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ENABLING POSITIVE TIPPING POINTS TOWARDS CLEAN-
ENERGY TRANSITIONS IN COAL AND CARBON 
INTENSIVE REGIONS

www.tipping-plus.eu/

J. David Tàbara, P.I.

Key scientific-policy challenge:

To improve our social-transdisciplinary scientific understanding on 

how to accelerate deliberate systemic / transformative change in Coal and Carbon Intensive Regions

Key concept: positive social-ecological tipping points

A relatively small additional action or policy intervention that at one moment triggers a deliberate, large and self-propelling process 

of positive qualitative  change in a given social-ecological system. Tipping points can be sectoral (e.g., by adopting clean energy 

mobility, but without major changes in power structures or worldviews) or full-systems tipping points (entailing also cross-scale 

changes in individual behaviours, economic organisations, power arrangements, knowledge systems, social-ecological interactions 

and cultural values and identities).



SOCIAL-ECOLOGICAL TIPPING POINTS (SETPs)

• Positive SETPs can be deliberately induced by 

transformative visions and narratives oriented to build 

endogenous capacities and conditions for the 

emergence of place-based systems of solutions and 

strategies.

• There is an urgent need to move from ‘carbon 

neutral’ (=0) or less-harm strategies (<0) to net 

positive ones (>0), focusing on place-based 

regenerative sustainability strategies fostering virtuous 

learning feedbacks between many social and ecological 

systems and across multiple scales of action. 

• Many of these transformative approaches can already 

be implemented right now. They make sense in 

economic (efficiency), social (justice) and ecological 

(health), even without climate change. A key aspect is 

to remove the existing perverse incentives in fossil fuels 

and institutional barriers for change. 

Adapted from: Tàbara, 
Frantzeskaki, et al.  2018. 
Positive tipping points in 
a rapidly warming world.  
COSUST, 31: 120-129



SOME EMERGING MESSAGES

• In principle, many positive tipping points towards qualitative structural change in Coal and Carbon Intensive Regions

are possible - and urgently needed!: They may also be achieved incrementally, e.g., by creating synergies between many

tipping-oriented interventions in & across different domains, scales, sectors and systems.

• Equity is both a key driver and outcome of positive tipping points: however, equity is multi-dimensional and we need to

consider multiple understandings and dimensions of it (e.g., intra- and inter-generational, as well as interspecies/non-

anthropocentric visions of equity). Need to go beyond economic compensation or traditional notions of distributional, recognition

and procedural equity, to embrace also more transformative and social-ecological systemic notions of equity.

• Providing clear and coherent narratives towards clean energy transitions / sustainability systems’ transformations is

fundamental, but not enough. Research focus and policy interventions must also focus on understanding how to build

transformative structural conditions now and to provide early social, economic and ecological benefits for the new before

destroying the old.

All this entails a major public 

communication challenge! 

Demolition of the Coal power 
plant, Andorra, Teruel, Spain 
13th May 2022
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TIPPING+ (2020 – 2023)
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Biogas Initiative with 

carbon offset for 

Agriculture 

in Indonesia

(2021 – 2022)

Land-use based 

mitigation for resilient 

climate pathways

(2020 – 2024)
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TRACER: STAKEHOLDER INVOLVEMENT

● Progress towards a common vision for 
transition and a narrowing of future priorities

● Shifts in stakeholders' attitudes, increased 
trust, reduced skepticism

● Increasing awareness through intensive 
information exchange, and establishing main 
areas of interest

● Community building and networking

● Interactive vs. just informative

● Danger of mobilisation toll/consultation fatigue
www.tracer-h2020.eu

http://www.tracer-h2020.eu/


TRACER: NEW OPPORTUNITIES 

Best practice example in Lusatia, Germany: 

● Photovoltaics in combination with agricultural use

○ Grazing of sheep 

○ Cropping between the module rows

● First field trials established with Szechuan pepper 

and lavender

www.tracer-h2020.eu

http://www.tracer-h2020.eu/


TRACER: LANDSCAPE DIMENSION 

● Multiple options for using post-mining land are 
competing and very often conflicting: biomass 
production vs. nature conservation or 
recreational use; early net income vs. long-term 
ecosystem stability

● Stakeholder interests and social acceptance 
should be taken into account 

● From the ecological point of view restoring 
biological systems is a long-term process taking 
several decades

www.tracer-h2020.eu

http://www.tracer-h2020.eu/


Lukas Hermwille

CINTRAN coordinator, Wuppertal Institut



CINTRAN: Focus on Injustices

“Justice” is elusive, but injustices 

are tangible!

Regime destabilisation

(transition process) 

Niche acceleration

(new system) 

Regime optimisation

(old system) 

Source: Kanger & Sovacool 2022

“Fist raised high” by Raul Villalon CC BY-NC-ND 2.0

https://www.flickr.com/photos/raulvillalon/7184799149



Old System Injustices

● Environmental Damage

● Social Injustices 

● Economic Injustice

Source: Vrontisi et al. (forthcoming) based on Eurostat



New System Injustices: 

Allocating Opportunities

● Hopeful narratives abound in all regions

● Participation and bottom-up decision 
making to make sure that a new vision 
is collectively developed and decisions 
about the future of the region are taken 
openly and transparently.

● Working with “regional identity”:
Become a region of doers and makers 
instead of a region of lamenters. 

Photo: Lukas Hermwille
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ENTRANCES: 

Objectives, Challenges and Coping Strategies

- To develop a theoretically-based and empirically-grounded 

understanding of cross-cutting issues related to social and 

human aspects of energy transition in 13 carbon intensive 

regions.

- To provide a set of policy and practical recommendations 

on best governance strategies and policy mixes for tackling 

these issues.

A comprensive and 
detailed knowledge 
of social aspects of 
energy transition

A better 
understanding 
of challenges, 

Coping 

Strategies,

Policy and 

Practical
recomendatio
ns. 

A 
common 
vission on 
the 
societal 
implication 
& 
opportuniti
es.

Specific objectives



ENTRANCES

Key messages for Energy Transitions (I)

• The analysis of challenges and coping strategies requires a multidimensional approach with gender as a cross-cutting dimension. 

Transitions are perceived as highly economic processes with no relation to gender and how it is reflected in plans and strategies.

• Women remain underrepresented in decision-making in both public and private institutions, with 2 interconnected facets: 

• nominal parity in decision-making positions across the political sphere remains difficult to achieve. 

• representation of women’s interest and expertise on the energy-gender nexus is limited. 

• Driving the transition to clean energy needs a Co-creation contexts to make easy empowering citizens and supporting social 

innovation in regions.

• The increasing price of energy derived from the war in Ukraine, will make 

easy both the environmental commitments, and the social awareness 

for creating energy communities.

• There is a big ambiguity between projected solutions in the regions and 

sustainable solutions.

• A change in the governance system and a new regulation is urgent in 

order to involve community energy platforms.



• In each of the regions a smaller territory with a “coal and carbon” identity might be singled out. The “coal and carbon 

territories” are those more exposed to alterations or disorganisation processes in the transition context.

• The vulnerabilisation of these territories is not a direct consequence of the energy transition but is a long-lasting process rooted 

in globalisation and the relative loss of power of the states.

• The coal and carbon territories have an organisation reliant and often dependent on state interventions.

ENTRANCES

Key messages for Energy Transitions (II)

• While energy transition paths are under development at the EU and 

Regional levels, the «territorial transition» path of the coal and 

carbon territories is not clear yet. 

• Despite all, the research has also shown that the communities have 

a high sense of territorial attachment and resilience capacity. 

• There is an urgent need to identify in which way the energy 

transition might trigger or foster effective “territory-making 

strategies”.



Q&A


