transition.

Figure 12: Residential Locations of offshore workers110

107 Oil and Gas UK, ‘Workforce & Employment Insight 2021 Report’ (2021)  <https://oguk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/woocommerce_
uploads/2021/08/OGUK_Workforce-Employment-Insight-2021-z07os0.pdf> accessed 6 September 2021.
108 ibid.
109 ibid.
110 Climate Change Committee, ‘Sixth Carbon Budget’ (2020) <https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/sixth-carbon-budget/> accessed 6 
September 2021. 287.
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It is currently difficult to obtain a clear picture 
of the workforce due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The Job Retention Scheme may be maintaining 
roles that, without support, would not be viable.111  

The figures available do not show the oil and 
gas industry in good health. For example, it is 
estimated that unemployment in Aberdeen and 
Aberdeenshire has increased by 136% and 124% 
respectively over the last year.112 Other ‘energy 
hubs’ have also experienced changes in the job 
market: figures from the Department of Work and 
Pensions show the ‘Alternative Claimant Count’, 
which reflects those applying for unemployment-
related benefits, recorded a 50% increase in the 
north east of England, with a 90% increase in 
Norwich.113

3.2. The future of the workforce 

By 2030, it is estimated that 200,000 workers 
will be required to support the offshore energy 
sector. Robert Gordon University114 projects 
the breakdown at “c. 90,000 (c. 45%) to support 
offshore wind, c. 70,000 (c. 35%) oil and gas, and 
c. 40,000 (c. 20%) other offshore-related energy 
projects and clusters”. OGUK’s Roadmap 2035, 
which is a strategy to assist the UK’s net zero 
target, also focuses on workers in the industry and 
aims to support 130,000 jobs “across the energy 
spectrum”.115 More important is the transferability 
across sectors, as illustrated by the development 
of skills passports. Estimations suggest that by 
2030 about 50% of the skills demand, in addition 
to new recruitment, in offshore energy will be 
from the transfer of experience and people’s 
expertise from current sectors.116 With research 
showing that 90% of roles have “medium to high 

occupational transferability”, the idea that the 
current UK workforce could support the transition 
and future sectors seems likely.117 The OGUK’s 
report “Workforce & Employment Insight 2021”118  
states that “continued investment in oil and gas 
projects is key to ensuring that this skills transfer 
can take place”. 

3.3. Opportunities for a transition

3.3.1. Investments

In order to achieve net zero emissions and 
meet the targets set out by the government, 
several actions can be considered, including a 
major investment programme with a wide-set 
transformation of the economy across all sectors. 
In terms of innovation on the UKCS, an investment 
of GBP 430 billion is needed (GBP 270 billion in 
the UK) to develop a more integrated system of 
offshore energy. A majority of the investment 
fund will have to be targeted towards oil and gas 
and offshore wind, at about GBP 75 billion each, 
with over half spent in the UK.119 In May 2021, the 
UK government announced a GBP 166million 
‘cash injection for green technology’, which 
includes GBP 66 million in low-carbon hydrogen, 
supporting 8,000 jobs in this sector.120 Table 3 
outlines additional key investment programmes 
and opportunities led by the government not 
only in the energy sector but across industries.121 
Investment into new technologies and energy 
sectors needs are necessary also for oil and gas 
operations in order to reduce emissions and 
increase efficiency and productivity (see detailed 
examples in Section 3.4.3).

111 Oil and Gas UK, ‘Workforce & Employment Insight 2021 Report’ (2021) <https://oguk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/woocommerce_
uploads/2021/08/OGUK_Workforce-Employment-Insight-2021-z07os0.pdf> accessed 7 September 2021.

112 Oil and Gas UK, ‘Workforce Insight Report’ (2020) <https://oilandgasuk.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Workforce-Report-2020.pdf>  
accessed 7 September 2021.
113 Oil and Gas UK, ‘Business Outlook Report’ (2021)  <https://cld.bz/HQL6b1y) accessed 7 September 2021.
114  Oil and Gas UK, ‘Workforce & Employment Insight 2021 Report’ (2021) <https://oguk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/woocommerce_
uploads/2021/08/OGUK_Workforce-Employment-Insight-2021-z07os0.pdf> accessed 7 September 2021.
115 Paul de Leeuw, Sumin Kim, ‘UK Offshore Energy Workforce Transferability Review’ (Robert Gordon University 2021) <http://www.rgueti.
com/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/workforce-transferability-report.pdf> accessed 7 September 2021.
116 Oil and Gas UK, ‘Roadmap 2035, a blueprint for net-zero’ (2020) <https://roadmap2035.co.uk> accessed 7 September 2021.
117 Oil and Gas UK, ‘Workforce & Employment Insight 2021 Report’. (2021) <https://oguk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/woocommerce_
uploads/2021/08/OGUK_Workforce-Employment-Insight-2021-z07os0.pdf> accessed 8 September 2021.
118 ibid.
119 ibid.
120 The Oil and Gas Technology Centre, ‘Closing the gap: Technology for a Net Zero North Sea’ (2020) <https://www.netzerotc.com/
media/3875/closing-the-gap-summary-report.pdf> accessed 5 July 2021.
121 UK Government, ‘£166million cash injection for green technology’ (2021) <https://www.gov.uk/government/news/166-million-cash-
injection-for-green-technology-and-60000-uk-jobs> accessed 11 September 2021.
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Table 3: Investments and programmes by the UK Government (adapted123)

Currently the composition of companies that 
are involved in the UK offshore oil and gas sector 
equate to roughly 50 with a greater number of 
smaller companies buying into aging fields, the 
oil majors still own around 40% such as Shell, 
BP and Chevron.124 A recent survey of 15 O&G 
majors indicates that whilst 10 had made net 
zero commitments of various sorts, the most 
recent capex figures indicate that investment 
in decarbonisation remains weak.  The average 
total capital investment in renewables as a 
share of capex was only 3.6% in 2019, up from 
2.9% in 2018.125 This represents a 25% year-
on-year increase but remains well short of the 
transformational change consistent with Paris 
alignment.126 The IEA (2021) report127 describes 

the strategies and commitments the major oil 
and gas companies, including BP, Total and 
Shell, which invest 15% of their budget for the 
energy transition. BP in particular plans to reduce 
hydrocarbon production with a “managed decline 
of 40% from 2019 levels in the next decade”.128

In 2020, the Scottish government announced 
that it would support companies to invest and 
diversify from oil and gas with GBP 62million from 
the Energy Transition Fund.129 Initiatives such as 
the Global Underwater Hub130 and Acorn Project131 

(see Figure 13), in addition to others in locations 
specific to the north east, are among those that 
will be supported. 

122 P. S Monks, ‘Net Zero and the Energy Transition’. (2021 7 June). Geological Society Presentation. BEIS.
123 Red diesel is a form of fuel allowed for particular qualifying purposes such as agriculture, horticulture, fish farming and forestry, including use in 
off-road vehicles and machinery. 
124 P. S Monks, ‘Net Zero and the Energy Transition’. (2021 7 June). Geological Society Presentation. BEIS.
125 By tonnage of production oil equivalent. See J Bingler and Urgeweld, Five Years Lost – How Finance is Blowing the Paris Carbon Budget (2020) 
<https://urgewald.org/sites/default/files/media-files/FiveYearsLostReport.pdf> accessed 11 August 2021
126 CMS, ‘Energy Transition: The evolving role of oil & gas companies in a net-zero future’ (2021) https://cms.law/en/int/publication/energy-
transition accessed 10 July 2021.
127 I Cochrane, ‘A Framework for Alignment with the Paris Agreement: Why, What and How for Financial Institutions?’ (2019) Institute for Climate 
Economics  https://www.i4ce.org/download/framework-alignment-with-paris-agreement-why-what-and-how-for-financial-institutions/ > 
accessed 20 July 2021.
128 International Environmental Agency, ‘Oil 2021: Analysis and forecast to 2026’ (2021) <https://www.iea.org/reports/oil-2021> accessed 21 July 
2021.
129 Ibid.
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130 Scottish Government, ‘£62 million fund for energy sector’ (2020) < https://www.gov.scot/news/gbp-62-million-fund-for-energy-sector/> 
accessed 12 September 2021.
131 The Oil and Gas Technology Centre, ‘Closing the gap: Technology for a Net Zero North Sea’ (2020) <https://www.netzerotc.com/
media/3875/closing-the-gap-summary-report.pdf> accessed 10 August.
132 Oil and Gas UK, ‘Economic Report 2020’ (2020) <https://oguk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/woocommerce_uploads/2021/01/Economic-
Report-2020-OGUK-mwsgbi.pdf> accessed 25 August 2021.
133 ibid.
134 Scottish Government, ‘Just Transition – Greener, Fairer Scotland’ (2021) <https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/
publications/strategy-plan/2021/09/transition-fairer-greener-scotland/documents/transition-fairer-greener-scotland/transition-fairer-
greener-scotland/govscot%3Adocument/transition-fairer-greener-scotland.pdf > accessed 24 August 2021.
135 Scottish Government, ‘Just Transition – Greener, Fairer Scotland’ (2021) <https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/
publications/strategy-plan/2021/09/transition-fairer-greener-scotland/documents/transition-fairer-greener-scotland/transition-fairer-
greener-scotland/govscot%3Adocument/transition-fairer-greener-scotland.pdf> accessed 21 August 2021.

Figure 13: UK energy transition opportunities132

UK Energy Transition Opportunities

The investment in these projects and areas not only 
helps the recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic, 
but also supports small, local businesses and 
economies whilst expanding hydrogen, wind and 
CCUS opportunities. However, as outlined in the 
recent report on the just transition published by 
the Scottish government,133 although the cost to 
reach the net zero target is significantly lower than 
initial estimates, the economic competitiveness 
and the geographical distribution of costs and 
benefits needs to remain fair as public and private 
investments are made. Considerations include:

• Funding the transition should prioritise local 
projects with the potential use of climate 
bonds, and the mission of the Scottish National 

Investment Bank programme directs investments 
to those that are focused on a Just Transition to 
net zero.134

• Directing public sector pension funds towards 
companies that align with the net zero target and 
just transition principles: “We will consider possible 
guidelines for voluntary financial disclosures 
about climate risk for local government pension 
fund investments and continue to engage with 
Scotland’s financial sector regarding how they can 
support our net zero transition. We will convene 
a tripartite group to develop new standards of 
corporate governance and explore the possibility 
of these being used as a precondition for 
government funding.”135
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• Allocating initial sums now available from the 
GBP 180 million Emerging Energy Technologies 
Fund136 to support CCUS, hydrogen and negative 
emissions technology. 

A roadmap detailing the investment strategy 
and technology deployment by the Scottish 
government is outlined in Figure 14, including the 
Acorn project (location in Figure 13).

Figure 14: Key technologies and investment roadmap to 2032 (adapted137)

2024

2022

2021

2020

Hydrogen Policy Statement 
published

(SIETF) Scottish Industrial 
Energy Transformation Fund 
launched for projects at 
industrial sites for 
decarbonisation / energy 
efficiency. £34 million over the 
next 5 years to 2026

2030

First delivery-scale 
NETs installations 

begin

3.3.2. Technological innovation

Both current oil and gas practices and future 
energy systems require investment. As articulated 
by Adrian Del Maestro, from PwC Strategy&, “there 
is no single silver bullet to address the energy 
transition. But rather a portfolio of low carbon 
technologies which will enable the transition”. 
Interview respondents widely recognised that 
so-called “technological readiness” was key and 
that new technologies must be in place in order 
to enable a smooth transition. The electrification 
of platforms needs investment as presently 74% 
of offshore CO2 emissions stem from combustion 
equipment, which drives compressors, for 

instance, or is a source of electrical power. It 
is estimated that using low-carbon electricity 
from renewables to power offshore platforms 
could reduce emissions by one third and onshore 
power could cut operational costs by 45%.138 139    

The electrification of platforms, in addition to 
methane leak detection, subsea technologies and 
flaring mitigation, needs innovation to improve 
efficiency. However, the development of other 
technology sectors to higher levels (as illustrated 
in Figure 15) is the most crucial. The potential 
economic impact of the increased deployment 
of renewables, hydrogen and CCUS, is estimated 
at GBP 0.6 trillion, 0.8 trillion and 0.2 trillion, 
respectively, between 2020 and 2050.140

136 ibid.
137 ibid.
138 Scottish Government, ‘Just Transition – Greener, Fairer Scotland’ (2021) <https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/
publications/strategy-plan/2021/09/transition-fairer-greener-scotland/documents/transition-fairer-greener-scotland/transition-fairer-greener-
scotland/govscot%3Adocument/transition-fairer-greener-scotland.pdf> accessed 21 August 2021.
139 The Oil and Gas Technology Centre, ‘Closing the gap: Technology for a Net Zero North Sea’ (2020) <https://www.netzerotc.com/media/3875/
closing-the-gap-summary-report.pdf> accessed 9 July 2021.
140 It is unclear whether these figures include scope 1, 2 and 3 emissions.
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Figure 15: Technology and timelines for the net zero transition in the North Sea (adapted141)

3.3.3.  Supply chain diversification:

As the transition is already occurring, oilfield 
service (OFS) companies have begun to diversify 
their income sources.In 2018, 27% of OFS 
companies’ revenue came from non-exploration 
or production sources.142 In addition, a survey 
of OGUK members in the second half of 2020 
suggested that more than 75% of supply chain 
companies in the oil industry provide services 
to other sectors and 85% of those were working 
on diversifying further in the following two years. 
143 Wind development licences in England and 
Wales have already been awarded to companies 
traditionally associated with the upstream oil 
and gas sector.144 This diversification is actively 
encouraged by the industry organisation Oil & Gas 
UK (OGUK) and oil and gas companies now view 
themselves as a key component of the transition 

and as key suppliers of renewable energy.145 As 
Del Maestro noted in his interview, “the oil and 
gas sector, right across the value chain, from the 
upstream operators and oil service companies to 
refiners, has a critical role to play in enabling the 
transition”.

The nature of this supply chain diversification 
is, however, more challenging than high-level 
commitments and statistics might suggest. 
One interviewee working in a public sector 
organisation noted that companies in the supply 
chains for large multinational groups such as 
BP may benefit from long-lasting relationships 
and protection if the nature of the business 
changes. But the transition to alternative supply 
chains, potentially in another sector, is more 
difficult, even if the product is transferrable. 
Several other interview respondents noted the 

Key: * = Based on Roadmap 2035 extrapolated to 2050. ** = Total capex required, i.e., includes UK content capex and 
capex spent internationally 

141 The Oil and Gas Technology Centre, ‘Closing the gap: Technology for a Net Zero North Sea’ (2020) <https://www.netzerotc.com/
media/3875/closing-the-gap-summary-report.pdf> accessed 17 July 2021.
142 ibid.
143 EY, ‘Oilfield Services Report’ (2020) < https://assets.ey.com/content/dam/ey-sites/ey-com/en_uk/news/2020/02/ey-review-of-the-uk-
oilfield-services-industry.pdf > 17 June 2021.
144 Oil and Gas UK, ‘Economic Report 2020’ (2020)  <https://oguk.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/woocommerce_uploads/2021/01/Economic-
Report-2020-OGUK-mwsgbi.pdf> accessed 22 July 2021.
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key role of government in establishing new supply 
chains, particularly in support of alternative 
or supplementary technologies such as 
hydrogen and CCUS, given the limitations of the 
market. Links were made too with supply chain 
localisation, with clear indications that whilst 
there is a concentration of expertise in the north 
east, diversification can support the retention 
of skilled labour across diverse geographical 
contexts given it is “a whole system problem… it’s 
not just a problem in Aberdeen” (Richard Hardy, 
Prospect). In all, there are both opportunities and 
barriers and whilst gains have been made, with 
OGUK showcasing good practice case studies146 
and Scottish Enterprise developing key strategy 
in this area, diversification cannot be taken at face 
value, approaches can be critically questioned 
and state support may be necessary. Key here, are 
the links to the transmutability of the workforce 
too (see section 3.2).

3.3.4. Carbon Take Back Obligations

One solution to the tension between various 
aspects of the UK government’s policy that is 
gaining traction in academia is the adoption of 
a “Carbon Take Back Obligation” (CTBO), which 
would allow CO2 to be stored at commercial scale 
whilst creating a storage market at low cost to 
the public. Such a scheme could be enacted 
unilaterally by the UK and would provide a reliable 
pathway to guarantee the net zero target is met.147 

A CTBO is, in essence, an adapted form of producer 

obligation, like that found in the European WEEE 
Directive (Waste from Electrical and Electronic 
Equipment).

This obligation allows producers or suppliers of 
a waste-generating product (fossil carbon, crude 
oil, natural gas, coal) to benefit from selling the 
product but requires them to take responsibility 
for the consequences of its manufacture and 
use. A CTBO would allow a fossil fuel producer 
to provide energy but would make that producer 
liable for storing the CO2 released by the burning 
of the fossil fuels. This would be a significant 
shift from the present situation, which places 
the responsibility on the end-use consumer.

 By creating a new market in CO2 storage, fossil fuel 
companies would have to buy the CO2 captured by, 
for example, a clean power station. In effect, the 
CO2 produced by the burning of the fossil fuels 
would be stored by the fossil fuel company at its 
own expense. The policy would be controlled by 
the government, which could set the pathway and 
implicit cost of CO2 storage to reach net zero. The 
creation of a storage market delivers low-cost 
CO2 storage, which is an essential component 
of the UK’s net zero target. Such a policy would 
also provide employment to skilled staff in a new 
climate positive industry.

145 Oil and Gas UK, ‘Business Outlook Report’ (2021) < https://cld.bz/HQL6b1y > accessed 17 August 2021.
146 ibid.
147 Oil and Gas UK, ‘CATHIE: A Case Study in Diversification’ (2021) https://stories.oilandgasuk.co.uk/cathie--a-case-study-in-diversification/index.
html> accessed 12 September 2021.
148 S Jenkins, E Mitchell-Larson, M.C Ives, S Haszeldine, M Allen, ‘Upstream decarbonization through a carbon takeback obligation: An affordable 
backstop climate policy’,  (2021) Joule Vol 5 p. 1-20, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.joule.2021.10.012.
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This section of the report reviews the current 
discourse and action on the oil and gas just 
transition in the UK. It also considers, through 
a just transition lens, whether key actors 
are coherent with its concept and with each 
other. Although definitions and principles 
of the just transition vary, including a set of 
indicators developed by the International Labour 
Organisation,148  their summary aims are to:149

1. Actively encourage decarbonisation.

2. Avoid the creation of carbon lock-ins and more 
“losers” in these sectors.

3.  Support affected regions.

4. Support workers, their families and the wider 
community affected by closures or downscaling.

5. Clean up environmental damage and ensure 
that related costs are not transferred from the 
private to the public sector. 

6. Address existing economic and social 
inequalities.

7. Ensure an inclusive and transparent planning 
process.

These principles act as guidelines that will “ensure 
environmental protections and restoration, 
diversify industry and other economic activities, 
and tackle socio-economic inequity and gender 
inequality”.150

4.1. The power to implement a just transition

As the UK has a multi-level governance system, 
the power to implement a just transition is 

shared between the UK central government and 
the devolved administrations (Figure 16). This is 
one of the primary reasons for establishing, and 
maintaining, satisfactory intergovernmental 
relations (IGR) between administrations.151 Whilst 
the early years of devolution, when the Labour 
Party controlled the central government and the 
devolved governments of Wales and Scotland, 
showed that good IGR were possible, relations 
are more strained now that different parties 
control the UK, Scottish and Welsh governments. 
Furthermore, the UK’s withdrawal from the 
European Union has “put IGR in the spotlight”.152

4. The just transition: stakeholder 
perspectives, opportunities and 
barriers

Figure 16: Map of the UK’s devolved administrations153

149 International Labour Organisation, ‘Guidelines for a just transition towards environmentally sustainable economies and societies for 
all’ (2015) <https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---emp_ent/documents/publication/wcms_432859.pdf > accessed 12 
September 2021. (Just Transition Commission 2021) <https://www.gov.scot/publications/transition-commission-national-mission-fairer-
greener-scotland/> accessed 16 July 2021.
150A Atteridge and C Strambo  ‘Seven principles to realize a just transition to a low-carbon economy’, (2020: 6) SEI Policy Report, Stockholm 
Environment Institute.
151 Ibid.
152 D Torrance, ‘Intergovernmental relations in the United Kingdom’ (2021) House of Commons Library Research Briefing Paper <https://
commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8371/> accessed 13 June 2021
153 David Torrance. D (n 152).
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A just transition requires a coordinated use of 
powers, which the UK currently lacks. Despite 
a recent transfer of powers away from central 
government and to the devolved administrations, 
the former retains a significant number of 
competencies required to address and implement 
a just transition. In a letter to the UK Prime Minister, 
the Scottish First Minister has called for a formal 
summit between the four regions to specifically 
discuss the net zero target before COP26.154 

Oil and gas in the North Sea would feature as a 
prominent theme given the increased debate 
on new fields. At the time of writing, however, 
there were no signs of a meeting. Established 
in 2019 to advise the Scottish government, the 
Just Transition Commission (JTC) noted this 
jurisdictional challenge in a report published in 
March 2021. Similar contributions have also been 
made by the Welsh Centre for Public Policy, which 
published its “Towards a Just Transition in Wales” 
report in January 2021. The JTC stated that 
“creating the conditions for an orderly transition… 
is complicated by the fact that many of the policy 
levers key to delivering a managed transition are 
reserved to the UK government”.155 The Welsh 
report highlighted that the region does not have 
the financial resources to invest in a just transition 
to a “significant extent”.156

The Scottish JTC’s report contained four 
“messages”: (1) to pursue an orderly, managed 
transition to net zero that creates benefits and 
opportunities for people across Scotland; (2) to 
equip people with the skills and education they 
need to benefit from the transition to net zero; 
(3) to empower and invigorate communities and 
strengthen local economies; and (4) to share the 
benefits of climate action widely ensuring costs 
are distributed on the basis of ability to pay.157 
However, the powers to reduce the amount of 
oil and gas recovered from the North Sea and 
begin a transition predominantly sit with the 
UK government.158 In addition, the JTC report 
recommended that the Scottish government take 
a position on the role of carbon border taxation and 

reform the law to support the development of a 
’Sustainable Scotland’ brand. But the Commission 
accepted that the power to implement both these 
initiatives is held in Westminster. 

The division of power between the UK and 
devolved governments makes it challenging to 
create a coherent policy direction for energy 
security, consumer and labour protection, 
skills training and social security. Only strong 
intergovernmental relations can solve this. But, 
although the UK government has expressed its 
commitment to improving IGR, its lack of action 
on the issue suggests otherwise. Devolved 
governments have expressed frustration at 
the current state of devolution and the level of 
cooperation. The UK government has recently 
adopted an approach that seeks to provide 
funding directly to local authorities,  and thus 
bypass the Scottish and Welsh governments. 
This is unlikely to help the relationship and a 
former Scottish Minister has described recent 
communication with the central government 
’hugely disappointing’.160

Finally, a general characteristic of UK policy 
that feeds into the NSTD is that it relies on the 
market to reach net zero emissions, instead of 
tying industry to its commitments and offering 
conditional support. The NSTD provides a joint 
investment of GBP 16 billion for the sector but 
does not include enough safeguards for a just 
transition. When measured against just transition 
principles, the deal meets just three (see Table 
4), and has been described as a ‘colossal failure in 
climate leadership’.161 In an open letter with WWF, 
Friends of the Earth, Platform and others including 
renewable energy companies, Greenpeace has 
called for a sector deal with strings attached to 
ensure a just transition.162

154 D Torrance, ‘Introduction to devolution in the UK  (2019) House of Commons Library Research Briefing Paper < https://researchbriefings.files.
parliament.uk/documents/CBP-8599/CBP-8599.pdf>.
155 For a copy of the letter see National Newsdesk, ‘Cambo: Nicola Sturgeon’s full letter to Boris Johnson on oil plan’ The National (12 August 2021) 
<https://www.thenational.scot/news/19509091.cambo-nicola-sturgeons-full-letter-boris-johnson-oil-plan/> accessed 23 August 2021.
156 Just Transition Commission, ‘Just Transition Commission: A National Mission for a Fairer, Greener Scotland’ (2021) <https://www.gov.scot/
publications/transition-commission-national-mission-fairer-greener-scotland/> accessed 16 July 2021.
157 J Price, M Roberts and D Bristow,  ‘Towards a Just Transition in Wales’ (2021) Wales Centre for Public Policy  <https://www.wcpp.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2021/01/Towards-a-Just-Transition-in-Wales.pdf> accessed 5 September 2021, 10.
158 Just Transition Commission, ‘Just Transition Commission: A National Mission for a Fairer, Greener Scotland’ (2021) <https://www.gov.scot/
publications/transition-commission-national-mission-fairer-greener-scotland/> accessed 16 July 2021.
159 Climate Change Committee, ‘Net Zero - The UK’s Contribution to Stopping Global Warming’ (2019) <https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/net-
zero-the-uks-contribution-to-stopping-global-warming/> accessed 5 September 2021.
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160 HM Government, ‘UK Community Renewal Fund: Prospectus 2021-22’ (GOV.UK) <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-
community-renewal-fund-prospectus/uk-community-renewal-fund-prospectus-2021-22> accessed 7 September 2021. Ch5.
161 Scottish Affairs Committee, ‘Scotland and the Shared Prosperity Fund’ (March 2021) <https://committees.parliament.uk/event/3808/
formal-meeting-oral-evidence-session/> accessed 7 September 2021.
162 J Ambrose, ‘UK Government to Allow New North Sea Oil and Gas Exploration’ (24 March 2021) The Guardian <http://www.theguardian.com/
environment/2021/mar/24/uk-government-to-allow-new-north-sea-oil-and-gas-exploration> accessed 2 September 2021.
 163 See: ‘No Support for Oil and Gas without Strings Attached: A Letter to Kwasi Kwarteng | Greenpeace UK’ <https://www.greenpeace.org.
uk/resources/letter-kwasi-kwarteng-oil-gas-sector-deal/> accessed 2 September 2021.
164 Climate Change Committee, ‘Sixth Carbon Budget’ (2020) <https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/sixth-carbon-budget/> accessed 6 
September 2021, 280.
165 See the interim report at HM Treasury, (2020) ‘Net Zero Review: Interim Report’ <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/net-zero-
review-interim-report> accessed 5 September 2021.
166 E Serin, ‘The Treasury’s Net Zero Review: Bedrock of a Just Transition?’ (Grantham  Research Institute on climate change and the 
environment) <https://www.lse.ac.uk/granthaminstitute/news/the-treasurys-net-zero-review-bedrock-of-a-just-transition/> accessed 5 
September 2021.

Table 4: Presence of SEI Just Transition Principles in North Sea Transition Deal

SEI Just Transition Principles North Sea Transition Deal

Actively encourage decarbonisation Yes, but unsatisfactorily (18% less than CCC 
recommendation)

Avoid the creation of carbon “lock-in” and more 
losers in these sectors No, licensing and extraction set to continue

Support affected regions No

Support workers, their families and wider 
communities affected by the closures or 
downscaling

Attempted

Clean up environmental damage, and ensure 
related costs are not transferred from the 
private to the public sector

No, decommissioning approaches remain a 
concern and are not articulated in full

Address existing economic and social 
inequalities No

Ensure an inclusive and transparent planning 
process

Attempted through the development of an 
implementation group

4.2 Just transition law and policy: 

The UK government has neither a just transitions 
policy nor a governmental body committed to 
achieving its goals. There is no UK-wide body cast 
in the same mould as the Scottish Just Transition 
Commission. To encourage the adoption of a just 
transition policy, the Climate Change Committee, 
in its 6th carbon budget, recommended the 
adoption of both a just transitions strategy and 
a good working relationship with regional, local, 
and devolved governments.163 Whilst this is yet to 
be adopted by the UK government, the Treasury 
was expected to publish its final net zero review 

in spring 2021 and it was anticipated that this 
would consider just transition principles.164 It was 
even said that the interim report “is proof that 
delivering the transition to net zero in a just way 
is taking centre stage in government thinking”.165 
The review is expected to be published in time 
for COP26 and will be based on the findings 
contained in the interim report. Whilst the interim 
report recognises the disproportionate effects 
on certain communities, it makes no mention 
of ’fairness’. The Treasury’s support for a just 
transition is vital,166 as the net zero review is set to 
lay out the foundation and pathways for future UK 
net-zero policy. The government has announced 
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various policies over the last year including the 
Levelling Up Fund, the Lifetime Skills Guarantee 
and the North Sea Transition Deal which all have 
the potential to amount to a strong just transition 
policy. However, with no overarching policy so 
far, these initiatives fail to support one another, 
or workers and communities. The Levelling Up 
strategy was particularly scrutinised as failing to 
incorporate and build ‘green’ jobs and skills into 
areas that could benefit. This policy will, of course, 
affect the large number of oil and gas workers and 
communities in England and throughout the UK. 

Key barriers to implementing a net zero and a 
just transition policy are a lack of urgency on 
the issue within the UK government and the 
absence of a serious debate in the UK parliament. 
Lack of urgency has been shown by the delayed 
publication of several key documents and 

meetings of potentially instrumental bodies 
such as the Climate Action Strategy Committee, 
to be chaired by the Prime Minister.  This has 
met only twice since June 2020.167 The Climate 
Change Committee has criticised the government 
for being ‘too slow’ to deliver of its climate 
promises and has highlighted an ‘ambition gap’ 
and a ‘policy gap’.168 These factors translate 
into a failure to grasp key opportunities such as 
economic recovery from COVID-19. Research 
by the Institute for Government shows that 
little to no climate conditions were attached to 
government support and only a small proportion 
of the post-pandemic support package was 
directed at a ‘green’ recovery.169 Tying government 
support to environmental and social conditions 
is instrumental to an effective transition of the 
oil and gas sector170 and failing to seize these 
opportunities demonstrates a lack of planning for 
net zero.

Table 7 shows the positions of the political 
parties (based on the manifestos for the 2019 
general election and the 2021 Scottish Parliament 
elections) with respect to SEI’s seven just 
transition principles. Several trends can be 
identified, although further research is required. 
First, the salience of just transitions in election 
manifestos has increased across all political 
parties in the 2019-2021 period. Second, this 
increased salience is most apparent in the case 
of the Scottish National Party, a finding which 
reflects the increased policy attention that a just 
transition has received in Scotland. Indeed, at 
the 2021 Scottish Parliament election, all major 
political parties pledged to implement a just 
transition if elected. Third, the Conservative 
Party, currently in government in Westminster, 
explicitly referenced only two just transition 
principles, which is consistent with the relatively 
low salience of this policy in England.

167 R Hodgkin and T Sasse ‘Building a Green Recovery How the UK Can Meet Its Climate Targets as It Recovers from Covid-19’ (2021) Institute for 
Government <https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/Building-a-green-recovery.pdf> accessed 22 July 2021,
168 A Sharma, ‘Environmental Audit Committee, Oral Evidence: Preparation for COP 26’ (March 2021) HC 222, Q81, 11 <https://committees.
parliament.uk/oralevidence/1870/pdf> accessed 22 July 2021.
169 Climate Change Committee, ‘Progress in Reducing Emissions: 2021 Report to Parliament’ (2021) <https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2021/06/Progress-in-reducing-emissions-2021-Report-to-Parliament.pdf> accessed 13 July 2021 16.
170 R Hodgkin and T Sasse, ‘Building a green recovery: How the UK can meet its climate targets as it recovers from Covid-19’ (2021) Institute for 
Government 1-44 <https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/1870/pdf> accessed 22 July 2021.
171 HM Government, ‘Green Jobs Taskforce Report’ (2021) <https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/1003570/gjtf-report.pdf> accessed 27 July 2021, Recommendations 2, 12, 13.

As the UK lacks a coherent just transition 
policy, it is unsurprising that there is no clear 
legislative basis for a just transition promising 
both ‘soft’ gains in terms of welfare and ‘hard’ 
gains in terms of a workforce needed for low-
carbon energy and net-zero business start-ups. 
Perhaps the closest UK-wide legislation comes 
to addressing the concept of a just transition 
is found in section 13(3) of the Climate Change 
Act 2008, which states that any policies or 
proposals aimed at meeting the carbon budget 
must contribute to “sustainable development”. 
Section 58(2) of the same Act places an 
equivalent obligation on the Secretary of State 
in relation to objectives, proposals and policies 
for adapting to climate change.
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Conservative
Party Labour Party Scottish 

National Party
Liberal 

Democrats Green Party

2019 2 5 3 4 6

2021 3 5 6 5 6

Table 5: Number of just transition principles referenced in Parties’ election manifestos 

Despite the lack of UK leadership, the devolved 
governments of Scotland and Wales are working 
towards establishing legal frameworks to 
implement their respective just transitions. 
These devolved frameworks could inform the 
development of a UK-wide policy. Scotland 
has built just transition principles directly into 
its Climate Change (Emissions Reductions 
Targets) Act 2019. In section 35(22)(a), the Act 
requires the Scottish Ministers, when devising 
the “Climate Change Plan”, to demonstrate how 
the policies in the plan are expected to affect 
certain sectors of employment and the economy, 
and address policies for supporting the affected 
workforce and communities. In Wales, the Well-
being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 
requires public bodies to operate in accordance 
with sustainable development principles that 
encompass the economic, social, environmental 
and cultural well-being of Wales (as defined in 
section 2 of the Act). Public bodies must act in 
a manner that “ensures that the needs of the 
present are met without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their own needs”. 
This is a reiteration of the most-commonly cited 
definition of sustainable development, which was 
devised by the World Commission on Environment 
and Development. Together with the targets for a 
“Greener Wales”, which build green policies into 
the well-being objectives, Wales is recognising 
the need to avoid the recurrence of previous badly 
managed transitions as experienced by Welsh 
communities. Moreover, the Welsh government 
has committed to no more fossil fuel extraction 
on Welsh land or waters to the extent that its 

devolved powers allow. In contrast to Scotland 
and Wales, Northern Ireland lags behind on policy 
addressing climate change (its first Climate 
Change Bill, setting a reduction target for 2045, 
is making its way through the NI Assembly) and a 
just transition. This delay is likely to have resulted 
from the deadlock in the Northern Ireland 
Assembly between 2017 and 2020.

With the UK government failing to develop a policy 
on a just transition within the North Sea oil and gas 
sector, companies and trade unions have begun to 
fill the void and develop their own just transition 
strategies, policies and public positions.171 Beyond 
the oil and gas sector desk research has identified 
69 non-oil and gas organisations that, to varying 
extents, play important roles in the UK oil and 
gas just transition (Figure 17 and Appendix 3). 
This includes trade unions Prospect, UNISON and 
Trade Union Congress, as well as a large number 
of NGOs, including WWF, Friends of the Earth and 
Greenpeace. NGO and Union voices are particularly 
prevalent in the UK’s just transition discourse, 
whereas governmental and intergovernmental 
bodies are comparatively mute. Friends of the 
Earth Scotland and the Scottish Trade Union 
Congress recently established the Just Transition 
Partnership, for instance, and published their 
first manifesto.172 SSE, a public energy company 
working to reduce gas in its portfolio and invest 
heavily in renewables, has also published its own 
Just Transition Strategy,173 encouraging other 
utility companies, energy companies and unions 
to follow suit.174

172 A Martin and M Lacey-Barnacle, ‘COP26 UK: a failure in leadership on the Just Transition’ (2 February 2021) Sustainability Times https://
www.sustainability-times.com/environmental-protection/cop26-uk-a-failure-in-leadership-on-the-just-transition/  accessed 2 September 
2021.
173 Friends of the Earth, Scotland, ‘Joint Statement on Just Transition’ (2017) <https://foe.scot/resource/joint-statement-just-transition/> 
accessed 5 September 2021; ‘Just Transition Partnership 2021 Manifesto’ (Friends of the Earth Scotland) <https://foe.scot/resource/just-
transition-partnership-manifesto/> accessed 5 September 2021.
174 Scottish Southern Energy, ‘Just Transition Strategy’ (2020) <https://www.sse.com/media/xtrlsctj/just-transition-strategy-sse-final.pdf> 
accessed 13 July 2021.
175 A Martin and M Lacey-Barnacle, (n 172).



34

The Future is Built on the Past: Just Industrial and Energy Transitions in the UK and Scotland

Figure 17: Overview of non-oil and gas organisations in the UK oil and gas just transition
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Mapping work indicates that the majority of the 
actors operate according to principle 4 of a just 
transition: to “support workers, their families 
and the wider communities affected by closures 
or downscaling”. Nevertheless, a recent study 
published by the New Economics Forum (NEF)175  

has shown that the majority of workers within the 
sectors most likely to be affected by the oil and gas 
transition believed that “they were being left out 
of the conversation”. There is, therefore, a need 
for further work to encourage a just transition in 
the UK. 

Whilst non-governmental and non-industry action 
is welcomed, it is not sufficient to cover the entire 
workforce currently employed within the oil and 
gas sector. Key informants indicate that until the 
UK government develops a national policy and 
framework, communities will inevitably be left 
behind by the transition. Affected regions will not 
be assisted by a company seeking to move away, 
and existing social and economic inequalities 
will be left unaddressed. In addition, individual 
unions and companies may develop strategies 
inconsistent with each other. One company’s 
strategy is unlikely to take a holistic approach. 
Union action may assist well-established 
affiliated workers, but non-unionised employees 
will inevitably be omitted. 

4.3 Activism on oil and gas transitions

A strong driver towards achieving net zero 
emissions in the North Sea, and indeed in 
the UK as a whole, is the role played by local 
activism and public campaigns. The UK electoral 
system is dominated by the two largest parties, 
meaning that climate and green issues may not 
be fully represented in parliament. As a result, 
accountability and enforcement of environmental 
commitments rely on public scrutiny as opposed 
to formal parliamentary checks.176 This is true 
for policy in the North Sea, where three civil 
society actors supported by the Paid to Pollute 
campaign have undertaken judicial review of the 

OGA Strategy, due to be heard in court later this 
year.177 The claimants argue that the OGA Strategy 
is irrational because it directly conflicts with the 
UK’s emission reduction targets as contained 
in the Climate Change Act 2008 and the Paris 
Climate Agreement. MER will lead to an increase 
in licensing and therefore emissions. The second 
ground, illegality, is built on the argument that the 
Strategy will not have a positive economic impact 
on the UK. A crucial part of the claimants’ case 
is that the OGA has not adequately considered 
the oil and gas sector’s preferential tax regime, 
thereby overlooking taxpayers’ contribution 
towards the upkeep and profitability of oil and gas 
companies. The OGA will likely respond that, in 
creating a strategy to carry out MER, it is carrying 
out its statutory duty under the Petroleum Act 
1998 s9A(2). If it is the legislation, rather than 
the Strategy, that is irrational, it cannot easily be 
overturned by a court. In addition, the legislation 
provides no test for “economically recoverable”. 
The High Court has given approval for the case to 
be heard in late 2021, according to a press release 
by the claimants.178

OGA’s climate compatibility checkpoints have also 
been brought into the limelight by the Stop Cambo 
oil field campaign, where Greenpeace has raised 
the possibility of legal action.179 This new oil field, 
a joint venture between Siccar Point Energy (70%) 
and Shell (30%), has become a focal point for the 
debate with leaders now engaging on opposite 
sides. It is estimated that Phase-1 of the Cambo 
development will produce 164 million barrels 
of oil, while the entire field has the potential to 
produce 800 million. It appears that projects like 
Cambo will be immune from the checkpoint and 
will therefore make reaching net zero harder.180 181    
Those in favour, for example industry body OGUK, 
argue that the country’s energy security depends 
on oil and gas and that, if they are not produced 
domestically, the UK will have to import them from 
countries with weaker environmental standards 
and higher carbon transport costs. This concern 
was shared by Jamie Stewart from the University 

176 Rebekah Diski, Alex Chapman and Chaitanya Kumar, ‘Powering the Just Transition: putting workers and unions at the centre of industrial 
change in Yorkshire and the Humber.’ (2021) New Economics Foundation <https://neweconomics.org/uploads/files/A-Just-Transition-in-YH.
pdf > accessed 16 July 2021.
177 M Lockwood, ‘Routes to credible climate commitment: the UK and Denmark compared’ (2021) Climate Policy 1-14.
178 For a case summary see: Grantham Research Institute on Climate Change and the Environment, ‘Loach et al v OGA (“Paid to Pollute Case”) 
- United Kingdom - Climate Change Laws of the World’ (Climate Change Laws of the World) <https://climate-laws.org/geographies/united-
kingdom/litigation_cases/loach-et-al-v-oga-paid-to-pollute-case> accessed 7 September 2021.
179 Paid to Pollute, ‘Court to Rule on Legality of Government Support for North Sea Oil and Gas’ (July 2021) <https://paidtopollute.org.uk/news/
paid-to-pollute-going-to-the-high-court/> accessed 7 September 2021.
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of Strathclyde, who noted gaps in understanding 
that a UK transition away from oil and gas may 
increase imports from overseas.182 OGUK also 
argues from the perspective of workers, as a new 
field will maintain and boost jobs in the industry. 

A widely supported scientists’ letter has opposed 
the Cambo project and all new oil and gas licensing 
and investment on the grounds that they are 
inconsistent with the requirement of the latest 
climate science.183 A similar position has been 
taken by both the Labour and the Green Parties.184  

An interesting aspect of the project is the position 
of the Scottish National Party (SNP), currently in 
government in Scotland. The SNP has formalised 
a power-sharing agreement with the Scottish 
Greens involving two Green junior ministers. 
The agreement stops short of a coalition as the 
two parties maintain differences in some areas, 
including oil and gas extraction in the North Sea. 
The Scottish Greens favour a complete phase-out 
of oil and gas exploration in the North Sea and are 
categorically against the Cambo field. The SNP 
has thus far not taken a definitive stance on the 
controversial Cambo project as offshore oil and 
gas is a reserved matter. However, power sharing 
with the Greens may result in a stronger climate 
policy from the Scottish government on North 
Sea oil and gas. The SNP leader and Scottish 
First Minister recently called on the UK Prime 
Minister to strengthen the climate compatibility 
checkpoints and asked for a reassessment of 
Cambo and other licences where drilling has not 
yet started.185

A second case was raised by Greenpeace in 
respect of the Vorlich field, a permit held by BP and 
Ithaca Energy. The field received approval from 
the OGA in 2018. Greenpeace is arguing, much 
the same as Cambo, that the decision to approve 

the permit was unlawful because the government 
had not carefully considered the environmental 
impacts of the field, specifically, greenhouse gas 
emissions released when the oil and gas is later 
used. In October 2021 Scotland’s highest court, 
the Court of Session, rejected this argument. 
Nonetheless, the case highlights a number of 
features: the UK government will defend a high 
carbon position; legal activism in the UK has 
a key role in holding government accountable 
for its decisions on climate change; and future 
challenges may succeed where there is a failure 
to fulfil the consultation requirements under the 
regulations. An appeal to the UK Supreme Court 
is expected.

In closing, the large number of stakeholders 
involved in the oil and gas sector in the UK hold, 
a wide range of positions, leading to significant 
disputes around developments such as Cambo, 
and varying stances on the just transition. On the 
latter, various stakeholders remain focused on 
the fossil fuel industries (and associated workers 
and communities), in line with EU policy and 
International Labour Organisation framings. A 
range of voices, however, are now looking beyond 
the labour market and economic concerns to 
concentrate on the broader goal of achieving 
societal justice through the energy transition. 
This represents a vision of an energy future that 
is not simply a low-carbon version of the current 
one, but a more systematic reinterpretation. This 
conceptualisation is also being used to inform 
academic perspectives on the UN COP26 meeting. 
The recently formed COP26 Universities Network 
Just Transitions Working Group published 
guidance  that considers the just transition a 
concern with the potential for broader social 
justice impact, as echoed in the work of the Just 
Transition Commission, for instance.

180 M Mathers, ‘Stop Cambo oil field or we’ll see you in court’ The Independent (23 July 2021)  <https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-
change/news/uk-cambo-oil-field-greenpeace-b1888574.html?r=29041>  accessed 23 August 2021.
181 M Savage, ’Green groups fury at loophole in new North Sea oil test’ The Observer (26 June 2021) https://www.theguardian.com/
business/2021/jun/26/green-groups-fury-at-loophole-in-new-north-sea-oil-test accessed 13 July 2021.
182 See also https://www.ogauthority.co.uk/licensing-consents/licensing-rounds/offshore-licensing-rounds/#tabs Accessed 12 September 
2021.
183 See Deirdre Michie, Chief Executive Officer of OGUK, letter in the Guardian at Deirdre Michie, ‘North Sea Oil Firms Will Help UK Hit Net 
Zero’ The Guardian (2 August 2021) <http://www.theguardian.com/business/2021/aug/02/north-sea-oil-firms-will-help-uk-hit-net-zero> 
accessed 7 September 2021.
184 N Ghaleigh et al, Open Letter from Climate Scientists, October 2021, at https://www.research.ed.ac.uk/en/activities/open-letter-from-
climate-scientists accessed 22 October 2021.
185 L Brooks and F Harvey, ‘Labour Calls for “Hard-Edged” End Date for Oil and Gas Exploration’ The Guardian (4 August 2021) <http://www.
theguardian.com/politics/2021/aug/04/labour-calls-for-hard-edged-end-date-for-oil-and-gas-exploration> accessed 7 September 2021.
186 The letter is available at: National Newsdesk, ‘Cambo: Nicola Sturgeon’s full letter to Boris Johnson on oil plan’ The National (12 August 
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As host to the COP26 meeting, all eyes are on the 
UK, and Glasgow in particular, to take concrete 
action on climate policy, the climate emergency, 
and oil and gas just transitions, with fresh calls 
from climate scientists to end new oil and gas 
investment.  Without this, the UK oil and gas policy 
appears inconsistent with climate leadership. 
Given the growing gap between climate rhetoric 
and reality, the UK must focus on scaling up 
renewable investment to meet its climate 
targets.  As part of this, it needs to put in place 
a plan for a managed just transition that protects 
oil and gas workers and their communities, and 
recognises the reality of climate science. This 
report identifies the following points for action 
and policy priorities: 

1. Foster effective intergovernmental relations 
between Westminster and the devolved 
administrations in order to deliver the low-carbon 
transition, drawing on good practice from each of 
the nations.

2. Standardise labour force certification, creating 
a skills passport, shifting the costs of retraining 
and upskilling from individuals to companies.

3. Make a firm decision on CCS, one model of 
which could be a Carbon Take Back Obligation, 
in order to create a market in CO2 storage and a 
pathway to net zero emissions.

4. Actively coordinate between different levels 
and scales of government (local/devolved/
national), and promote partnerships between oil 
and gas industry, non-oil and gas sector members, 
publics, and government.

5. Support low-carbon technological readiness 
and supply chain diversification.

6. Implement mechanisms such as Scotland’s 
‘National Transition Training Fund’ across the UK 
to support the entirety of the country’s oil and gas 
workforce.

7. Inform all of the above through just transition 
principles, which will maximise the economic and 
social benefits in transferring more than 200,000 
skilled workers to energise and accelerate the 
UK’s net zero emissions contribution.

As a next step, and to complement this policy-
based action, there is a clear need to co-produce 
just transition pathways towards 2050 for oil 
and gas industries in the North Sea. These are 
alternative visions that can identify measures, 
policies and levers that could contribute to 
deliver the phase-out of the oil and gas industry 
while attaining UK climate policy ambitions. Our 
next phase of work will engage directly with this 
challenge.

5. Conclusions and recommendations
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Appendix 1: Interview Protocol
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Appendix 2: Interviewee list
The following individuals participated in the interviews that informed this report. Unless direct attribution 
is given, please note that the views stated in the report do not reflect the views of the individuals or 
organisations listed. The analysis and synthesis can be attributed to the report’s authors only. 
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Appendix 3: Key non-O&G actors 
involved in the UK O&G just 
transition
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