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Impact horizon

H1	 H2	 H3

Potential scale of impact
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Certainty of outcome
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There are two schools of thought about the energy transition. One believes it is a kind of 
clean energy realpolitik, marked by the desire to gain economic advantage. 


The other is that clean energy will involve a lot less geopolitics and might help reduce conflict 
— a more utopian future. Paul Stevens, a fellow at think-tank Chatham House, subscribes to 
the latter view. “It’s like the geopolitics of carrots,” he says. “There are no geopolitics of 
carrots, and renewables are the same as carrots. You can be self-sufficient with them, and 
you don’t need to rely on somebody to keep the Strait of Hormuz open.” 


The spread of renewable energy could reduce potential conflicts by ending the dependence 
on oil-producing countries. Levers of control in the clean energy system will still exist, but will 
never be as powerful as in the fossil-fuel world, says Olafur Ragnar Grimsson, the former 
president of Iceland and chair of the Global Commission on the Geopolitics of Energy 
Transformation. “As fossil fuels gradually go out of the energy system . . . the old geopolitical 
model of power centres that dominate relations between states also goes out the window. 
Gradually the power of those states that were big players in the world of the fossil-fuel 
economies, or big corporates like the oil companies, will fritter away. Hopefully this will lead 
to a more peaceful world, where international geopolitics in energy is less of a zero-sum 
game,” he says. 


That view is reflected in Denmark’s policy: the country is a significant trader of electricity 
with neighbours, and its grid will be fully powered by renewables by 2027. During the next 
few years, as the energy transition gathers pace, the biggest resistance is likely to come from 
countries that produce fossil fuels. Many producers will keep pulling hydrocarbons out of the 
ground as long as possible. Australia is one example of how challenging the journey will be: 
the government has maintained its support for the coal industry and refused to adopt 
climate targets in line with the Paris agreement. Whatever the resistance, the green 
transition has now gathered so much momentum — with net-zero goals enshrined in law in 
many countries — that what once looked impossible now seems inevitable. Just as the 
advent of coal and oil remade the world, clean energy is set to do the same. The energy 
transition will not only cut emissions: it will redistribute power.
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