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Foreword
2022 will be long remembered as the year of 
the Russian Federation’s brutal invasion of 
Ukraine, which is costing thousands of lives, 
leaving cities and regions in ruins and putting 
pressure on food and energy supplies. As if 
that wasn’t horrific enough, war in Ukraine is 
shaking a European continent that is already 
severely impacted by the climate crisis and by 
deepening socio-economic inequalities. Since 
the beginning of the year, an unprecedented 
drought has affected many European regions, 
leaving 47% of the continent under warning 
conditions,  and major wildfires have ravaged 
the southwest of France and other countries  
during the summer. Simultaneously, soaring 
energy prices and inflation rates have sharply 
increased living costs for Europeans and are 
plunging millions of people into poverty, while 
energy companies are making record-break-
ing profits.

In response to these tightly interconnected 
and mutually reinforcing crises, governments 
tend to be more short-sighted than strategic, 
leading to underfinanced social protection 
systems, a lack of effective taxation of wealth 
or of comprehensive foresight on the effects 
of privatisation. We need to put in place deep 
and transformative action aimed at making our 
societies and economies peaceful, equitable, 
climate-neutral and respectful of the environ-
ment. Social and environmental sustainability 
must go hand in hand and be characterised by 
social cohesion, enhanced access to rights, 
reinforced social protection and equality. We 
need well-financed and resourced public sup-
port systems, equipped and institutionalised 
mechanisms for social dialogue and the in-
volvement of a strong civil society in all its  
diversity. 

Ensuring a Just Transition to climate neutrali-
ty means putting people and socio-economic 
fairness at the heart of climate action. While 

high temperatures, extreme weather events 
and other consequences of climate change 
affect the lives of billions around the world, 
it is people in vulnerable situations who are 
hurt first and hardest, as they often lack the 
access to resources, infrastructure and other 
forms of support necessary to recover or to, at 
least, cope with climate-induced harms. At the 
same time, socio-economic inequalities such 
as those related to wealth and income are 
among the root causes of the climate crisis, 
as shown by the staggeringly higher carbon 
emissions of the richest individuals and coun-
tries compared to the rest of the world’s popu-
lation.  Therefore, climate policies that do not 
address systemic injustices will fail to meet the 
objectives of the Paris Agreement and run the 
risk of exacerbating existing socio-economic 
inequalities.

Recent years have seen the European Union 
take a leading role in coordinating the ef-
forts of its Member States to combat climate 
change and environmental degradation. Nev-
ertheless, the EU is hardly delivering a “Just 
Transition”. The European Green Deal (EGD), 
the EU’s strategy to reach climate neutrality by 

Mikael Leyi
Secretary General of SOLIDAR
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2050, is meant to be guided by the 20 princi-
ples and rights of the European Pillar of Social 
Rights for a strong social Europe, but social 
justice considerations are mainly lacking in 
the Green Deal’s design and current imple-
mentation. It is regrettable that the social di-
mension of the EGD revolves mainly around 
providing compensation for the social impacts 
and consequences of the green transition, in-
stead of advancing social justice by address-
ing socio-economic inequalities and injustices 
through climate action.

What are the intersections between the Euro-
pean Green Deal and the European Pillar of 
Social Rights? How can we better integrate 
social and climate policies? Which EU mem-
ber states are performing better? And how 
can we strengthen the social justice dimen-
sion of future climate strategies? In 2021, with 
the adoption of a new organisational strategy,  
which views a Just Transition as a path leading 
to greater social justice in and outside of Eu-
rope, the SOLIDAR network started asking it-
self these questions. This report, co-authored 

by Prof. Darren McCauley and Kerry Andrea 
Pettigrew from the Erasmus University Rot-
terdam and co-funded by the European Com-
mission under the Employment and Social In-
novation Programme (EaSI), aims to provide 
an initial set of answers and considerations in 
this field. While we focus on the decade pre-
ceding the launch of the EGD and keeping 
in mind that global shocks such as Covid-19 
and war in Ukraine have massively changed 
today’s world, this research can inform future 
strategies and action against climate change 
and for social justice.

We take this opportunity to thank Prof. Dar-
ren McCauley and Kerry Andrea Pettigrew for 
their informative and much-needed research, 
which will support our advocacy work. We 
also acknowledge the European Commission, 
which through its funding in the framework of 
the EU Programme for Employment and So-
cial Innovation (EaSI), made this publication 
possible. We hope you will find the read inter-
esting and the results useful in your work for a 
Just Transition!

Drought, heat wave. Burnt stubble in a wheat field. Normandy, France, Month 2022.
Source: shutterstock.com
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Executive Summary
The European Green Deal is the flagship pro-
gramme for the EU’s ambition to deliver envi-
ronmental, social and economic sustainability. 
It is the first agreed multi-national programme 
of its size and stature. The Green Deal concept 
is designed to bring together a wide range of 
issues, stakeholders and citizens’ opinions on 
how best to tackle collective and seemingly 
insurmountable problems. And yet, the core 
issue of justice has been at best side-lined, if 
not ignored. The European Commission has 
mainly exported, confined and limited reflec-
tions on social justice to the Just Transition 
Fund and its associated financial mechanisms 
(Fleming and Mauger 2021, Heffron and Mc-
Cauley 2022).  The ‘justice-lite’ viewpoint of 
the Green Deal needs to change.

Within this context, the study aims to identify 
the extent to which the EU can lead on deliv-
ering a just transition, i.e., disrupting, recon-
figuring and usurping the prevailing carbon in-
tensive global top-down regime with one that 
places social justice at the heart of a new sus-
tainable, inclusive and green bottom-up com-
munity-driven future. To measure potential, we 
must look to the past. Exploring the relative 
ability of each member state over the past de-
cade to drive forward the key components of 
the Green Deal can help to uncover if this is 
possible. It allows us to understand where the 
key gaps in the Green Deal design and imple-
mentation exist from a social justice perspec-
tive. This could also shed light on where policy 
action is needed and what concrete recom-
mendations could emerge to bolster the social 
justice credentials of the Green Deal.

The European Pillar of Social Rights can help 
to respond to these questions. Consisting of 
20 principles, the pillar offers a comprehen-
sive set of social rights that include equal op-
portunities and access to the labour market, 
fair working conditions, and social protection 

and inclusion. This report sets out to explore 
the research aims by considering how these 
principles relate to the central Green Deal 
structures of their eight action areas on climate 
ambition, clean energy, circular economy, safe 
environments, sustainable mobility, agricul-
ture and ecosystem management.  Section 1 
introduces the debates, origins and rationale 
that lie behind these Green Deal action areas 
and the European Pillar of Social Rights prin-
ciples.

The report is underpinned by an innovative re-
search design, explained in section 2, based 
upon a quantitative-only approach to investi-
gating the relationships between key indica-
tors. It covers the most important connections 
through ‘backcasting’, a method for planning 
the actions necessary to generate tangible ac-
tions. The focus is on the last ten years, where 
data is available from 2011 to 2020 (inclusive) 
to provide a ranking-based analysis of mem-
ber state performance on social justice as 
defined by the Pillar of Social Rights and the 
Green Deal action areas. We collect indica-
tors from multiple sources that are designed 
to represent the core principles and objectives 
of each European initiative. All indicators are 
open access and fully available for replication 
and further assessment.

Section 3 presents an overview of the key 
trends observable in the data collected and 
analysed on the relative performance of each 
member state on the indicators for social rights 
and Green Deal action areas.  A geographical 
concentration on the best performers in West-
ern Europe on the social rights indicators differ 
from the more dispersed performance on the 
Green Deal action areas. A complex picture 
emerges of variable rates of success across 
the EU. Investigating the relationship between 
each in more depth reveals that Austria, Ger-
many and Sweden score highly while Greece, 
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Ireland, Spain and Bulgaria are relatively poor 
performers. Different groupings emerge in the 
data, with an overall conclusion that dispels a 
simple regional explanation for strong or weak 
performance on social justice and the Green 
Deal.

Section 4 offers a wealth of data on how each 
of the social justice indicators relate to each 
individual European Green Deal action area. 
This allows for the development of policy rec-
ommendations for each action area. The data 
is visualised through scatterplots in a uniform 
and standardised manner to allow for quick 
and easy interpretations. The associated dis-
cussions detail the key observations found in 
the data. For the action areas on climate am-
bition, ecosystem management and safe envi-
ronments, very little correlation was found be-
tween the social justice indicators and member 
state action area performance. Policy actions 
that encourage the connection between so-
cial justice and action-related commitments 
should be welcomed. Urgent attention is most 
required on thinking more radically (i.e., more 
stringent legislative requirements) about the 
destructive connection between environmen-
tal degradation and growth in the most devel-
oped European economies and pre-emptively 
for future impact in less developed nations.

The action area on energy shows a close re-
lationship between social justice indicators 
and trends in energy affordability, security of 
supply and renewable energy deployment. 
Support for the relatively worst performing 
member states such as Poland, Hungary and 
Spain should therefore combine energy com-
mitments with ambitious social justice targets. 
Observations on the data relating to the action 
areas on sustainable agriculture and energy 
efficient buildings encourage more structur-
al changes in expanding the remit of each 
to reach their full potential. In each case, we 
identified different member states that were 
leading or lagging on an expanded set of indi-
cators and topics to show the complexity and 
where to target support or encourage stricter 

legislation. Lastly, on sustainable mobility, ob-
servations point to the potential of increasing 
social protection and inclusion measures for 
increasing member state performances.

We conclude in section 5 with our overall rec-
ommendations. Our main aim was to explore 
whether the EU can lead on delivering a just 
transition. Our conclusion is that this is pos-
sible if policy actions are taken in a way that 
is recognisant of (1) the varying needs of all 
member states and (2) the full gamut of social 
justice commitments. With this overall conclu-
sion, we develop four key recommendations. 
Every Green Deal action area should have a 
legislative commitment to improve social jus-
tice and not assume that each action area 
inherently does so. The second recommenda-
tion is that a broader approach to social justice 
beyond the ‘citizen inclusion’ agenda is adopt-
ed in each of the action areas. Thirdly, the just 
transition agenda places too much focus on 
benefiting territories of fossil fuels rather than 
all those areas that require progressive actions 
in social justice. Lastly, we call for the develop-
ment of real-world data for justice aware policy 
action so that an empirical set of evidence can 
drive policymaking in this area.



Can Europe lead a Just Transition?8

Overall Recommendations

Justice is more than citizen inclusion
Taking a wider view of social justice leads to a more critical and meaningful approach 

to just transition in Europe. Justice is plural in both form and application. The Green Deal 
oversimplifies social justice as merely prioritising the inclusion of local citizens in key de-
cisions on the transition. Inclusion is indeed an integral principle. But it should also be 
combined more systematically with other areas of concern such as social protection, fair 
working conditions and equal opportunities and access to the labour market. Embracing 
multiple understandings of justice will encourage more sustainable and accepted policies.

Unleash the power of social justice
The individual actions of each Green Deal theme should explicitly consider not 

only their impact on justice processes and outcomes, but also how they can proac-
tively improve both social justice and Green Deal actions. They have mutually rein-
forced tendencies when implemented correctly. Compulsory reporting from member 
states to the European Commission on the impacts of actions, positive or negative, on 
social justice is urgently required in each case, as well as the actions taken to improve 
social justice. Member states should work closely with civil society in data gathering,  
analysis and monitoring performance.

Scrutinise data for justice-aware policy action
Rhetoric and ambitious targets need to be replaced with more systematic analyses of 

real-world data and trends. The dearth of up-to-date open access data in relation to each 
Green Deal action area is severely hampering progress for it to be understood, recorded 
and reframed. This is even more important with increasing crises or exogenous shocks 
such as climatic events, pandemics, conflict, and terrorism. An ability to react is predicated 
on accessing reliable information. Transparent, accountable and publicly accessible indi-
cators and data on each area of the Green Deal must be developed as a priority.

Territories of ‘relative need’ not ‘fossil fuels’
The terms of application to the Just Transition Fund should be expanded. Green Deal 

policy actions and associated funding should target all geographical areas where need is 
relatively more urgent. There should be recognition that such need will change over time. 
The term ‘territories’ is used by the EU’s Just Transition Fund which refers to ‘carbon-inten-
sive’ regions. A wider appreciation of need is therefore urgently required. Policy actions are 
equally applicable in other territories of member states who are lagging behind on the full 
range of social justice and Green Deal issues.
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The green transition away from carbon inten-
sive industries towards sustainable replace-
ments is a unifying challenge for the EU and 
its member states. Increasing evidence of cli-
mate breakdown, from unusually hot summers 
to expansive flooding, makes this objective 
even more urgent. And yet, the short-term ex-
traordinary disruptions of the past two years, 
from the global coronavirus pandemic to the 
Russia-Ukraine conflict, encourage a danger-
ous tendency to hesitate among political lead-
ers. This is the moment to reflect objectively 
on how well EU member states are performing 
on the green transition and identify where ac-
tion is most needed. We argue that a renewed 
push to foster a greater commitment to social 
justice in the transition may assist in future pol-
icy actions in the green transition. To assist in 
this endeavour, we focus our attention on de-
fining, quantifying and measuring the critical 
role played by fairness and equity in deliver-
ing a just transition. We define a just transition 
as ‘ensuring a fair and equitable process of 
moving away from fossil fuels and towards the 
adoption of renewable and low carbon tech-
nologies, whilst disrupting, reconfiguring and 
usurping the prevailing carbon intensive glob-
al top-down regime with one that places social 
justice at the heart of a new sustainable, inclu-
sive and green bottom-up community driven 
future’. Our contention from the outset is that 
the second half of this definition remains elu-
sive, under-considered and therefore rarely 
measured in concrete policy actions on a Eu-
ropean level.

We begin our report with a brief coverage of 
the ways in which justice considerations are 
largely ignored in the European Green Deal 
(EGD). We then identify how engaging with the 
European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) can 
help in exploring the social justice dimensions 
of the EGD. We conclude this section with how 
this unique combination of EPSR and EGD 

helps to further our existing understanding of 
social justice in green transitions.

1.1 The European Green Deal:  
       What about justice?

At the end of 2019, the new president of the 
European Commission heralded the EGD as 
Europe’s ‘man on the moon’ moment. The am-
bition set out by its long-standing architects 
was to present a widespread comprehensive 
set of actions to be achieved by 2050 with a 
view to reimagining the European economy 
and its relationship with society. The early 
years of the Green Deal has been character-
ised by promises, ambitions and statements 
such as becoming a ‘global standard setter’ 
(Eckert, 2021; Skjærseth, 2021). The action 
areas identified above raise the question, to 
what extent is there a substantial and compre-
hensive consideration of social justice? Flem-
ing and Mauger comment below in one of the 
rare explicit reflections on justice and EGD:
 
“With a view to the justice aspect, it has 
to be acknowledged as a very positive de-
velopment that an EU legal framework for 
identifying the transition’s most affected 
regions, planning and financing actions 
and projects shall come into being. How-
ever, critique concerns the restrictive in-
terpretation of the concept of just transi-
tion that the European Union institutions 
are promoting.”  (2021, p. 179)

The quotation above reveals the extent to 
which the European Commission has export-
ed, confined and limited reflections on social 
justice to the Just Transition Fund and its as-
sociated financial mechanism. This is visi-
ble in the conceptualisation (see Figure 1) of 
the Green Deal on the third page of the final 
agreed text where justice is outsourced as a 
separate action area (EC, 2019). It exposes 

1 Introduction
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the lack of social justice considerations in the 
core eight action areas of the EGD. Heffron 
and McCauley (2022) argue that the current 
iteration of the Just Transition Fund within the 
EGD is threatening the achievement of social 
justice goals as well as decarbonisation tar-
gets. We need instead to better integrate so-
cial justice within the eight action areas of the 
EGD itself.

The lack of social justice considerations has 
already resulted in several academic studies 
that reveal serious negative implications for 
the present and future of EGD. From an en-
vironmental justice perspective, Dunlap and 
Larette (2022) label the EGD as an exercise 
in intensifying market relationships, extraction 
and infrastructure colonisation. They refer to 
this as the ‘necropolitics’ of the EGD. Look-
ing externally from the EU, indigenous rights 
activists expose the negative implications for 
considering historical injustices when social 
justice is largely omitted from the Green Deal’s 
infrastructure (Feffer, 2021). There is already 
evidence that the European Commission and 
other European institutions are using the exist-
ing ‘justice-lite’ viewpoint of the Green Deal to 

side-line crucial environmental and social is-
sues and endorse their own perspective (Eck-
ert and Kovalevska, 2021; Samper, Schock-
ling and Islar, 2021). To bolster the social 
justice dimensions of EGD, we propose to use 
the EPSR and its action plan to quantitatively 
address where measurable shortcomings ex-
ist and how the EGD could be reformed ac-
cordingly.

1.2 The European Pillar 
      of Social Rights

The EPSR was formally announced at the end 
of November 2017 at the Social Summit for 
Fair Jobs and Growth in Gothenburg, Sweden. 
It set out 20 key principles on social justice, as 
shown in Figure 2. The President of the Euro-
pean Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, for-
mally committed to the pillar during a speech 
in July 2019 at the European Parliament. For 
this report, it is a timely reminder that the tran-
sition is more than the achievement of decar-
bonisation targets. Academic and non-aca-
demic studies are dominated by climate and 
energy insights, rather than exploring the wid-
er EGD framework in which climate is only one 
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FIGURE 1: The European Commission’s structure of the Green Deal (EC, 2019, p. 3)
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action area among many. If we take forestry as 
an example, the EGD does not consider the 
multiple benefits forests provide to society 
and the furthering of social justice values (Ag-
gestam and Giurca, 2021). The EPSR offers 
a comprehensive set of social justice consid-
erations that encompass equal opportunities 
and access to the labour market, fair working 
conditions and social protection and inclusion. 
Its action plan states that its core objective is 
to achieve “a stronger social Europe for just 
transitions and recovery”. Aranguiz (2017) ar-
gues that the EPSR can be employed in a way 
to “shield” the social and economic consider-

ations in EU policymaking. A better integration 
of such ambitions and concrete actions could 
significantly help the development of EGD to 
shield and propel forward the economic and 
environmental actions of the EGD.
 
The EPSR offers a defined and usable set 
of criteria for understanding the boundaries 
and potential of social justice concerns. Of-
ten social justice can be used interchange-
ably with competing ideas of equity, fairness 
and various perceptions of what ‘just’ is. The 
amalgamation of a common agenda around 
the labour market, fair working conditions and 

Regional Overview of Western Balkan Economies
Regarding the European Pillar of Social Rights 2021
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Introduction

The overview report is written by the European Centre for Social Welfare Policy and Research 
(European Centre) Research as part of the project “An updated review of the performance of 
Western Balkan economies regarding the European Pillar of Social Rights” within the framework of 
the Employment and Social Affairs Platform 2 (ESAP 2) project that is implemented by the Regional 
Cooperation Council (RCC) and funded by the EU.

Each WB economy report provides an update on the progress regarding the principles of the European 
Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR). The European Commission launched the EPSR in 2017, consisting of 
a set of 20 social rights that have indicators for monitoring economies’ policy systems (see Table 1). 
The Western Balkan economies cover the EU candidates:  Albania, North Macedonia, Montenegro, 
Serbia and the potential candidates: Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo*. As these Western Balkan 
economies are not yet EU Member States, but work towards membership, their reform efforts and 
achievements towards social rights as candidates and potential candidates need to be recorded. 
The challenges those economies face, including regarding the aging population, migration, labour 
market, poverty and others make such an assessment valuable (cf., Besimi, 2016).

From a regional policy perspective, the reviews allow to compare the performance of the economies 
against common indicators, and to identify promising policies and collaboration possibilities. 

From a policy perspective, it is important to assess the level of progress of the candidates and 
potential candidates in order to inform policy and decision makers in terms of interventions and 
reform needs. Furthermore, the reviews make a contribution to the ongoing efforts of the WB 
economies towards social cohesion and towards the European Union.

The European Pillar of Social Rights were proclaimed jointly by the European Parliament, the Council 
and the Commission, pursuing the overall aim “to serve as a guide towards efficient employment 
and social outcomes” and to deliver a “positive impact on people’s lives” (see EPSR Preamble, 2017). 
Upward convergence in both economic and social terms are considered a central EU aim (Eurofound, 
2019). Macroeconomic objectives and social objectives would need to be aligned with one another 
to provide social resilience against future macroeconomic or pandemic shocks like the COVID-19 
crisis. The European Commission funds initiatives through the European Social Fund and other funds 
in order to alleviate social disparities within and between EU Member States. Member States in turn 
would take actions, such as by building institutional capacities. The European Pillar of Social Rights 
Action Plan of March 2021 proposes employment, skills and social protection headline targets for 
the EU to be achieved by 2030. The Action Plan reaffirms the strive for sustainable and inclusive 
growth as well as social and economic resilience, leading to decent living and protection for all in 
times of need in a Social Europe. The Porto Social Summit in May 2021 renewed the commitment to 
implement the Social Pillar at the highest political level (Porto Social Commitment, 2021).

The EPSR can be regarded as a tool to monitor level of progress, reform efforts, and achievements 
in the EU and the (potential) candidates, to identify persistent gaps, to address challenges, and 
to provide policy makers with information on potential areas of intervention, reform and further 

improvements. In addition, as mentioned above, the EPSR reviews provide insights for the (potential) 
candidates on how to facilitate social cohesion across borders and boundaries at the regional levels, 
and eventually towards the EU.

The European Pillar of Social Rights encompasses three broad 
chapters with twenty principles overall. Table 1 provides an 
overview of all chapters and topics.

Figure 1: European Pillar of Social Rights principles

Source: European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan (accessed 8 July 2021)
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social protection and inclusion is an attempt 
to systematically consider how social justice 
can be categorised. The action plan goes on 
to identify three target areas for its policy ac-
tions in line with each of the three categorisa-
tions, namely (1) to ensure that at least 78% 
of the population aged 20 to 64 is employed 
by 2030, (2) 60% of all adults should partici-
pate in training every year and finally (3) the 
number of people at risk of poverty or social 
exclusion should be reduced by at least 15 
million by 2030. The conclusion for this report 
is that social justice needs to be quantifiable 
and measurable to contribute to tangible poli-
cy actions, and the EPSR offers one useful set 
of variables.
 
It is, however, only one formalised set of so-
cial justice categories that has been subject-
ed to much criticism. Carella and Graziano 
(2022) denounce, for example, the EPSR as 
a watered-down imitation of a previous more 
ambitious initiative called the Open Method of 
Coordination introduced in the 1990s. In re-
sponding to an earlier more positive outlook 
from Hendrickx (2017), they argue that exces-
sive political consensus has resulted in largely 

“soft” non-legally binding social justice princi-
ples. Their own empirical analysis reveals the 
lack of innovation in the content and ambition 
of the EPSR, leading to what they refer to as 
a missed opportunity, or “critical juncture”, 
in how social policy is addressed in Europe. 
Vesan and Corti (2019) detail the high level 
of political tension involved in negotiating the 
EPSR, especially between member state in-
terests. In their view, it has repositioned the 
European politics of Social Europe from a left-
right issue to high-wage/high-welfare vs. low- 
wage/low-welfare. Contention, denouncement 
and enforceability detractions to one side, the 
EPSR remains a leading European initiative 
on social justice.

1.3 Contributing to state-of-the-art  
      thinking on social rights 
      and green transition
Bringing together the EPSR with the EGD 
can inspire an ambition to unite scholarships 
in environmental, climate and energy justice 
through the common objective of a just tran-
sition, in line with calls outlined in detail by 
McCauley and Heffron (2018). Each have en-
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gaged with the conceptualisation of just tran-
sition (Kenfack, 2019; Williams and Doyon, 
2019; Weber and Cabras, 2021). Just transi-
tion can be such a shared space. Just transi-
tion began as a mobilising term in the 1980s. 
It promoted green jobs as part of the transition 
away from fossil fuels (Abraham, 2017). Crit-
icisms emerged against this term as it could 
lead to a ‘jobs versus environment or climate’ 
frame. In this way, it could be used detrimen-
tally against communities and the transition 
(Curley, 2018). Nevertheless, its present-day 
usage among many NGOs such as Friends of 
the Earth calls for a jobs guarantee alongside 
climate change action (FoE, 2017). Deeper 
empirical and theoretical reflection is essen-
tial to validate this conclusion and explore its 
implications in relation to the EPSR and the 
EGD connections and resulting policy recom-
mendations. Just transition in this way can be 
a ground-breaking new conceptual approach 
designed to focus all three scholarships on 
examining the inequalities inherent in the tran-
sition.

The trade union origins of the just transition 
concept, with a focus on jobs, were explicit-
ly positioned within the environmental justice 
movement (Farrell, 2012; Fox-Hodess, 2019; 
Thomas, 2021). Climate justice is more fo-
cused on effective global justice transitions 
that can deal with the implications of the inev-
itable consequences of rapid climate change 
for vulnerable groups in the Global South 
(Routledge, Cumbers and Derickson, 2018; 
Kenfack, 2019). Energy justice scholars focus  
just transition around achieving energy effi-
ciency in the long term without compromising 
individual well-being or community cohesion 
(Mullen and Marsden, 2016; Castán Broto et 
al., 2018; Grant et al., 2021) – of which jobs is 
only one (often overlooked) component. The 
past, current and future use of the term ‘just 
transition’ must appreciate the centrality of 
livelihoods and employment to keep its cen-
tral focus. This should not, however, hamper 
its conceptual development to include other 
factors to make the concept more robust and 

adoptable. Our EPSR analysis of the EGD en-
gages in just such a wider theoretical reflec-
tion and, ultimately, policy recommendations.

Just transition is designed to focus all three 
scholarships on examining the inequalities 
inherent in the transition (McCauley and Hef-
fron, 2018; McCauley et al., 2022). The tran-
sition means that justice scholarships can 
help to develop a comprehensive framework 
of analysis. Our work in this report more ex-
plicitly contests current thinking which is often 
limited to the distributional, procedural, recog-
nition and restorative dimensions of just tran-
sition (McCauley et al., 2019). All four justice 
scholarships have experienced the same lack 
of data-driven quantitative studies, leading to 
a move towards more qualitative procedural 
and only justice-based research. If we are to 
achieve a just transition, we must come to-
gether to develop both quantitative and qual-
itative dimensions to help develop concrete, 
usable policy recommendations. We offer 
such an engagement in this report through the 
quantitative application of the EPSR principles 
to the EGD action areas.
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This section concentrates on detailing the 
methodological approach for the quantitative 
analysis which is the core set of work to be 
completed during the proposed project. Our 
focus is to ensure accessibility for the reader 
in presenting understandable key observa-
tions that result from carefully selected open 
access data. We took a quantitative only ap-
proach, considering the wealth of existing 
qualitative case studies that detail the speci-
ficities of justice concerns in the areas of the 
European Green Deal. To provide direction 
for the reader, we set out explicitly our core 
research questions for this report in the first 
section. We then move on to consider more 
detailed questions around selecting the data, 
what we did with the data and indicate some of 
the challenges concerned in conducting such 
an endeavour. We finish with some brief reflec-
tions on the analysis and the development of 
visualisations for this report.

2.1 Guiding research questions

The overall aim for this research is to identi-
fy the extent to which Europe can lead on just 
transition. There are three aspects to our re-
search which seek to build an answer to this 
overall aim. The first involves understanding 
where the gaps exist within the current Euro-
pean Green Deal structure. The second is to 
identify where policy action is needed to make 
the EGD fairer and more equitable. This leads 
us then to our overall policy recommendations 
in relation to each of the action areas and 
more generally to a way forward for ensuring 
that Europe can lead on just transition.

RQ 1: What are the current gaps 
from a social justice perspective in 
EGD design and implementation?

The existing lack of critical reflection on the 
EGD action areas from a social justice view-
point means that we should establish a base-
line set of observations on justice, based on 
our data analysis, a targeted literature re-
view of the Green Deal areas and emerging 
critiques. Due to time restrictions, we will not 
conduct a detailed qualitative systematic re-
view, but tie in literature into our recommen-
dations. Answering this question includes 
gathering relevant insights into how to struc-
ture policy recommendations. We use the 
principles of the EPSR to guide us on where 
to focus with regards to which existing justice 
considerations are observable. To complete 
this, we lead into a more detailed analysis of 
the quantitative research which is set out in re-
search question two.

RQ 2: Where is policy action 
needed to make the EGD fairer 
and more equitable?
The hyperbole surrounding the unveiling of 
the EGD (as outlined in Eckert 2021 and Sk-
jaerseth 2021 above) suggests that it is nec-
essary to test where such claims are valid (or 
not). The second research question involves 
exploring how the EPSR principles can help 
to assess the relative ‘justice’ performance of 
EU member states in each of the eight action 
areas of the EGD. This offers insights into the 
policy responses that are urgently required and 
where current interventions could be better 
applied. We build on our globally recognised 
peer reviewed methodological approach, pub-
lished in Global Environmental Change, as set 
out in McCauley et al. (2022). We answer this 
question through a quantitative assessment 
of the EGD action areas from the perspective 

2 Methodology
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of EPSR calculated measures. We detail our 
methodological approach in section 3 below.

RQ 3: What are the resulting policy 
recommendations?

The quantitative analysis will offer data-driven 
observations and indications on how best to 
integrate the EGD with the core principles and 
actions of the EPSR. The third research ques-
tion specifically asks what concrete policy rec-
ommendations can be formed as a result, tar-
geting policymakers both at the EU level and 
the national level. Such recommendations are 
critical for furthering the social justice dimen-
sions of the EGD and for providing a more 
prominent role for EPSR in future endeavours. 
We make such recommendations in line with 
the quantitative data observations and visu-
alisations, but not in granular detail on each 
member state due to word restrictions.

2.2 Conceptual framework 
      and research design

Using open-access data provided by Eurostat 
primarily, we will identify trends between 
member states’ performance on 1) each of the 
three overarching social themes of the EPSR 
and 2) each of the eight EGD action areas. 
This will enable us to determine which EGD 
action areas are in the greatest need of poli-
cy interventions to improve EU member state 
performance to achieve social justice goals. 
The use of quantitative data to establish an 
objective, fair and transparent assessment 
of EU member states’ performances ensures 
that each state has been compared based 
on the same criteria, within the confines of 
the reliability of the data sources themselves. 
The data sources and associated metadata 
will be clearly outlined, so that the limitations 
of the indicators are apparent, and the scope 
for misinterpretation is minimised. As outlined 
below, we build directly on indicators set out in 
the EPSR Action Plan, with both existing and 
supplementary indicators.

It is only possible to make telling policy rec-
ommendations when equipped with a clear   
knowledge of recent trends. The EGD is full 
of grand ambition and forward-looking objec-
tives. We seek to establish the most important 
connections between social justice goals in 
the EPSR with the EGD action areas through 
‘backcasting’, a method for planning the ac-
tions necessary to generate tangible actions. 
To do this, we investigate data spanning 2011-
2020, to firmly establish a picture of the recent 
history of each member state.  More recent 
data is only sparsely available on key indica-
tors, but it is important to sample from a suffi-
ciently long period, to avoid making spurious 
observations based on incomplete data or 
inconsistent sampling  methods. Using a ten-
year period will improve the reliability of the 
observations made from this data. Our long-
term objective is to develop a new innovative 
model to be applied during the implementation 
timeframe of the EPSR and EGD, rather than 
looking back. In the short-term, we base our 
current empirical ranking-based model on that 
established in McCauley et al. (2022), which 
is entitled the DeePeR model (Distributive, 
Procedural and Restorative justice evaluat-
ed by ranking performance on selected open 
access energy and equity metrics). We will in 
this way establish a set of ranking measures 
developed from the three themes of the EPSR 
and the eight EGD action areas. Future work 
in this area will involve re-categorising in line 
with dimensions of justice. We therefore see 
the long-term potential of developing both a 
conceptual and empirical model from the pro-
posed set of tasks set out below. We provide 
more information on the data sources and 
ranking based analysis that we will undertake.

2.3 Data collection and analysis

We investigated the list of indicators outlined 
in Annex 2 of the European Pillar of Social 
Rights Action Plan (https://op.europa.eu/
webpub/empl/european-pillar-of-social-rights/
en/), and identified the indicators most close-
ly fitting the descriptions of the ‘headline indi-
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cators’ (Table 1). No such explicit guidance 
was available for the selection of indicators 
representing the eight European Green Deal 
thematic areas; consequently we selected 
indicators for our analysis from the 26 indi-
cators listed on Eurostat’s ‘Statistics for the 
European Green Deal’ https://ec.europa.eu/
eurostat/cache/egd- statistics/, for which data 
were available at member state level. We cat-
egorised the indicators most relevant to their 
respective theme. A total of 13 indicators were 
selected from this set which were best fitted to 
answer our research questions. Two EGD the-
matic areas were not well represented in this 
set of indicators, or in the Eurostat database. 
For EGD theme 4 (Energy and resource effi-
cient buildings), we identified two indicators 
from the EU Buildings Database. For EGD 
theme 6 (Farm to fork), we supplemented the 
one Eurostat-sourced indicator for which there 
was full data for all member states, with sever-
al indicators from SDG 2 and SDG 12 (Table 
2). We selected a timeframe of 2011-2020, av-
eraging the data for each measure per mem-
ber state.

Because ‘Adjusted gross disposable income 
of households per capita’ data were missing 
for Romania and Malta, and ‘Individuals’ level 
of digital skills’ data were missing for Finland, 
an overall rank percentile EPSR score was not 
achievable for these countries if the full set of 
indicators were retained. Similarly, ‘Prevalence 
of moderate or severe food insecurity in the 
adult population (%)’ data were unavailable for 
Cyprus, leading to a missing EGD 6 score for 
that country. Otherwise, data on all indicators 
were available for all member states.

Raw data files downloaded from source were 
cleaned and pivoted as necessary using R, 
before merging into a single file based on 
member state name and year. The combined 
dataset was then imported into the data vi-
sualisation tool Tableau, where the individual 
measures were aggregated (weighted equal-
ly) into their respective themes. The following 
section outlines how these selected indicators 
were analysed.

A quantitative study of the just transition con-
cept necessarily requires analysis of multiple 
data types (for example, energy units, social 
indices and units of currency), which makes 
the calculation of compound measures more 
challenging. Consequently, and in line with re-
cent literature (Kraipornsak, 2018; Mengova, 
2019), we chose to take a rank percentile ap-
proach. A rank percentile score will be calcu-
lated for each EU member state for the three 
social (EPSR) themes and eight EGD themes, 
using the following general formula:

R = p/100 (n+1), where R = rank percentile, 
p = percentile, n = sample size.

Rank percentile scores are a simple and ac-
cessible method of allowing comparison of 
each member state’s performance in these 
themes. The relationship between individual 
member states’ performances (rank percen-
tile scores) on the three social themes were 
visualised alongside their performances (rank 
percentile scores) on the eight EGD themes 
using Tableau. Formulae used to process the 
data in Tableau are provided in the Appendix.
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Theme Headline indicators Indicator title (Eurostat) Indicator code 
(Eurostat)

1:
 E

qu
al

 o
pp

or
tu

ni
tie

s 
an

d 
ac

ce
ss

  
to

 th
e 

la
bo

ur
 m

ar
ke

t

Adult participation in learning 
during the last 12 months

Share of early leavers
from education and training

Individuals’ level of digital
skills

Youth NEET rate (15—29)

Gender employment gap

Income quintile ratio (S80/
S20)

Adult participation in learning by sex

Early leavers from education and train-
ing by sex

Individuals’ level of digital skills

Young people neither in 
employment nor in education and 
training by sex, age and educational 
attainment level (NEET rates)

Gender employment gap

Income quintile share ratio - S80/S20

sdg_04_60

sdg_04_10

isoc_sk_dskl_i,
isoc_sk_dskl_i21

edat_lfse_21

tesem060

tessi180

2:
 F

ai
r w

or
ki

ng
 

co
nd

itio
ns

Employment rate

Unemployment rate

Long-term unemployment rate

GDHI per capita growth

Employment rates by sex

Unemployment rate - annual data

Long-term unemployment rate, % of 
active population aged 15-74

Adjusted gross disposable income of 
households per capita

lfsq_ergaed

tipsun20

tipslm70

sdg_10_20

3:
 S

oc
ia

l p
ro

te
ct

io
n 

an
d 

in
cl

us
io

n

At risk of poverty or social 
exclusion rate (AROPE)

At-risk-of-poverty rate or 
exclusion for children (0—17)

Impact of social transfers 
(other than pensions) on 
poverty reduction

Disability employment gap

Housing cost overburden

Children aged less than  
3 years in formal childcare

Self-reported unmet need  
for medical care

Persons at risk of poverty or social 
exclusion by age and sex

Children at risk of poverty or social 
exclusion by educational attainment 
level of their parents (population aged 
0 to 17 years) - EU 2020 strategy

Impact of social transfers (excluding 
pensions) on poverty reduction by sex

Disability employment gap by level of 
activity limitation and sex (source EU- 
SILC)

Housing cost overburden rate

Children aged less than three years in 
formal childcare

Self-reported unmet need for medical 
care by sex

ilc_peps01n

ilc_peps60

tespm050

tepsr_sp200

tespm140

tepsr_sp210

tespm110

Table 1 Headline indicators of the European Pillar of Social Rights: adapted from  
Annex 2, The Revised Social Scoreboard, EPSR Action Plan (European Commission, 2021).  
All are sourced from Eurostat.
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EGD theme Indicator title Indicator code

1 Increasing climate 
ambition Net greenhouse gas emissions (source: EEA) sdg_13_10

2 Clean, affordable  
and secure energy

Share of renewable energy in gross final energy 
consumption by sector

Available energy, energy supply and final energy 
consumption per capita

Population unable to keep home adequately warm 
by poverty status

sdg_07_40

nrg_ind_esc

sdg_07_60

3 Industry for a clean 
and circular economy Circular material use rate sdg_12_41

4 Energy and resource 
efficient buildings

Share of Near Zero Energy Buildings (NZEB) 
in new construction for residential*

Share of NZEB in new construction 
for non- residential*

(none:  
denominated ‘B2’)

(none:  
denominated ‘B3’)

5 Sustainable and  
smart mobility

Modal split of freight transport

Share of zero emission vehicles in newly registered 
passenger cars (source: EAFO, DG MOVE)

Modal split of passenger transport

tran_hv_frmod

cli_act_noec

tran_hv_psmod

6 Farm to fork

Area under organic farming

Prevalence of moderate or severe food insecurity 
in the adult population (%)**

Agriculture orientation index for government 
expenditures**

Productivity of large-scale food producers 
(agricultural output per labour day, PPP) 
(constant 2011 international $)**

Productivity of small-scale food producers 
(agricultural output per labour day, PPP) 
(constant 2011 international $)**

Food waste per capita (KP) - HHS, OOHC, RTL**

sdg_02_40

AG_PRD_
FIESMS***

AG_PRD_OR-
TIND***

PD_AGR_
LSFP***

PD_AGR_
SSFP***

AG_FOOD_
WST_PC****

7 Biodiversity  
and ecosystems

Share of forest area (or other wooded area)

Protected areas (source: EEA) (terrestrial, marine)

sdg_15_10

env_bio4

8
Zero-pollution, 
toxic-free 
environments

National expenditure on environmental protection 
by institutional sector

Years of life lost due to PM2.5 exposure (source: EEA)

env_ac_epneis

sdg_11_51

Table 2 The eight thematic areas of the European Green Deal

*sourced from EU Buildings Database
**sourced from UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDG 2*** and SDG 12****)
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We begin our results with some initial obser-
vations from our ranking based analysis of EU 
member states on firstly the EPSR, then the 
EGD, concluding with how each relate. We 
are unable to elaborate on the reasons why 
each member state is ranked where they are 
outside the limitations of the data sources out-
lined above. Our analysis does not provide in-
dividual case studies due to the limitations of 
this report. We do however indicate where our 
results are surprising and worthy of further re-
search, and most importantly indicate results 
that may be relevant to our research questions.

3.1 Performance on the European  
      Pillar of Social Rights

There is variation in the level of performance 
among EU member states along all the head-
line indicators for the EPSR. As can be seen 
in Figure 3, the best rates of positive perfor-
mance overall are centred geographically in 
the EU space, with less impressive rates scat-
tered around Europe in each direction, most 
notably to the east and south. The leading 
performers include the Netherlands, Denmark 
and Luxembourg whilst the laggards include 

3 Social Rights Principles       
 and the Green Deal: 
 Overall Results

FIGURE 3: Performance of member states on the European Pillar of Social Rights, rank percentile  
2011- 2020. High scores indicate high performance and vice versa.
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Bulgaria, Romania and Greece. Notably, Italy 
and Spain perform worse than several East 
European countries such as Poland, Hungary, 
Lithuania and Latvia. A more detailed assess-
ment of Western Europe also demonstrates 
that Ireland and Portugal ranked lower than for 
example the Czech Republic, Estonia and Slo-
venia. To the north, the positive performance 
of Sweden and Denmark contrasts signifi-
cantly with that of Finland. The first conclusion 
here is that whilst geographical patterns are 
observable, we must be careful not to over-
simplify otherwise variable performance is not 
adequately understood.

There was more (albeit rather modest) vari-
ation in performance across the three cate-
gories that comprise the EPSR. The same 
leading and lagging countries remained in the 
same approximate ranking position. Looking 
more closely at the first category of equal op-
portunities and access to the labour market, 
Sweden, Denmark and the Netherlands were 
in the lead with Italy, Bulgaria and Romania 
ranking worst. The second category of fair 
working conditions was in contrast led by Ger-
many, Austria and the Netherlands with Spain, 
Croatia and Greece at the bottom. On the fi-
nal category, social protection and inclusion, 
a striking difference was apparent with Slove-
nia, Finland and Luxembourg leading the way. 
In line with other categories, Greece, Romania 
and Bulgaria were at the bottom of this rank-
ing. There were no clear instances of longitu-
dinal shifts in ranking to report in addition to 
those reported above.

There was not much longitudinal variation in 
performance between the ranking observa-
tions, so we do not present visualisation here 
in that regard. The notable overall exceptions 
to this were the declining performances of 
Austria, Germany, Belgium and Cyprus whilst 
others showed upward trajectories such as 
Estonia, the Czech Republic and Hungary. 
Looking more closely into the data, we can 
see that Austria, Belgium and Cyprus experi-
enced the most significant part of their decline 

with regards to category two, i.e., fair working 
conditions whereas this was more notable for 
Germany in category three, i.e., social protec-
tion and inclusion. The more positive trajecto-
ries of Estonia, the Czech Republic and Hun-
gary are observable across each of the three 
categories. It should be noted overall that this 
variation was not especially significant across 
the timeframe, often each country making 
small changes in the ranking.

3.2 Performance on  
      the European Green Deal

The overall geographical picture for how well 
individual member states have done in the 
eight action areas of the Green Deal appears 
at first sight to be in line with the results report-
ed above for the EPSR. Figure 4 shows strong 
performance in the core of the geographical 
region with the East and the South scoring 
relatively lower. The variation in performance 
takes on a different set of characteristics than 
with the EPSR. The leading countries are first-
ly different as Austria, Estonia and Germany 
score highly, while Greece, Ireland and Bul-
garia are relatively poor performers overall 
during this study timeframe. The variation is 
more pronounced geographically also. The 
core of the European region is less dominant 
than in the results for the EPSR. The North’s 
good performance is more uniform, whilst sur-
rounding countries vary from their neighbours 
such as Hungary and Slovakia or Lithuania 
and Latvia. It is evident that the picture is more 
mixed than for the EPSR.

Unlike the three categories of the EPSR, there 
is a strong level of variation across individu-
al performances along the eight action areas. 
Each EGD action area displays its own story. 
We investigate each in turn in section 4 below. 
For the overall picture, we briefly take the three 
leader countries and then reflect on the vari-
ation across EGD action areas. Austria is the 
overall leader for the study timeframe. And yet 
it is in the bottom four performers for EGD 1. 
Estonia has a less stark variation, but it varies 



Can Europe lead a Just Transition? 21

from middle ranking performances for EGD 
1, 7 and 8. For Germany, we also see poor 
performances for EGD 1, 5 and especially 7. 
These countries are not alone in experiencing 
such divergence. Greece for example is in the 
top 25% for EGD 7, with a similar situation for 
Ireland in the case of EGD 8 and Bulgaria for 
EGD 1 and 7. In conclusion, the overall picture 
for member states scores is mixed at best, and 
at worst inconclusive when taken in isolation. 
We do not reflect here in any detail on variation 
across time. We instead move on therefore to 
consider the relationship between the EPSR 
and EGD, before elaborating on differences 
across space and time between member state 
performances in each of the eight action areas 
of the EGD.
 

3.3 Relationship between 
      performance on the Pillar 
      of Social Rights and 
      the Green Deal

Our objective for this section is to identify 
observed trends between the performances of 
individual member states on the EPSR and the 
EGD. Considering the explorative nature of this 
research, we do not seek to argue for statistical 
significance as a key criterion. Instead, our 
analysis presents interesting new connections 
that have been hitherto underexplored. An 
overall EPSR score was plotted against an 
overall EGD score, to identify if there was 
a visible relationship in performance level 
across EU member states (Figure 5). This 
indicates a similar directly proportional trend 
between performance in EGD indicators and 
EPSR indicators. Figure 5 shows the relative 
performance of each country.

FIGURE 4: Performance of member states on the European Green Deal, rank percentile 2011-2020.  
High scores indicate high performance and vice versa.
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The observed connection between the overall 
scores of individual member states on each of 
the different groupings of measures identified 
for the EPSR and the EGD presents an 
interesting starting point for deeper reflection. 
Considering the high variation in the nature 
of the measures underlying each analysis, it 
is intriguing to observe similar groupings of 
high and low performing nations. The overall 
leaders at this stage of our analysis are 
Austria, Germany, Sweden and Luxembourg 
whilst the consistently underperforming 
nations are Greece, Bulgaria, Croatia, Spain 

and Hungary. Ireland and Portugal emerge 
as moderately decent performing nations 
on social rights whilst performing relatively 
worse on the action areas of the Green Deal. 
Slovakia and Estonia are relatively high 
performers on the Green Deal whilst moderate 
to low on social rights. The combination of an 
observable trend with interesting groupings 
will be reflected upon further in section 5 on 
policy recommendations. At this stage, we 
move on to a more in-depth analysis of each 
EGD action area in section 4.

FIGURE 5: Rank percentile scores of EU member states for the three European Pillar of Social 
Rights themes vs Eight European Green Deal Action Areas. High scores indicate high performance and 
vice versa. The horizontal and vertical lines show where the average is for each score, making visualisation 
easier. The other line indicates if there is a close relationship (if going up from left to right) or vice versa.
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The overall picture of the EGD and its con-
nection to the EPSR must be accompanied 
with a more detailed action area by action 
area examination. The structure of the Green 
Deal means that there is a compartmentalisa-
tion of themes set out in table 1 (referred to 
below sometimes as ‘action areas’) to be ex-
plored throughout the duration of this initiative. 
We assess below from the perspective of the 
EPSR, and its key indicators as set out in table 
2, the extent to which this conceptualisation 
of social justice relates to the performance of 
member states on the themes of the EGD. This 
section elaborates further on research ques-
tions 1 and 2 that relate to the gaps in knowl-
edge on each action area of the EGD and the 
identification of where policy responses are 
most urgently needed. Our analysis looks at 
the relationship between the EPSR indicators 
with each EGD action area, ranking member 
state performance across the study period, as 
well as investigating changes longitudinally 
during this period. Where relevant, comments 
are made on the observations relating to note-
worthy trends within the state, for example be-
tween the individual themes of the EPSR or 
individual indicators in the EGD.

On data completeness, we strove for maxi-
mum national representation in our analysis. 
At times, some countries were excluded for 
geographical reasons (for example not hav-
ing a coastline) or when data was unavailable. 
We present below the fullest account of rank-
ing performance of each member state in ac-
cordance with the EPSR and EGD data sets 
outlined in section 2. For the purposes of this 
section, we removed two (from the 17) indica-
tors for the overall EPSR combined measures 
as their incomplete data reduced the level of 

analysis that we could deliver for individual 
EGD action areas. The overall impact on the 
ranking was tested and was found to be min-
imal in each case, but it did conversely allow 
for including those countries where data was 
not available on these two measures. These 
measures include an ‘individual’s level of digi-
tal skills’ from the first category (equal oppor-
tunities and access to the labour market) and 
‘adjusted gross disposable income of house-
holds per capita’ from the second category 
(fair working conditions).

4.1 EGD theme 1 – Increasing 
      climate ambition

Unlike the overall connection between EPSR 
and EGD, we find no correlation between these 
social rights indicators and ‘increasing climate 
ambition’ (R2=0.07). ‘Social protection and in-
clusion’ scores have a marginally stronger cor-
relation with this action area when considered 
separately  (R2=0.16), but we do not find that 
member states with strong social rights have 
better or worse scores for ‘increasing climate 
ambition’ than those with poor social rights. 
Rank percentiles of this index were plotted 
against the overall EPSR score (Figure 6), and 
four key groups of member states were iden-
tified. The states scoring highly for both social 
rights and climate ambition were Sweden and 
Denmark, while those with good social rights 
performance and a poor emissions score were 
Luxembourg, Netherlands and Austria. Of the 
member states with poor social rights scores, 
we find that Greece, Spain and Poland have 
poor emissions scores, while Baltic and cen-
tral/eastern states performed well for EGD 1 
given the extent of their emission reductions.

4 An in-depth analysis of 
    each European Green Deal 
    action area
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‘Increasing climate ambition’ was represent-
ed by a single indicator: net greenhouse gas 
emissions (source: EEA, sdg_13_10). These 
data were provided in two formats: in tonnes 
per capita, and as an index showing changes 
in net greenhouse gas emissions since 1990 
(1990=100; ‘I90’). As these data reflect not 
only the emissions scaled by population but 
also a longer-term trajectory of change, they 
were combined to create a rank percentile to 
represent ‘increasing climate ambition’. We 
found that the best performing member states 
for EGD 1 (i.e., those with relatively low emis-
sions per capita as well as the greatest reduc-
tions in emissions since 1990) were Lithuania, 
Romania and Latvia, followed by Hungary and 
Sweden. At the lower end of the scale, Ire-
land, Cyprus, Luxembourg, Netherlands and 
Austria have the highest emissions per capita 

accompanied by the least impressive reduc-
tion in emissions since 1990.
 
Evaluating net greenhouse gas emissions 
on a year-by-year basis, we see that mem-
ber states have shown a collective steady 
decrease in emissions in tonnes per capita 
between 2010 and 2015. Between 2015 and 
2017 this trend reversed and, by 2017, EU-
wide emissions were back to 2012 levels. 
Emissions levels have dropped again steeply 
during 2018-2020. Looking at member states 
individually over  time, we see that the largest 
greenhouse gas emitter per capita, Luxem-
bourg, has shown by far the biggest drop in 
emissions between 2010-2020. Malta, Den-
mark and Greece follow, showing a signifi-
cant reduction in emissions during that de-
cade. Several states have experienced erratic 

FIGURE 6: Rank percentile scores of EU member states for the three European Pillar of Social 
Rights themes vs European Green Deal action area 1 on ‘climate ambition’. High scores indicate 
high performance and vice versa. The horizontal and vertical lines show where the average is for each score, 
making visualisation easier. The other line indicates if there is a close relationship (if going up from left to 
right) or vice versa.
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patterns of emissions over time, specifically 
Slovenia whose emissions were dispropor-
tionately high from 2014- 2018, and Portugal 
which experienced a spike in 2017. However, 
the only member states who had higher emis-
sions per capita in 2020 than in 2010 are Lith-
uania and Latvia: Lithuania is the only member 
state to show a steady year-on-year increase 
in greenhouse gas emissions per capita 
during the 2010s.

 4.2 EGD theme 2 – Clean, 
      affordable and secure energy

We found that member states that scored 
highly for ‘clean affordable and secure ener-
gy’ also scored highly for social rights (Figure 
7). As can be seen in Figure 7, the relation-
ship is strongest the higher the scores. This 

is most clearly seen in the top right quadrant. 
Similarly, the member states scoring poorly for 
EGD 2 also score poorly for social rights. In-
vestigating the three social rights themes sep-
arately, we find that the correlation with EGD 
2 is strongest when ‘Equal opportunities and 
access to the labour market’ is considered 
in isolation (R2=0.66 vs overall social rights 
R2=0.53). To conclude, we find that member 
states with high social rights, without excep-
tion, have a high proportion of renewable en-
ergy consumption, high amounts of energy 
availability per capita and a lower proportion 
of their population unable to heat their homes.

Because of its three-part title, EGD 2 was rep-
resented by three individual indicators: ‘Share 
of renewable energy in gross final energy 
consumption by sector’ (‘clean’), ‘Population 

FIGURE 7: Rank percentile scores of EU member states for the three European Pillar of Social 
Rights themes vs European Green Deal action area 2 on ‘clean, affordable and secure energy’. 
High scores indicate high performance and vice versa. The horizontal and vertical lines show where the 
average is for each score, making visualisation easier. The other line indicates if there is a close relationship 
(if going up from left to right) or vice versa.
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unable to keep home adequately warm’ (‘af-
fordable’), and ‘Available energy, energy sup-
ply and final energy consumption per capita’ 
(‘secure’). These data were combined to cre-
ate an EGD 2 rank percentile which was used 
to assess member states’ performances for 
the theme of ‘clean, affordable, secure ener-
gy’. Sweden, Finland and Austria scored high-
est for EGD 2, and Malta, Cyprus and Greece 
lowest. Reflecting the close relationship be-
tween all the EPSR measures and EGD 2, 
the leaders were the same with the addition 
of Denmark. The worst overall performers in-
clude Greece and Bulgaria. These results are 
dependent upon the equal weighting between 
each of the three individual measures. We 
move on to consider each of the three mea-
sures in turn.

The measures for affordable and secure en-
ergy followed a similar pattern to the overall 
scores outlined above. There is little change in 
member state rankings in each. The clean en-
ergy measure of the share of renewable ener-
gy in gross final energy consumption by sector 
only modestly correlated with the EPSR mea-
sures. The front runners were similar in com-
position, namely Denmark, Austria, Finland 
and Sweden. The remainder were dispersed, 
with, for example, Latvia, Portugal and Croatia 
doing well on this measure while struggling rel-
atively on the EPSR measures. From a longi-
tudinal perspective, the ranking of the majority 
remains steady throughout the study period. 
Some notable exceptions include Spain, Italy 
and Greece who experienced modest reduc-
tions in ranking. From the opposite perspec-
tive, Poland, Lithuania and Ireland improved 
their rankings. The shift in positioning was not 
a significant factor overall when considering 
the performance of countries in this EGD ac-
tion area. 

4.3 EGD theme 3 – Industry for  
      a clean and circular economy

There was a strong geographical component 
to the results on this EGD action area. It was 
represented by ‘circular material use rate’, a 
ratio of the circular use of material to the over-
all material use, which was converted to a rank 
percentile for each member state. We found 
that, by and large, the mid-section of the EU 
had high circular material use, compared with 
the far west and far eastern states. Exceptions 
here are Estonia, Poland and Finland, which 
have high circular material use. Sweden has 
slightly below average circular material use 
compared to the rest of the member states. 
This is in line with expectations as a geo-
graphical overview considering the variation 
between more and less developed nations. 
Future analysis in this area should explore the 
cases of Sweden, Denmark and Spain further. 

The relationship between the EPSR social 
measures and the performance of member 
states on clean circular economy was strong. 
When plotted against the EPSR score (Figure 
8), we find that all member states with a high 
social rights score have approximately aver-
age or above average circular material use 
rates. Sweden is slightly below average, while 
Denmark sits at the exact mid-point for EGD 3. 
While most of the states with poor social rights 
scores also have low circular material use, Ita-
ly, Poland and Spain are exceptions, with high 
use of circular materials relative to raw mate-
rials. Ireland, Portugal and Cyprus, all with av-
erage social rights scores, are the three poor-
est-performing states for EGD 3. Netherlands 
comes top for circular materials use, while 
also scoring highest for social rights. There 
was overall an intimate connection between 
social justice in line with EPSR and EGD 3.

The most interesting observation on EGD 
3 was a significant variation in ranking over 
the study period. This is difficult to represent 
visually and would be worthy of further inves-
tigation in a separate analysis. The following 
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countries had significant rises in ranking: 
Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, France 
and Italy. Those with the steadiest decline in 
performance included: Ireland, Luxembourg 
and Romania. We do not conclude that each 
country rose or declined in absolute terms, but 
rather relative to each member state’s perfor-
mance. This thematic area of the Green Deal 
appears as the most unstable and warrants 
future attention. 

4.4 EGD theme 4 - Energy and 
      resource efficient buildings

The proportion of near-zero-energy buildings 
(NZEB) in new construction, both residential 
and non- residential, were used to represent 
this EGD indicator. These data were obtained 
from the EU Buildings database, as no indica-
tors related to buildings’ energy efficiency were 

found on Eurostat. Geographically, the north-
ernmost (Sweden and Finland) and south-
ernmost (Spain, Portugal, Italy, Malta, Cyprus 
and Bulgaria) member states were among the 
worst performers on this EGD, having among 
the lowest proportion of near-zero-energy 
buildings in new construction. An exception 
to this, however, is Greece, who outperforms 
its southern neighbours by occupying the mid-
point rank percentile for EGD 4. Czech Repub-
lic and Poland were poor performers, while 
the Baltic states, Romania and Ireland were 
among the highest-scoring member states for 
new buildings’ energy efficiency. Luxembourg, 
Denmark and Austria were ranked top for EGD 
4, and Bulgaria, Malta and Sweden bottom.

There is a weak relationship observed be-
tween the EPSR measures and the overall 
performances of member states on EGD 4. 

FIGURE 8: Rank percentile scores of EU member states for the three European Pillar of Social 
Rights themes vs European Green Deal action area 3 on ‘industry for a clean and circular economy’. 
High scores indicate high performance and vice versa. The horizontal and vertical lines show where the 
average is for each score, making visualisation easier. The other line indicates if there is a close relationship 
(if going up from left to right) or vice versa.
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Figure 9 shows a clustering effect among var-
ious groups of countries that are worthy of re-
flection here. We find that, among states with 
high social rights scores, Denmark, Luxem-
bourg and Austria form a cluster of member 
states having a high proportion of NZEB new 
builds, while Sweden, Slovenia and the Czech 
Republic have a low proportion (Figure 9). A 
correlation between EGD 4 and EPSR is mi-
nimised by the high performance of Romania 
in energy efficient buildings (combined with 
a poor score for ‘Equal opportunities and ac-
cess to the labour market’ and ‘Social protec-
tion and inclusion’), and Sweden, the Czech 
Republic and Slovenia’s poor EGD 4 score. 
And lastly, there was less variation across time 
in terms of the ranking performance of each 
member state than for EGD 3, with the excep-
tion being Estonia which increased its perfor-
mance since 2014.

4.5 EGD theme 5 - Sustainable 
      and smart mobility

Like EGD 4, there was a noteworthy relation-
ship but equally weak between EPSR and 
the EGD measurements. This EGD was rep-
resented by three individual indicators: ‘Mod-
al split of freight transport’ (freight transport-
ed by rail or inland waterway), ‘Modal split of 
passenger transport’ (by train, tram or bus), 
and ‘Share of zero emission vehicles in newly 
registered passenger cars’. These data were 
combined to create an EGD 5 rank percentile. 
The geographical distribution of high perform-
ing states spans the midsection of the EU, with 
most of the Baltic states also performing well.
 
Austria, Latvia, Estonia and Hungary score 
highest, followed by the Netherlands. The 
southern- and westernmost (Greece, Cyprus, 

FIGURE 9: Rank percentile scores of EU member states for the three European Pillar of Social 
Rights themes vs European Green Deal action area 4 on ‘energy and resource efficient buildings’. 
High scores indicate high performance and vice versa. The horizontal and vertical lines show where the 
average is for each score, making visualisation easier. The other line indicates if there is a close relationship 
(if going up from left to right) or vice versa.



Can Europe lead a Just Transition? 29

Croatia, Spain, Portugal, Italy and Ireland) 
states perform the poorest for the proportions 
of passengers using public transport, non-
road freight transport and new zero emissions 
vehicles.

When plotted against the overall EPSR score 
(Figure 10), we see that all states scoring 
highly for social rights also score highly for 
sustainable and smart mobility, apart from 
Slovenia and Finland. This allows us to spec-
ify that the overall weak relationship between 
EPSR and this EGD is strengthened at the up-
per end of performance where high rankings 
in social justice matched closely with sustain-
able and smart mobility. Conversely, states 
scoring poorly for social rights also score 
poorly for zero-energy, non-road and public 
transport, with three high-scoring exceptions: 
Latvia, Hungary and Slovakia. Examining the 

three social rights themes separately, we find 
that ‘fair working conditions’ is the theme most 
correlated with EGD 5, increasing the R2 from 
0.15 (overall EPSR) to 0.33 (‘fair working con-
ditions’ only).

Unlike EGD 4, there was more significant vari-
ation in ranking performance over the study 
period. Member states tended to switch po-
sitions on a more frequent basis. The most 
notable examples included Ireland which in-
creased ranking performance from 0.115 to 
0.654 from 2016 to 2020 as well as the more 
stable increase in ranking experienced by 
Sweden that steadily increased from 0.542 to 
0.85 across the entire study period. Bulgaria 
and Slovakia experienced the most notable 
decreases in performance. Unlike EGD 3, the 
shifts in ranking tended to be more stable and 
less pronounced. This indicates that this pol-

FIGURE 10: Rank percentile scores of EU member states for the three European Pillar of Social 
Rights themes vs European Green Deal action area 5 on ‘sustainable and smart mobility’. High 
scores indicate high performance and vice versa. The horizontal and vertical lines show where the average 
is for each score, making visualisation easier. The other line indicates if there is a close relationship (if going 
up from left to right) or vice versa.
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icy field is more established than the circular 
economy for example, but nonetheless would 
warrant further investigation. There is also a 
notable variation with regards to the social 
measures of EPSR. The first two themes were 
in fact more closely correlated to performance 
on sustainable and smart mobility. The weak-
ness in a relationship was most apparent for 
the third theme of EPSR, ‘social protection 
inclusion’. This observation held across the 
member state samples.

4.6 EGD theme 6 - Farm to fork

Another multifaceted EGD, farm to fork was 
represented by five individual indicators: ‘Area 
under organic farming’, ‘Prevalence of mod-
erate or severe food insecurity in the adult 
population (%)’, ‘Agriculture orientation index 

for government expenditures’, ‘Productivity of 
large-scale food producers (agricultural out-
put per labour day, PPP) (constant 2011 in-
ternational $)’ and ‘Productivity of small-scale 
food producers (agricultural output per labour 
day, PPP) (constant 2011 international $)’. 
These indicators represent food security, pro-
duction, consumption, biodiversity and waste, 
and were weighted equally to create an EGD 
6 rank percentile. Only one of these indicators 
(‘area under organic farming’) was obtained 
from Eurostat’s ‘Statistics for the European 
Green Deal’ website; the other four are SDG 
2 and SDG 12 indicators. The best-performing 
member states are localised to Scandinavia 
(excluding Denmark), the Baltic states, central 
Europe (excluding Hungary and Croatia), Lux-
embourg and Italy. Austria is the best perform-
ing for EGD 6 and Hungary the worst. Western 

FIGURE 11: Rank percentile scores of EU member states for the three European Pillar of Social 
Rights themes vs European Green Deal action area 6 on ‘farm to fork’. High scores indicate high 
performance and vice versa. The horizontal and vertical lines show where the average is for each score, 
making visualisation easier. The other line indicates if there is a close relationship (if going up from left to 
right) or vice versa.
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European member states (excluding Luxem-
bourg), south-eastern member states and 
Denmark all strikingly perform below average.
Plotted against EPSR, Figure 11 shows a 
comparable lack of correlation with social 
rights for EGD 6 as was the case with EGD 
1, both themes having a geographical pattern 
not shared by EPSR scores. However, we see 
how the high- and low-performing states for 
social rights perform on ‘farm to fork’. Nether-
lands and Denmark stand out as states with 
high social rights scores that have low scores 
for EGD 6. France, with an above-average 
social rights score, performs the fourth most 
poorly for EGD 6 (after Hungary, Portugal, 
and Greece). Conversely, Slovakia is notable 
as a state with below- average social rights 
score but the third highest score for EGD (af-
ter Austria and the Czech Republic). Looking 

at the three social rights themes individually, 
we see that no one theme stands out as more 
correlated with ‘farm to fork’, although ‘social 
protection and inclusion’ appears to be the 
least correlated of the three. Changes over 
time were equally observed to be insignificant 
for this EGD.

4.7 EGD theme 7: Biodiversity 
      and ecosystems

We found no relationship between EPSR so-
cial rights measures with member state per-
formance on biodiversity and ecosystems. 
This EGD is represented by ‘Share of forest 
area (or other wooded area)’ and ‘Protected 
areas’ (both terrestrial and marine). Because 
five EU member states have no coastline, 
EGD 7 is analysed as EGD 7a (‘Share of forest 

FIGURE 12: Rank percentile scores of EU member states for the three European Pillar of Social 
Rights themes vs European Green Deal action area 7 on ‘biodiversity and ecosystems’, excluding 
marine protected areas. High scores indicate high performance and vice versa. The horizontal and vertical 
lines show where the average is for each score, making visualisation easier. The other line indicates if there 
is a close relationship (if going up from left to right) or vice versa.
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area’, ‘Protected areas – terrestrial’) which in-
cludes all member states (as depicted in Fig-
ure 12), and EGD 7b (‘Share of forest area’, 
‘Protected areas – terrestrial’, ‘Protected area 
– marine’) which necessarily excludes Luxem-
bourg, Austria, Czech Republic, Slovakia and 
Hungary.

Geographically, we find that EGD 7a perfor-
mance is highest in the Iberian Peninsula, 
several Baltic and eastern/central European 
states, and Luxembourg. Slovenia, Croatia, 
Bulgaria and Slovakia have the most wood-
ed and protected land areas, while Ireland, 
Denmark, Belgium and the Netherlands have 
the least. It shows the highest and lowest per-
formers for EGD 7a and EPSR. We find that, 
of the states with highest social rights scores, 
the easternmost states (except Czech Re-
public) have a high proportion of wooded and 
protected land areas, while states with high 
social rights scores further west have among 
the least. Low-social-rights states with high 
proportions of wooded and protected land are 
Bulgaria, Greece, Croatia, Poland and Slova-
kia. In contrast, low-social-rights states with 
less wooded and protected land are Hungary, 
Lithuania, Italy and Romania.

When marine protection is taken into consid-
eration alongside protected and wooded land, 
the states with a coastline rank as follows: Po-
land takes top ranking from Slovenia in sec-
ond place, followed by Croatia who remains 
in third. Ireland and Denmark retain bottom 
place, Belgium moves up to fourth from bot-
tom while Italy moves to third from bottom. The 
biggest drop in rankings are Cyprus and Por-
tugal, indicating that their marine conserva-
tion is comparatively poor. Italy’s ranking also 
drops slightly. However, the addition of marine 
protection as a component of EGD 7b enables 
Germany, Poland and France to significant-
ly climb the rankings. The ranking of Neth-
erlands and Lithuania also improves by the 
consideration of marine protection. We find no 
correlation between EGD 7a or EGD 7b and 
social rights performance (Figure 12), either 

overall social rights or when each of the three 
social rights themes are plotted separately. 
Lastly, members say rankings across time do 
not vary in any significant or noteworthy way.

4.8 EGD theme 8 - Zero-pollution, 
      toxic-free environments

This EGD is composed of ‘national expendi-
ture on environmental protection by institution-
al sector’ and ‘years of life lost due to PM2.5 
exposure’ (number of years of life lost, per 
100,000 people), both representing control of 
pollution levels. There is a striking concentra-
tion of poorly performing states in eastern Eu-
rope, the southern Baltic states, Greece and 
Cyprus. The lowest scores are Bulgaria, Lat-
via and Croatia. In contrast, the lowest level of 
air-quality-related deaths and highest nation-
al spending on environmental protection are 
in Sweden, France and Spain. A longitudinal 
perspective on the data provides some wor-
rying examples of degrading performance in 
the area, for example Greece dropping from a 
ranking of 0.5 to 0.04 from 2010 to 2017. But 
overall, the trends maintain a steady incline or 
decline for most member states with little vari-
ation across time in this regard.

Plotted against EPSR, Figure 13 shows an anal-
ogous strong correlation for EGD 8 as for EGD 
2. To put it simply, there is a strong relationship 
between the EPSR measures and the member 
state performances on EGD 8. The strongest 
performers include a group of four countries 
in particular, Denmark, Finland, Netherlands 
and Sweden.  Average performers include 
countries such as Belgium, Cyprus and Esto-
nia. Poor performers on this EGD are primarily 
based in Eastern Europe including Bulgaria, 
Croatia, Romania and Hungary. The correlation 
is therefore strong, including when considered 
geographically. Looking in more depth at the 
correlation between the individual measures 
of EPSR and EGD 8, we note that themes one 
and three demonstrate strong relationships 
whilst the second theme of fair working condi-
tions has a notably weaker relationship.
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A deeper look into the relationship between 
the EPSR and the EGD shows ample variation 
between those countries that are performing 
well and those who are relatively lagging on 
key targets. We can conclude that to under-
stand the potential of Europe’s overall perfor-
mance on achieving a sustainable transition a 
comprehensive analysis of member state per-
formance on each thematic area is necessary. 
Assumptions on which countries are perform-
ing well and those that are not have both been 
dispelled and reinforced throughout our anal-
ysis. In both cases, the relationship with the 

EPSR social justice measures, summarised 
in Table 3, elucidates on the complexities in-
volved in understanding whether a country is 
performing well or badly. To achieve the core 
targets of any given EGD, another factor to 
be considered is whether these actions bol-
ster or hinder social justice. For sustainable 
outcomes, it is evident that improving both on 
core targets for EGD themes and social jus-
tice should be an explicit goal of all policy ac-
tions in this area. With this in mind, we move 
on to detail the primary recommendations that 
emerged from this analysis.

FIGURE 13: Rank percentile scores of EU member states for the three European Pillar of Social 
Rights themes vs European Green Deal action area 8 on ‘zero-pollution, toxic-free environments’. 
High scores indicate high performance and vice versa. The horizontal and vertical lines show where the 
average is for each score, making visualisation easier. The other line indicates if there is a close relationship 
(if going up from left to right) or vice versa.
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Table 3 Correlations between European Green Deal and European Pillar of Social Rights 
themes: Green squares indicate a strong positive correlation (R2), yellow indicates  
a weak/moderate correlation, red indicates no correlation

1 2 3 4 5 6

European
Green Deal

Increasing
climate

ambition

Clean,  
affordable, 
and secure 

energy

Industry for 
a clean and 

circular  
economy

Energy and 
resource 
efficient 
buildings

Sustainable 
and smart 
mobility

Farm  
to fork

European
Green Deal 1

1
Increasing

climate
ambition

0.00 1

2

Clean,  
affordable,  
and secure 

energy
0.74 0.00 1

3

Industry for  
a clean and  

circular  
economy

0.41 0.05 0.34 1

4

Energy  
and resource  

efficient 
buildings

0.19 0.00 0.11 0.08 1

5
Sustainable 
and smart  
mobility

0.37 0.12 0.26 0.09 0.16 1

6 Farm  
to fork 0.43 0.00 0.36 0.09 0.01 0.09 1

7

Biodiversity  
and ecosystems  

(excluding  
marine)

0.02 0.04 0.00 0.02 0.09 0.00 0.13

Biodiversity  
and ecosystems  

(including  
marine)

0.01 0.01 0.00 0.02 0.08 0.04 0.11

8
Zero pollution, 

toxic free
environments

0.16 0.14 0.33 0.28 0.02 0.00 0.00

European Pillar  
of Social Rights 0.51 0.07 0.53 0.20 0.09 0.15 0.14

1

Equal  
opportunities  
and access to  

the labour market
0.47 0.01 0.66 0.19 0.09 0.17 0.23

2 Fair working
conditions 0.41 0.02 0.30 0.14 0.08 0.33 0.15

3
Social  

protection  
and inclusion

0.37 0.16 0.39 0.19 0.02 0.01 0.06
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7 8
European 

Pillar  
of Social 

Rights

1 2 3
Biodiversity  

and  
ecosystems  
(excluding  

marine)

Biodiversity  
and  

ecosystems  
(including  
marine)

Zero  
pollution, 
toxic free

environments

Equal  
opportunities  
and access to  

the labour 
market

Fair working
conditions

Social  
protection  

and inclusion

European
Green Deal

1
Increasing

climate
ambition

2

Clean,  
affordable,  
and secure 

energy

3

Industry for  
a clean and  

circular  
economy

4

Energy  
and resource  

efficient 
buildings

5
Sustainable 
and smart  
mobility

6 Farm  
to fork

7

Biodiversity  
and ecosystems  

(excluding  
marine)

1

Biodiversity  
and ecosystems  

(including  
marine)

0.56 1

8
Zero pollution, 

toxic free
environments

0.13 0.18 1

European Pillar  
of Social Rights 0.02 0.04 0.33 1

1

Equal  
opportunities  
and access to  

the labour market

0.00 0.01 0.23 0.80 1

2 Fair working
conditions 0.00 0.06 0.11 0.67 0.42 1

3
Social  

protection  
and inclusion

0.04 0.00 0.39 0.75 0.54 0.28 1
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Our overall aim was to explore whether the 
EU can lead on delivering a just transition. 
Our conclusion is that this is possible if pol-
icy actions are taken in a way that is recog-
nisant of (1) the varying needs of all member 
states and (2) the full gamut of social justice 
commitments. The application of EPSR key in-
dicators to the eight action areas of the EGD 
has provided multiple data-driven observa-
tions based upon EU individual member state 
performances. It shows the value of relative 
analyses for understanding where policy ac-
tions should be targeted geographically in the 
EU to improve EGD outcomes in a way that 
considers trends in social justice indicators. 
We detail firstly the overall recommendations 
that emerge from our analysis for ensuring 
that the EGD can better inspire just transition 
in Europe. Each action area of the EGD is then 
considered in relation to the analysis set out 
above. Policy recommendations are briefly 
outlined for each EGD. We then conclude with 
recommendations for future applications and 
further research.

5.1 Overall recommendations  
  for a Green Deal inspired 

      just transition in Europe
The EGD should be designed to further the 
objectives of just transition. We identified in 
the introduction that the current iteration of just 
transition in the EGD is overly focused on the 
energy transition away from fossil fuels without 
considering the broader implications involved 
in achieving a just transition in Europe. The 
second part of our definition went on to elab-
orate that a just transition should be one that 
is ‘disrupting, reconfiguring and usurping the 
prevailing carbon intensive global top-down 
regime with one that places social justice at 
the heart of a new sustainable, inclusive and 
green bottom-up community driven future’. 
The wider remit of the EPSR key indicators for 

social justice offers a step forward to respond-
ing to these objectives of just transition. We 
reflect below on four key overall recommenda-
tions that result from applying the EPSR key 
indicators to the action areas of the EGD.

5.1.1 Justice is more than
          citizen inclusion

A wider narrative on justice is 
necessary in the Green Deal. 
The European Pillar of Social Rights measures 
and key indicators are one small step in a more 
progressive direction. Alternative frameworks 
of justice should also be addressed in future. 
There is a tendency in European policymak-
ing to oversimplify social justice, narrowing it 
down to the requirement that local citizens be 
included in key decisions on the transition, in 
part the basis for the wider Green Deal phras-
ing of ‘leaving no one behind’. Inclusion is in-
deed an integral principle. But it should also 
be combined with other areas of concern such 
as social protection, fair working conditions 
and equal opportunities and access to the la-
bour market. This wider perspective of social 
justice opens a more critical and meaningful 
approach to just transition in Europe. It offers 
moreover a framework for examining the ex-
tent to which policy actions on the EGD are 
promoting both sustainability and justice.

5.1.2 Unleash the power  
of social justice

The individual actions of each Green Deal 
theme should explicitly consider not only their 
impact on processes and outcomes, but also 
how they can proactively improve both social 
justice and Green Deal actions. The structural 
embedding of justice within the Just Transition 
Fund has meant that social justice is too limit-
ed in application. Just transition involves more 
than solving energy issues. Justice should 

5 Recommendations
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be an integral component for understanding 
whether actions on the Green Deal theme are 
leading to sustainability or not, be it increas-
ing climate ambition, circularity and industry, 
sustainable buildings, mobility, energy, agri-
culture, managing ecosystems or biodiversity. 
Compulsory reporting from member states 
to the European Commission is urgently re-
quired in each case on the impacts of actions, 
positive or negative, on social justice as well 
as the actions taken to improve social justice. 
Member states should work closely with civil 
society in data gathering, analysis and moni-
toring performance.

5.1.3 Scrutinise real-world   
data for justice-aware  
policy action

Rhetoric and ambitious targets need to be re-
placed with more systematic analyses of re-
al-world data and trends. This is even more 
important with the increased prevalence of 
debilitating crises or exogenous shocks such 
as climatic events, pandemics, conflict and 
terrorism. An ability to react, and proactively 
formulate effective strategies, is predicated on 
accessing reliable information. Transparent, 
accountable, and publicly accessible indica-
tors and data on each area of the Green Deal 
must be a priority. The dearth of up-to-date 
open access data in relation to each EGD is 
severely hampering efforts for it to be under-
stood, recorded and reframed. This is leading 
to a narrowing of the Green Deal agendas in 
both scope and application, often based upon 
scant existing data, or even worse, loose-
ly based assumptions. The structural flaw in 
the EGD programme means that social jus-
tice indicators are too often overlooked. The 
EPSR key indicators offer an initial and interim 
solution.  But this needs to be combined with 
a similar attempt for the EGD programme of 
action areas.

5.1.4 Territories of ‘relative 
need’ rather than ‘fossil 
fuels’

Green Deal policy actions and associated 
funding should target all geographical areas 
where need is relatively more urgent. There 
should be recognition that such need will 
change over time. The term ‘territories’ is used 
by the EU’s Just Transition Fund which refers 
to ‘carbon-intensive’ regions. The widespread 
nature of the Green Deal action areas mean 
that such a narrow view of ‘need’ is unhelpful. 
Some member states lead on certain issues, 
whilst others lag. Then the picture is reversed 
on another topic. This is even more pronounced 
when the social justice principles of EPSR are 
integrated into an analysis. A wider apprecia-
tion of need is therefore urgently required, one 
that does not limit just transition to the need 
to level up areas of fossil fuel extraction. Poli-
cy actions are equally applicable in  territories 
of member states who are lagging on the full 
range of social justice and Green  Deal issues. 
The terms of application to the Just Transition 
Fund should be expanded.

5.2 Recommendations on 
       the European Green Deal 
   action areas
We set out the section below to clearly indicate 
firstly what the overall message is for perfor-
mance improvements to be achieved across 
each of the EGD action areas. Due to word 
limitations, we do not specify detailed actions 
in each regard as these will differ depending 
on the member states in question. We employ 
words such as ‘commitments’ or ‘policy ac-
tion’ in the sense to encourage legislative or 
voluntary measures to be considered. Future 
research in this area should seek therefore to 
specify how best to evaluate and implement 
actions within member states. The second 
component of our recommendations involves 
reflecting explicitly on which member states to 
focus attention on. In line with our overall rec-
ommendations section, more explicit thinking 
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is recommended to identify which member 
states need support. In this way, we aim to 
encourage a systematic rejection of lazy as-
sumptions or oversimplifications with regards 
to where support or action is most urgently 
needed.

 5.2.1 EGD 1: Reconnecting climate 
           ambition with justice

This scientific urgency to improve climate per-
formance among member states must not be 
used to avoid improving social justice. This is 
a view also put forward in existing research by, 
for example Pianta and Lucchese (2020). To 
increase climate ambition must also include 
clear commitments towards increasing fair 
working conditions, improving social protec-
tion and inclusion as well as delivering more 
opportunities on an equal basis to access 
the labour market. Our results suggest that 
member states should be urged to report on 
an annual basis what measures they have 
undertaken to make such commitments. With-
out this, there is a real danger that short-term 
progress is replaced by long-term structural 
issues that may endanger the improvements 
being made. The countries with the most im-
proved performance including Lithuania, Ro-
mania and Latvia for example, may interpret 
these initial gains as resulting despite of their 
commitments to social justice. In the short-
term, such arguments could prevail. But long-
term, the structural imbalances in social pro-
tection and labour market may disrupt their 
progress. We also recommend more practical 
measures to help the larger economies such 
as the Netherlands or Austria make more 
progress. Commitments to improving social 
justice should be more explicitly tied to am-
bitious climate targets, thereby creating more 
positive reinforcements in policy actions. The 
European semester, for example, is a process 
through which this can be ensured or at least 
improved.

5.2.2  EGD 2: Building further on the 
 European energy sector’s push 
 for social justice

The energy sector has emerged in our data as 
a relative leader in connecting social justice 
concerns with real-world improvements in re-
newable energy increases, supporting house-
holds and supplying greater energy consump-
tion. This finding contradicts much of existing 
literature that is populated with negative ex-
amples of ignoring social inclusion (Bouza-
rovski, Thomson and Cornelis, 2021), devel-
oping worse working conditions (Bauknecht, 
Andersen and Dunne, 2020), or having neg-
ative impacts on labour markets (Barbieri and 
Cutuli, 2016). The data does not support this. 
The authors of this report are not too surprised 
by this finding given the increased awareness 
of more inclusive energy developing process-
es in the EU and the positive labour market 
impacts from greater renewable energy de-
ployment. In relative terms to other EGD ac-
tion areas, the energy sector demonstrates 
the strength of positive reinforcement in pro-
moting and improving social justice with con-
crete EGD targets. The focus for policy action 
should be tailored, firstly, for outlier nations 
where either social justice has been promoted 
but not clean, affordable and secure energy or 
vice versa such as Latvia, Portugal and Croa-
tia. More generally, support is urgently needed 
among the relatively low performing nations 
that include Poland and Hungary, but also 
countries such as Spain, Greece, Bulgaria or 
Lithuania. We recommend therefore a more 
systematically targeted set of actions not only 
in fossil fuel geographical regions.

5.2.3 EGD 3: Sharing best practice 
          in circularity and industry

Circular economy has an intimate link with 
social justice (Härri, Levänen and Koistinen, 
2020; Sulich and Sołoducho-Pelc, 2021). This 
is both the case in terms of our data as well as 
from a more abstract perspective. The desire 
to ensure the sustainability of industrial supply 
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chains and waste practices appears relative-
ly embedded within a similar commitment to 
improving social justice. Touching upon under-
lying data, larger and more well-established 
modern industrial sectors in member states 
such as Germany, France or the Netherlands 
seem to encourage and maintain positive rel-
ative performance on the EPSR social justice 
measures. We recommend best practice shar-
ing as a practical route for improving the per-
formance of lagging nations, especially where 
social justice measures appear least impres-
sive, such as Bulgaria, Greece, Italy or Spain. 
From this perspective, policy actions should 
seek to expose the worst performing nations 
on circular economy to the dual reinforcing 
positivity of embracing modern industrial sec-
tors that promote circularity alongside social 
protection, better working conditions and fair-
er labour markets. Unlike EGD 2, we recog-
nise the picture is more mixed. Performance 
appears to vary greatly across time, and the 
multiplicity of sector-based data means that 
further research should investigate the sec-
tor-by-sector nuances involved in promoting 
circularity and social justice.

5.2.4 EGD 4: Moving buildings 
          up the EGD policy agenda

It is time to take buildings seriously. The lack 
of consistency in placing energy and resource 
efficient buildings as an equally important 
EGD action area means that this important 
stand-alone factor in achieving sustainability 
in Europe is becoming subsumed into broad-
er energy priorities (Krämer, 2020; Bongardt 
and Torres, 2022). The fact that the European 
Commission published Eurostat data on EGD 
action areas without considering the specific 
importance of buildings is a demonstration 
of its declining importance in the overall EGD 
agenda. This needs to change. In addition to 
placing buildings higher up the agenda, our 
exploratory investigation revealed surprising 
groupings of countries that confounded ex-
pectations. Sweden and Finland, alongside 
Spain, Portugal and Italy for example were all 

found to be relatively poor performers in this 
EGD. Existing literature points to the markedly 
slow uptake of near zero energy buildings as 
a priority issue within southern Europe (Wang 
et al., 2017; Picard et al., 2020). We refute this 
conclusion. Policy action is required in and be-
yond southern Europe. The lack of correlation 
between the EPSR measures and this EGD 
mean that any firm conclusion towards pursu-
ing a dual rights-buildings approach would be 
misleading. Further research is recommend-
ed. As this is a less well established EGD and 
policy area, we recognise that our findings are 
only indicative at this the stage.

5.2.5 EGD 5: Measures on social 
          protection and inclusion needed  

for smarter mobility?

Policy actions in this field of sustainable and 
smart mobility should target an expansion of 
some well- established successes in only a 
few countries, in line with existing research 
(Horta, 2020; Schwanen, 2021). There is a no-
table clustering of high achievers in both so-
cial rights scores and across the three individ-
ual indicators of freight transport, passenger 
transport and zero emission vehicles. A com-
bination of some Baltic states rising quickly 
and stable industry leaders such as Denmark 
offers a foundation to build policy actions 
upon. Like EGD 3, sharing best practice is cer-
tainly an option for expanding their success. 
Our data points to the growing urgency of en-
suring that this success is maintained. The 
lack of correlation between social protection 
and inclusion measures of the EPSR and the 
performance in this EGD action area provides 
some initial indications that the connection be-
tween social justice measures and EGD 5 may 
be weaker than what it first appears. We of 
course do not conclude that social protection 
and inclusion measures within the sustainable 
mobility sector is lacking from this data. Our 
focus at this point is to rather point towards a 
trend of disconnection between sustainable 
mobility and social protection indicators for 
the best performing states. We would therefore 
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suggest that expanding the success of the few 
high performing nations with an increased fo-
cus on social protection and inclusion policies 
would be advantageous as a starting point.

5.2.6  EGD 6: Farm to fork should be  
more than empowering citizens

The farm to fork EGD strategy has a broad re-
mit including food loss and waste prevention, 
sustainable food production and consump-
tion, and food processing and distribution. We 
encourage the further development of these 
themes which have become dominated by or-
ganic farming and consumer rights in its early 
years. We support the Commission’s efforts 
to avoid a narrowing of these action areas to 
these issues. Farm to fork in its very essence 
means analysing the broadest remit possi-
ble around making agriculture sustainable. 
Our leading recommendation for this EGD 
is to systematically increase the agendas in-
volved in exploring this theme. For this report, 
and due to the limitations of existing data, we 
added to organic farming the broader issue of 
food insecurity among the adult population, 
government expenditure on agriculture, large-
scale food producers and the productivity of 
small-scale food producers. In doing so, farm 
to fork becomes an action area that is relevant 
to more member states. Our initial observa-
tion on existing data also raises the prospect 
that the connection between social justice ar-
guments and farm to fork remains implicit at 
best, with some interesting emerging group-
ings of member states. Its 2022 published (on 
the farm to fork EGD website) timeline shows 
a narrow view of justice as being mainly about 
empowering citizens. There is much work to 
do if farm to fork is to be understood compre-
hensively as a key promoter of social justice 
values, and if positive impact of these values 
on sustainable agricultural outputs, as attest-
ed in Swedish practitioner perspectives for 
example (Eliasson et al., 2022) is to be rec-
ognised. The recent surge in better defining 
farm to fork should broaden its remit through 
integrating a wider social justice goal in its 

timeline of key actions, beyond empowering 
the citizen.

5.2.7 EGD 7: More radical thinking 
 needed in biodiversity and 
  ecosystems management

The structural trends in biodiversity and eco-
systems management need urgent attention 
from European policymakers. It is clear from 
our data that the best performing nations are 
almost all exclusively smaller or less wealthy 
nations. The high performance from most 
eastern and central European states in rel-
ative terms reflect some beneficial policy 
practices, but more uncomfortably structural 
observations of areas that are yet to be de-
veloped. This is both acute in marine and ter-
restrial protected areas. With current trends, 
we conclude that there is an inbuilt logic to 
current practices that will lead to further Eu-
ropean wide degradation. All the EGD areas 
considered, this appears as the least well 
performing. The complete disconnect with a 
broader social justice commitment and pos-
itive performance in this EGD action area is 
also worthy of note. As more radical options 
towards better biodiversity and ecosystems 
management are considered, we recommend 
that social justice is built in, beyond simply 
how such areas are managed. We would en-
courage greater reflection on, for example, 
working conditions and the shifting labour 
market, as supported in a relevant commen-
tary piece (Mubareka et al., 2022). Existing 
research (Cortina-Segarra et al., 2021) in this 
area tends to see social justice as a matter 
of including affected stakeholders and their 
views. A wider viewpoint on this would be 
beneficial if radical approaches to such man-
agement processes are to be optimally de-
veloped and enacted. Sectoral analyses are 
not our focus in this report, and more detailed 
reflection and analysis is needed on these 
points.
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5.2.8  EGD 8: Safe environments  
could benefit from a more 

 regional approach

Environmental safety is frequently understood 
within the prism of risk and protection, with-
out the explicit consideration of its connection 
with social justice (Rodríguez-Espinosa et al., 
2021). We do not claim to have investigated the 
statistical significance of this relationship. But 
rather, our analysis would suggest that there 
is a geographical observed correlation with 
those nations that perform well on the EPSR 
measures and those that have performed best 
during the study period on maintaining zero 
pollution and toxic free environments. Due 
to data availability, the authors recognise the 
limited scope offered by the two existing indi-
cators that were available on national expen-
diture on environmental protection and years 
lost due to PM 2.5 exposure. Policy actions 
in this field should nevertheless be targeted 
towards geographical regions such as East-
ern Europe and the southern Baltic states. 
A regional approach to building a culture of 
safe environments may be advantageous. 
The strong correlation with social justice per-
formance would also suggest that connect-
ing such a culture to one that promotes the 
broader social justice remit could also help to 
achieve better outcomes. We conclude these 
recommendations also with an indication that 
further research is needed to categorically 
prove such a connection.

5.3 Further applications 
      and future development

This report aimed to explore the potential for 
developing a quantitative model that could be 
the basis for understanding social justice out-
comes and processes within the EGD frame-
work. The EPSR key indicators offered an ini-
tial step at proving this concept. The research 
in this study is based on secondary data from a 
historical perspective. Future research should 
develop a more tailored just transition model 
for real- time data analysis. This may involve 

existing commercial data or new data collect-
ed at a member state level. If possible, the re-
sulting analysis should be made public. Real 
time data analysis, complemented with histor-
ical analysis, would allow for civil society and 
the public to hold policymakers to account on 
their actions on just transition We briefly detail 
each in turn and welcome further discussion 
from any interested parties.

5.3.1 Open access data-driven policy 
          recommendations

Open access data is a rich and valuable re-
source when handled correctly but is currently 
underutilised. Many commercial companies 
repackage open access data and charge for 
access, marketing it towards researchers and 
students under the guise of something unique. 
We wish to instead encourage the use of open 
access data from source, to improve the ro-
bustness of empirical research and, ultimate-
ly, the quality of policy recommendations. We 
have generated unique data-derived observa-
tions, which offered insight into the eight ac-
tion areas of the EGD. This in turn allowed us 
to develop robust, relevant and highly reliable 
recommendations for improving policy in each 
of the areas in line with social justice principles. 

Future work in this area should seek to build 
further cross-national sources of data in both 
the action areas outlined in each EGD as well 
as the EPSR key indicators or alternative so-
cial justice indicators. The development of new 
datasets is crucial for the further elaboration of 
this model. The impact of recent shocks and 
crises, for example, such as the Covid-19 pan-
demic, climatic events and the war in Ukraine 
will need to be incorporated in future analyses. 
Existing data sources could be repurposed to 
build relevant indicators for both the EGD and 
social justice. Ideally, the systematic collection 
of national level data should be better financed 
with European assistance. We encourage any 
data sources that are developed to be open 
access in nature. The public facing content of 
these topics mean that easily accessible data 
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is not only important for researchers but also 
concerned citizens.

5.3.2  Development of a Just Transition 
          model through real-time data

We see this project as a first opportunity to 
develop a new model resulting from the work 
completed. This was an opportunity to identi-
fy the key characteristics and the potential of 
what we are calling, at this early stage, the ‘Just 
Transition’ model. We see this as an approach 
to just transition where existing data-driven 
initiatives on social justice are interwoven into 
core multinational or national strategies, there-
by leading to more robust social justice con-
cerns being considered. We acknowledge and  
will promote our collaboration with SOLIDAR 
in subsequent publications using this method, 
as well as look for more concrete opportuni-
ties to collaborate in funded research. We see 
this as the beginning of a collaboration rather 
than a limited package of developing this pub-
lication only. We therefore call on any other in-
terested parties to get in touch to support or 
be involved in developing such a model.
 

5.3.3  Future open access visualisations

The authors will utilise visual analytics plat-
forms to create visualisations that have been 
generated for the report and more, including 
maps, scatterplots and other visualisation 
formats. Going forward, we propose creating 
and publishing interactive visualisations of 
this quantitative EDG/EPSR themes analy-
sis using public hosting services. The public 
would be able to access the interactive visu-
alisation and focus on, for example, a particu-
lar member state or indicator of interest. This 
would be a valuable method of knowledge ex-
change and increasing accessibility to data. 
This would of course be additional work to that 
proposed here. We would be willing to explore 
such applications with potential funders.
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The European Green Deal (EGD), the EU’s strategy to reach climate neutrality by 2050, 
is meant to be guided by the principles and rights of the European Pillar of Social Rights 
(EPSR). However, the social dimension of the European Green Deal is not sufficiently taken 
into account nor developed. How can we ensure better integration between the EGD and the 
EPSR?

SOLIDAR and the Erasmus University Rotterdam are happy to contribute to the debate on 
bringing the social, climate and environmental agendas closer together with a publication on 
Just Transition covering the 8 key areas of the EGD and the three Chapters of the EPSR. The 
publication is co-authored by Darren McCauley and Kerry Andrea Pettigrew.
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