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Abstract

This special issue explores the concept of “place-based just
transitions” and its implications for both research and practice.
Energy and environmental transitions are understood as complex
and multi-dimensional processes, embedded in material, social,
spatial, and political factors. It is crucial to consider how transition
processes affect cities and regions differently, including distribution
of costs and benefits, acknowledging the diversity of actors and
interests at play, and the relations with environmental, spatial, and
social justice. A place-based perspective is particularly relevant, as
initial conditions vary greatly across territories and the mechanisms
triggered by transition policies can differ significantly can lead to
different outcomes. Given this context, several questions arise: what
approaches enable just transitions in policies and practices? How can
social and energy justice be operationalised? And how it can be
spatialised and adapted to existing systems and infrastructures? And
crucially, to what extent do local dynamics shape the social and
political outcomes of transitions? This special issue of the European
Journal of Spatial Development addresses these questions by
shedding light on the spatial and socio-political dimensions of
transitions in Southern Europe (including Greece, Italy, Portugal,
Spain, among others), namely a region that remains underexplored
in international research, despite its wealth of socially rooted
practices, hybrid governance models, and complex institutional
geographies.
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Why places matter in just transitions?

The urgent global challenge of climate change and the need to reduce carbon emissions in
energy systems have prompted various policies, investments, measures, and experiments to
support an “energy transition.” Academic interest in “transition(s)” partly stems from broader
discussions on sustainable development, which gained momentum in the late 1980s and 1990s
(Waas et al., 2011). Initially, energy system change was thought to occur mainly through the
diffusion of new renewable energy technologies. However, it became rapidly evident that
energy transition necessitates an integrated approach, able to take into account technical,
economic, spatial and social factors (Geels, 2002; Sovacool, 2016). In other words, this entails
a rethinking of how energy is produce, distributed and used, with implications for energy
systems, environmental outcomes (direct and indirect emissions), economic elements (such
as energy costs and technology), spatial settings (e.g., the location of infrastructure and the
complexity of authorization procedures) and also social impacts (such as behavioural changes,
greater user involvement, and the inclusion of marginalized groups). Such changes aim at
mitigating climate problems, ensuring energy security, and promoting inclusivity, while
emphasizing the goals set out in the 2015 Paris Agreement (UNFCCC, 2015).

In response to these challenges, the concept of a “just transition” has gained importance
in both academic and policy circles. Originating in the late 20th century from labor and
environmental movements in North America (Eisenberg, 2019), it initially addressed workers’
concerns about the advantages and disadvantages of the shift to a low-carbon economy. Over
time, the concept has expanded encompassing issues of equity, process, and recognition
(McCauley et al., 2013; Lee and Byrne, 2019), together with social innovation to meet unmet
needs (Moulaert et al., 2010; Bragaglia, 2021) often from a place-based perspective. At the EU
level, it has become an integral part of the regulations and policies guiding the European
Commission's agenda (European Commission, 2020). These policies include social justice
objectives in the energy transition through the introduction of measures such as retraining
programs, social inclusion strategies, and redistributive approaches (Newell & Mulvaney,
2013). The implementation of these measures differs depending on national decarbonization
plans. While EU and national policies show broad consensus on technical, economic, and
environmental aspects, there is growing recognition that transition is not socially neutral. The
distribution of the costs and benefits of decarbonization is uneven and may affect certain
regions and communities particularly hard. Specific groups, such as those living in energy
poverty or workers in carbon-intensive industries, are at risk of facing disproportionate costs.
These communities could lose the benefits of the transition and find themselves in economic
hardship, often due to increased energy costs for households that cannot afford the necessary
adjustments (Smiech et al., 2025) or face job losses (Jenkins et al., 2016; Heffron & McCauley,

2018).
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To make these inclusive and redistributive policies work, the local socio-spatial and
political aspects of the transition need to be considered. This has led to growing interest among
scholars in a “place-based perspective” of energy transition, which emphasizes understanding
the economic, political, cultural, and social characteristics of specific areas (Bridge et al., 2013;
Coenen, Benneworth & Truffer, 2012). This approach recognizes the diversity of regional
contexts and aims to adapt regional policies and local practices to available resources,
institutional contexts, and social dynamics (Valkenburg and Cotella, 2016). It also encourages
the active participation of local stakeholders, as described in detail in a multilevel governance
framework (Hansen & Coenen, 2015; Kivimaa et al., 2019; Tricarico, 2018). This conceptual
shift pushes the focus back to critical issues such as the distribution of costs and benefits
throughout transitions, the actors and forms involved in decision-making, and how
governance arrangements take into account multiple needs and rights.

Building on this new research agenda, we argue that the energy transition should
primarily be seen as a matter of socio-spatial justice. This requires careful examination of
solidarity, equity, and inclusion in the transformative processes (Luque-Ayala et al., 2018;
Sareen and Haarstad, 2018; Heffron, 2022). This special issue explores how a place-based just
transition can be defined, implemented in practice, and situated within specific energy
systems. By focusing on Southern Europe—a region rich in innovative practices and diverse
governance models—this issue looks at how local factors shape the social and territorial effects

of transitions, especially regarding environmental and social justice.

Between policies and practices in Southern Europe

Over the past decades, the just transition slowly become part of European policy agenda.
This change has been supported by regulatory frameworks to deal with the social and
economic impacts of climate neutrality goals (Bergamaschi, 2020). At the European level, the
adoption of the Clean Energy for All Europeans package in 2019, followed by the European
Green Deal, marked a coordinated path towards decarbonisation (Pianta & Lucchese, 2020).

In this framework, the Just Transition Mechanism (JTM), as part of the European Green
Deal, aims to address risks of uneven development, social exclusion, and labour market
disruption that might arise from decarbonisation within the EU’s climate and territorial
agendas (European Commission, 2019; European Parliament, 2021). The JTM comprises a
tripartite structure—including the Just Transition Fund, InvestEU support, and a public loan
facility—designed to mobilise both financial and technical support in regions “most affected
by the transition”, with a particular emphasis on territories with high carbon dependency or
structural vulnerabilities. In parallel, the Social Climate Fund aims to counteract the effects of
the EU Emission Trading System ETS2, which is expected to drive up energy prices and could
unevenly affect the most vulnerable households. Yet, as stated by Sabato and Vanhille (2024),

the just transition dimension in the European Green Deal implementation remains uneven

iii
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and insufficient, with a number of gaps and limitations, referring, for example, to its scope,
funding and level of coherence and comprehensiveness.

While these instruments reveal a normative shift toward greater equity in transition
strategies, their operationalisation often remains bound within a compensatory rationale
focused on mitigating the costs of industrial conversion. This approach tends to equate
territorial justice with redistribution, thereby privileging macro-regional indicators of
disadvantage and offering technocratic responses to socially embedded challenges
(Rodriguez-Pose & Bartalucci, 2023). A growing body of critical scholarship has pointed out
that such an approach risks reinforcing existing power asymmetries by prioritising already-
institutionalised actors and regions capable of absorbing and deploying policy instruments
effectively (e.g. Bouzarovski & Simcock, 2017; Barca & McCann, 2020). The prevailing
emphasis on compensatory funding may obscure the broader systemic tensions underlying
the transition, limiting the scope for more transformative and anticipatory policies.

Against this backdrop, recent research and practice show that the value of just transition
lies beyond mitigation, in creating different development models through local and socially
innovative strategies (Boeri et al., 2024). This broader interpretation calls for a reorientation
of the just transition agenda—from an ex-post mechanism of redistribution to an ex-ante
framework for guiding inclusive and participatory transformation (Filipovic et al., 2022).
Rather than limiting justice to distributive metrics or macroeconomic targets only, this
perspective also foregrounds procedural and recognitional dimensions, highlighting the role
of community agency, democratic governance, and context-sensitive forms of action (Escario-
Chust et al., 2023).

Such an orientation is particularly relevant in the Southern European context, where
spatial fragmentation, institutional asymmetries, and persistent socio-economic
vulnerabilities intersect with dense urban fabrics, ageing infrastructures, and hybrid
governance arrangements. Within these settings, the implementation of transition policies
frequently collides with material and cultural legacies, which in turn generate specific
modalities of adaptation, resistance, and experimentation.

For instance, the experience of regeneration programmes in existing urban contexts—
such as the cases of Rome and Bologna—demonstrates how environmental goals, when
reframed through inclusive governance, can catalyse broader social transformations (Calzado
2024, D’Angelo 2025, Massari et al. 2024, and Rotondo 2024a). Rather than seeing large-
scale interventions solely as tools for reducing emissions, these cases suggest that a just
transition may operate as a vector for redistributing voice and capacity, particularly in
marginalised neighbourhoods. Similarly, design-led approaches attentive to bioclimatic
conditions, embedded energy, and community resilience point to the possibility of an
expanded understanding of transition—one that considers energy not merely as a commodity,

but as a socio-spatial relation mediated through forms of care, sufficiency, and commoning.
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Moreover, collective energy actions, such as energy communities in Greece or citizen-led
cooperatives in Italy, Portugal and Spain, are fostering decentralised models of production
and governance, while also challenging technocratic narratives of transition (Massari et al.
2024, Margosi and Koukoufikis 2024, Pioletti et al. 2025, and Rotondo 2024b). These
practices are not always recognised or supported by mainstream policy instruments, yet they
reveal the importance of embedding transition pathways within everyday life, institutional
cultures, and socio-spatial configurations.

Taken together, these trajectories invite a rethinking of the place of just transition within
the European policy architecture. If seen through a local lens, just transition becomes more
than just compensation for disadvantaged regions. It implies the creation of diversified and
context-sensitive strategies that recognize territorial differences and promote systemic change
from below. In this regard, the contributions collected in this special issue offer both empirical
insight and conceptual tools for advancing a more relational and grounded understanding of
just transitions—one that is attentive to the interplay between local dynamics, spatial
configurations and broader institutional frameworks, and capable of informing a next
generation of policies that are socially embedded, spatially aware, and democratically

negotiated.

Mapping thems, approaches and case studies

As previously mentioned, the papers included in this Special Issue foster further
reflections on a context-sensitive and relational understanding of just transitions in Southern
Europe. On one hand, there is a focus on the energy rethinking of existing urban contexts
(including heat networks, energy renovation of buildings, etc) at the intersection of transition
policies, inclusive governance and urban regeneration programs, highlighting the importance
of political, social, and spatial dimensions. On the other hand, attention is drawn to collective
energy initiatives (such as energy communities, energy cooperatives, etc.) situated at the
crossroads of territorial cohesion policies, grass-roots and collective practices, and transition
policies, which raise questions of governance, economics, and politics. Finally, as a cross-
cutting issue, there is a growing concern with political discourses and public perceptions
surrounding just transition-related concepts.

From a methodological point of view, the approaches adopted range from single case
studies to comparative analyses of multiple cases in Southern European contexts. In more
than one contribution, a direct engagement approach by researchers within the case studies
investigated emerges. In other words, analysing energy transitions from a spatial perspective
often involves a research-action approach, which allows the author or authors to be directly
involved in on-site activities and exchanges with residents, organisations, and institutions. As
will emerge from the contributions, the research-action approach can be applied in various

ways. For example, the special issue will present experiences of university public engagement
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and living labs. This highlights the need to bring together multiple actors and encourage the
emergence of community needs, as well as the collection of multiple sources of knowledge to
support the co-construction of local action and the implementation of social innovations
(Bragaglia et al. 2023, 2024).

Massari et al. explore the relationship between just transition and citizen action toward
energy transition, particularly within the context of three collective energy initiatives in three
Southern European countries. It offers meaningful insights about barriers and enablers that
emerge in the promotion and implementation of energy communities in Bilbao and Bologna,
and an energy cooperative in Lisbon. The authors offer an original perspective by focusing on
communities and their interactions with institutions regarding involvement in decision-
making processes, access to information and resources, and the interpretation of energy-
related data and evidence.

Both the contributions of D’Angelo and Calzado offer insights and reflections about the
energy rethinking of consolidated urban context and large housing estate, and adopting a
single-case study approach. More specifically, Calzado’s contribution unravels the dynamic
interplay between new environmental considerations and the lifespan of housing estates
within urban regeneration programs in the Corviale neighbourhood, Rome. To achieve this, it
proposes a sociotechnical approach to study the interplay between the physical features of the
housing estate and socio-political factors at the crossroads between architecture and political
science.

From another point of view, D’Angelo’s contribution lies in exploring context-sensitive
tools and approaches in the case of the Ostiense neighbourhood, Rome, which enable the
spatial design of place-based energy transitions. To this aim, three main research actions are
proposed: the care of the existing, focusing on the existing spatial conditions and
infrastructure, the spatialisation of energy behaviours and practice; and bioclimatic design,
including an on-site training program for the transformation of public spaces

The contributions by Margosi and Koukoufikis, and Pioletti et al. offer complementary
perspectives on the development of energy communities and their potential to contribute to
energy justice and just transitions in Southern European countries. Margosi and Koukoufikis
focus on the Greek context and present the findings of a survey aimed at investigating
households’ perceptions of energy justice, their awareness of and attitudes towards energy
communities, and their willingness to participate in and invest in them. The discussion of the
results brings into focus the complex interplay between structural factors, institutional
enablers, and the discursive practices that shape these interactions.

Pioletti et al. examine the activation processes of energy communities through a
comparative policy analysis at the regional level in Italy, Spain, and Switzerland. Their
contribution places particular emphasis on spatial governance and planning, and on the role

of regional and local authorities in supporting local activation processes. The approach offers

Vi
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insights into the multi-level relationships between national regulations and instruments, the
efforts and challenges of regional implementation and coordination, and the specificities and
dynamics at the local level.

The contribution by Shaker and Persico presents a multidisciplinary exploratory study
investigating just green transitions on social media. It offers a social network—based analysis,
highlighting of dominant discourses and narratives, and framing the virtual space as a political
arena. In doing so, it constitutes a meta-reflection that helps contextualize the broader debate

on energy transition.

Conclusive remarks and perspectives

This special issue attempts to highlight a common issue: just transitions cannot be limited
to compensatory measures or forms of distributive justice, but must also be the result of
processes shaped by local histories, institutional cultures, and socio-spatial conditions. It also
seeks to shed light on the links between socially innovative energy transition policies and
practices. Communities and governance systems interact in ways that create both challenges
and opportunities. Grassroots initiatives, energy communities, and locally-based energy
regeneration projects illustrate how just energy transitions should involve community
empowerment and the co-construction of a collective vision, drawing on everyday practices
and experiments already implemented in local governance. At the same time, the context of
Southern Europe reveals clear vulnerabilities—such as economic uncertainty, weak public
institutions, and regional inequalities—that should be addressed systemically. These issues
test EU and national policy instruments, but they can also foster experimentation and new
forms of governance with a strong socially innovative character.

The cases from Southern Europe presented here can offer a broad overview of experiences
that can provide fertile ground for debate. Looking ahead, three directions for research and
practice appear urgent. First, broadening comparative perspectives across Southern Europe
and beyond can reveal how different institutional and cultural contexts influence justice in
transitions. Second, new methods such as action research, living labs, and participatory
approaches can help co-producing shared knowledge towards a just energy transition. Third,
further reflections warrant how transitions unfold over time, following different trajectories
and how they intersect with policies on closely related issues such as housing, transportation,

and welfare.
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