
Executive Summary:  

Building New Alliances –  
Seizing Opportunities –  
Raising Climate Ambitions
in the new energy world of renewables

The energy sector, as a key action area for 
climate change mitigation, is moving rapidly 
towards renewable and climate-friendly 
energy sources, with investments in renewable 
energies continuing to skyrocket on a global scale for 
many reasons other than climate change.

The social and economic co-benefits of climate change 
mitigation have become key drivers of the global 
transition towards the new renewable energy world. 
These developments correspond to an observable 
paradigm shift – from ‘burden sharing’ to an 
increasing degree of ‘opportunity sharing’ – a 
shift that was reflected in the 2015 Paris Climate 
Agreement. 

The social and economic co-benefits of climate 
change mitigation and renewable energies 
have moved from the sidelines to the centre 
of climate- and energy-related debates on (i) 
secure and affordable power for all; (ii) mitigating 
conflicts over scarce resources such as water; (iii) 
promoting the national economy, local businesses, and 
jobs; (iv) increasing people’s health and wellbeing; (v) 
unburdening governments and freeing resources; and 
(vi) empowering local communities and citizens  
(figure 1). 

Despite the fact that the global transformation toward 
renewable energies is likely to be irreversible in the long 
run, investments in fossil fuel-based energy 
systems still present a serious threat to the 
global climate. A number of countries are 

experiencing sharply increasing demand for energy and 
will make important and far-reaching decisions in the 
energy sector. The expansions of coal-fired power 
plants currently planned in these countries entail path 
dependencies that could persist for decades. Given the 
already identified climatic tipping points and the need 
to accelerate the global transformation of 
energy systems, such path dependencies should be 
avoided by all means.

We argue that the urgency of bold and timely climate 
action coupled with the social and economic 
opportunities of renewable energies mean that the co-
benefits of climate change mitigation will 
have to be mobilised further to accelerate 
the global transition towards renewable 
energies and help limit the dangerous consequences 
of global warming. We understand the co-benefit 
approach in climate policy as the extension of norm-
driven action by interest-focused action and of legal 
requirements by other forms of action based on 
voluntary participation. With this in mind, we elaborate 
an interest-focused approach to mobilising co-benefits 
and argue that co-benefit assessments can be important 
drivers of ambitious and effective climate policy.

We argue that focusing on tangible, near-term benefits 
for specific actors and interest groups contributes to 
building strong alliances for ambitious and 
progressive climate and renewable energy 
policy and action; and helps to overcome long-
lasting political deadlocks – particularly between 
environmental, economic, and industrial policies.
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Figure 1: Mobilising 
interest-focused  
co-benefits of climate 
change mitigation:  
key performance  
categories

Source: own figure
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The interest-focused co-benefits of climate 
change mitigation represent the positive net 
effects of policies and actions beyond those directly 
related to climate change and global warming processes 
(such as greenhouse gas emissions reduction) with the 
following five key attributes: they are identifiable, timely, 
attributable, opportunity-oriented, and defined from 
the perspective of specific interest groups. A strategic 
and impact-oriented approach to co-benefits to 
support ambitious, effective, and timely climate action 
should be guided along these lines.

In this paper we propose ways forward to mobilise the 
social and economic co-benefits of climate change 
mitigation and renewable energies in particular, 
through an explicit, strategic use of the interest-focused 
co-benefits approach to climate policy. We conclude 

that interest-focused co-benefit assessments are 
essential to the effective implementation and 
ambitious reformulation of the nationally 
determined contributions (NDC) to climate 
change mitigation outlined in the Paris Climate 
Agreement. In order to seize the identified 
opportunities, potential social and economic co-
benefits need to be considered in tandem 
with enabling political environments, such as 
investment incentives or social policy. The reference to 
specific interests is what makes the multiple-benefit 
approach attractive not only for climate policy but also 
for sustainable development in general. We conclude 
by arguing that co-benefit assessments related to 
climate and energy also contribute to further 
activating the United Nations’ Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG).

2

Mobilizing the co-benefits of climate change mitigation

Health and
wellbeing  
of people

Empowering
communities
and citizens

Reducing  
energy imports

and freeing  
government

resources

National  
economy,

local businesses
and jobs

Mitigating
conflicts over

scare resources
(e. g. water,  

land)


