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28	 Technologies related to the energy transition include renewable energy, energy efficiency and energy system flexibility.

THE IMPACTS OF COVID-19 AND THE WAY FORWARD
The onset of the COVID-19 crisis upended economic 
trends and dynamics around the world, including in the 
energy sector. To date, renewable energy as a whole has 
fared better than fossil fuels. Nonetheless, renewables 
have been affected by temporary disruptions in the 
supply of equipment, components or raw materials, 
and more recently by demand-side impacts.

Although the pace of new renewables installations 
has been slower in 2020 than predicted in pre-COVID 
forecasts, construction of many large-scale utility 
projects is proceeding, though with some delays. Jobs 
appear less affected in the operation of utility-scale 
wind and solar plants than in solar rooftop installation 
and off-grid solutions, where social distancing 
requirements and constrained household budgets 
have a significant impact (IRENA, 2020c).

An ambitious strategy linking short-term recovery 
efforts with medium- and long-term strategies to 2030 
and 2050 is essential to achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals and the Paris Agreement on Climate 
Change. IRENA’s proposed investment and policy 
package gives the world a chance to accomplish these 

twin objectives (IRENA, 2020c). Under this approach, 
annual investment in energy-transition-related 
technologies28 would more than double from the 2019 
level of USD 824 billion to nearly USD 2  trillion in the 
2021-23 recovery phase, before reaching an annual 
average of USD 4.5 trillion in the decade to 2030.

By 2023, this investment package would create 
5.5  million more jobs in energy transition-related 
technologies than under a business-as-usual approach. 
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This outcome is the result not only of shifting 
investment priorities within the energy sector, but also 
of the greater labour intensity of renewables compared  
with fossil fuels. Gains in energy transition-related fields 
would far outweigh the loss of about 1 million jobs in 
fossil fuels (IRENA, 2020c).

By 2050, IRENA’s Transforming Energy Scenario 
foresees 100  million workers in the energy sector as 
a whole: 42  million in the renewable energy sector, 
21 million in energy efficiency and almost 15 million in 
power grid and energy flexibility, with the remainder in 
conventional technologies (IRENA, 2020b). This figure 
is 62% larger than under the Planned Energy Scenario, 
which hews to governments’ current plans.29

To maximise benefits and limit adjustment costs, 
governments must keep in mind the underlying 
drivers of the energy transition (investment, trade, 
fiscal policy, and indirect and induced effects of the 
transition across the economy) and put in place policies 
enabling the accelerated deployment of renewables. 
They must also be alert to potentially significant 
misalignments between job gains and losses in the 
transition (IRENA, 2019c). Such misalignments may 
take any of several forms:

�Temporal. The creation of new jobs does not 
necessarily take place on the same time scale as 
the loss of employment.

�Spatial. New jobs are not necessarily being 
created in the same locations – communities, 
regions or countries – where losses occur.

�Sectoral. Job gains and losses may affect 
different sectors of the economy, given different 
supply-chain structures and diverging sets of 
inputs between rising and declining industries.

�Educational. The skills associated with vanishing 
jobs do not always match those required by 
emerging jobs.

Policies to accelerate the uptake of renewables must 
go hand in hand with efforts to leverage and enhance 
local capabilities through industrial policies, building 
supply chains and developing the available pool of 
skilled labour, without which the energy transition 
cannot maximise socio-economic benefits. Therefore, 
educational and training programmes, labour market 
measures and social protection policies are essential 
to match the demand for jobs and skills with supply of 
the same, to retrain fossil fuel workers and to preserve 
social equity.

Holistic economic stimulus packages, recovery plans 
and policy frameworks can drive the wider structural 
shifts needed in the energy sector, fostering national 
and regional transition strategies as a decisive step in 
building more inclusive and resilient economies and 
thus more just societies.

29	The Planned Energy Scenario is based on governments’ current energy plans and other planned targets and policies, including 
climate commitments made since 2015 in the Nationally Determined Contributions articulated pursuant to the Paris Agreement 
on Climate Change. The Transforming Energy Scenario entails a more climate-resilient course, with a large-scale shift to 
renewable energy, electrification and ramped-up energy efficiency in the period to 2050.  
In this latter scenario, the share of renewables in the power sector increases from 24% today to 86% in 2050 (IRENA, 2020b).
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