I/L: An energy transition would cause global power competition and power shifts.
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In addition to the threats arising from an energy transition that is both too slow and highly unequal, the transition itself leads to multiple security challenges. Concerning potential domestic risks, particular attention should be paid to the following two aspects. First, the path towards net zero could destabilize countries that heavily rely on the income from fossil fuels. Accounting for more than 90 percent of revenues in states like Iraq or Kuwait, the hydrocarbon industry constitutes the backbone of these countries’ economic and social models. As the social contract in petro-states is based on compensating for citizens’ lack of representation with pay-outs from fossil fuel revenues, a declining income from hydrocarbons could lead to fractures in society and political instability. Adapting to the new socioeconomic realities and diversifying the economy comes with huge challenges for all fossil fuel states. Yet, the countries that are most at risk are those with high production costs, low fiscal space, and high political fragility – states like Nigeria, Chad, and Iraq. Second, while the green energy transition offers huge opportunities for those states that are rich in renewable energy or in metals and minerals needed for green technologies, the surging demand for these resources also comes with challenges. Since raw materials such as lithium, cobalt, and rare-earth elements are strongly concentrated in countries with weak governance structures and high levels of fragility, rising competition over the control of green economy resources risks to fuel conflicts, to foster corruption, and to increase inequality and democratic deficits. In addition to these threats, there are significant concerns about severe human rights abuses and environmental degradation in the mining industry. Energized Rivalry Besides the potential for increasing state fragility, the path towards decarbonization is accompanied by significant power shifts and changes in trade patterns between states. The energy transition has thus also profound implications for the relationship between states. One example is the rising competition for leadership in the green economy. Given that low carbon technology constitutes a key factor for countries’ future prosperity, it has been described by some analysts as the “geo-economic battleground of the future.” As the role of clean energy technologies for global power competition is rising, so are the West’s concerns about the leading position of China in this field. For instance, the current US climate envoy John Kerry warned in 2019 “that it would be folly to replace a world order too dependent on Middle Eastern oil with one that’s too dependent on Chinese technology.” 
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