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Executive Summary 

UK law requires every last 
drop of oil and gas that can 
be extracted profitably to be 
recovered from the North Sea,
thanks to the principle of 
‘maximising economic recovery’
(MER). Despite declaring a 
climate emergency, the Scottish
Government’s policy remains 
to support MER – even though
MER is incompatible with 
Scotland’s climate obligations
and limiting warming to 1.5°C.

The implementation of MER by
the Oil and Gas Authority (OGA)
obliges petroleum licence 
holders, operators, infrastructure
owners and developers to 
maximise recovery of UK oil and
gas. Once the OGA has issued a
licence – which will last around
30 years – all the oil and gas
that can be extracted from it,
must be extracted. 

Recently, the UK Government’s
net zero goals have been tacked
on to its MER objective, by 
suggesting the industry reduce
its emissions from extracting 
oil and gas. This ignores the 
30 times greater emissions 
that come from burning it. The
interpretation of MER also takes
an irrationally narrow view of
‘economic’, focusing on what’s
profitable for oil companies 
and ignoring many of the costs,
from vast public subsidies to 
the consequences of the climate
crisis itself. This is now the 
subject of a legal case against
the UK Government.

The Scottish Energy Strategy
boasts of up to 20 billion barrels
remaining in the North Sea, 
and expresses the Scottish 
Government’s support for MER
and for new exploration. However,
as we reported in 2019, the CO2

emissions from the oil and gas in
the UK’s already-operating fields
will exceed the UK’s fair share
under the Paris Agreement. 

Yet new research shows that
in the last two years, another 
0.8 billion barrels have come 
online, with developed reserves
rising to 6.55 billion barrels. 

The International Energy Agency
has said that to reach net zero by
2050 and limit warming to 1.5°C,
no new oil and gas fields can be
approved for development. The
UN has warned that governments
are planning to produce twice as
much fossil fuels by 2030 as is
compatible with 1.5ºC.

The Scottish Government now
says that its support for North Sea
oil and gas exploration and 
production is conditional on an
increased net zero investment,
with a strong emphasis on
developing carbon capture and
storage (CCS). This technology
has been promoted by the fossil
fuel industry for decades, as the
future fix that justifies its business
model continuing. Yet CCS 
projects have largely failed to 
materialise, despite billions 
of public investment, and 
expectations of it have been

downgraded. Meanwhile, 
renewable energy has progressed
faster than expected: in the UK, 
it is already cheaper to generate
a unit of electricity using wind 
or solar than using natural gas.

As a result of the prohibitive costs
of CCS, the only two CCS power
plants in the world both rely on
revenue from Enhanced Oil 
Recovery, which uses the carbon
captured to extract previously 
unreachable oil, increasing 
overall emissions. What’s more,
the Tyndall Centre for Climate
Change Research has found that
significant CCS in the energy 
sector cannot be expected until
at least the 2030s, while the
IPCC’s Sixth Assessment Report
confirms that it is the crucial
next decade – our cumulative
emissions each year up to 2030
– that will determine if we stay
within 1.5ºC. Gambling on CCS
cannot stop climate chaos.

no new 
oil and gas 
fields can be 
approved for
development
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Executive Summary 

The First Minister claims that early
closure of North Sea production
would lead to increased imports
of more carbon intensive fossil
fuels, but this ‘carbon leakage’ 
argument does not hold water. 
To begin with, justice and equity 
require that wealthier countries
with higher capacity to support the
transition and lower dependence
on fossil fuel production – like the
UK – phase it out more rapidly.

Additionally, support for the fossil
fuel industry – including for CCS
– comes at the expense of 
renewable energy, effectively
slowing down the shift to meeting
Scotland’s demand with renewable

sources. This argument also 
ignores efforts to reduce demand
and increase energy efficiency,
and forgets the abysmal record 
of UK North Sea oil companies at
tackling preventable emissions.

Finally, investment in fossil fuel 
infrastructure now locks us into oil
and gas for decades, pushing the
UK closer to a ‘deferred collapse’,
whereby delayed action and
worsening climate impacts forces
a sudden and chaotic shutdown,
pushing many workers out of
work in a short space of time.

To keep within 1.5ºC, in line 
with equity and climate justice,
Scotland needs a just phase-out
policy for oil and gas extraction,
based on a managed winding
down of production in this
decade, shaped by affected
workers and communities to 
ensure a just transition, and
leaving some of the 6.55 billion
barrels in the ground. Given the
right policies, a just transition can
generate more than three jobs in
clean industries for every North
Sea oil job at risk. The barriers are
not technical, they’re political. 

A rational, precautionary and
cost-effective approach requires
the Scottish Government to end
its support for MER, and urge the
UK Government to do the same,
while redirecting financial support
from fossil fuels and CCS to a just
transition to a fully renewable
Scotland.

Given the 
right policies, 
a just transition
can generate
more than three
jobs in clean
industries for
every North Sea
oil job at risk



SECTION 1: 
Oil and Gas 
Fuel the Climate
Emergency

WATERSHED The turning point for North Sea oil and the Just Transition
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Climate change
impacts are
worsening
around the
world, with 
communities
and habitats
increasingly 
ravaged by 
wildfires, floods,
droughts and
heatwaves

The 2015 Paris Agreement is 
a legally binding treaty to limit
global warming to well below
2°C and pursue efforts to limit
it to 1.5°C.1 Action to deliver on
these commitments, however,
lags far behind what is needed.

Warming has already exceeded
1ºC, and the UN Emissions Gap
report warns that the world is on
track to reach 3ºC of warming by
the end of the century.2 Climate
change impacts are worsening
around the world, with communities
and habitats increasingly ravaged
by wildfires, floods, droughts 
and heatwaves.

In August 2021, the UN
Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change’s (IPCC) Sixth 
Assessment Report gave the
world a stark warning: climate

change is widespread, rapid, 
and intensifying, and only 
rapid and drastic reductions in 
greenhouse gases in this decade
can prevent us surpassing 1.5°C,
which would bring even more
widespread devastation and 
extreme weather.3

UN Secretary General Antonio
Guterres responded that this
report “must sound a death knell
for coal and fossil fuels, before
they destroy our planet... 
Countries should end all new 
fossil fuel exploration and 
production”.4 Fossil fuels are the
key driver of the climate crisis:
continued efforts to extract new
oil and gas are incompatible with
tackling the climate emergency.

1.1   IEA says no new 
      oil and gas
In May 2021, the International 
Energy Agency (IEA) – the world’s
most influential energy forecaster
– produced a roadmap for the
global energy sector to reach net
zero by 2050.5 The roadmap
marks the first time the IEA has
attempted to take the Paris
Agreement goal of limiting warming

to 1.5°C into its energy projections.

One of the essential conditions
for the energy sector, it found, is
“a huge decline in the use of fossil
fuels”, stating that “there is no
need for investment in new fossil
fuel supply in our net zero 
pathway”. They add that there
should be “no new oil and gas
fields approved for development”.
A rapid drop in demand for oil
and gas means that no further 

fossil fuel exploration is required,
nor any new oil or gas fields 
beyond those already under 
development. 

According to the principle of 
common but differentiated 
responsibilities enshrined in 
the Paris Agreement, wealthy
countries like the UK with high
historic carbon emissions should
cut emissions much faster than
the global average. Given that
the IEA’s roadmap relies heavily
on the future deployment of 
uncertain and costly large-scale
CCS (see Section 2.6), a rational
and precautionary approach that
respects the principles of climate
justice requires that the UK do
much more than this.6

Wealthy countries with high 
historic emissions and low 
economic dependence on oil 
revenues, such as the UK, should
phase out extraction faster than
the countries for which it would
be much harder. 

Thus, not only must there 
be no new licences issued, 
but undeveloped licences 
need to be revoked and 
some already-producing or
under-development fields 
will have to close before all 
the oil and gas within them 
has been extracted.
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1.2  UN warns that 
      governments must 
      wind down fossil 
      fuel production

The UN Production Gap Report
report measures the gap 
between Paris Agreement goals
and countries’ planned and 
projected production of coal, oil,
and gas. The 2020 Production
Gap report7 warned that “due
to the disconnect between 
climate and energy planning”,
governments around the world
are planning to produce more
than twice the amount of fossil
fuels by 2030 than is compatible
with limiting warming to 1.5°C.
To limit warming to 1.5ºC, it says,
global fossil fuel production must
decrease by around 6% per year
from 2020 to 2030. 

An equitable phase-out, however,
requires that wealthy countries
like the UK, which are less 
dependent on fossil fuel 
production and have a higher 
capacity to support a just 
transition, act more rapidly (see
2.7). However, the report warns
that countries are planning an 
average annual increase of 2%,
despite the fact that continued
production of fossil fuels at 
current levels, let alone increases
envisioned by governments
like the UK, “is at odds with a 
climate-safe future”. 

The 2020 UN Production Gap 
report therefore calls on 
policymakers to restrict new fossil
fuel production to avoid locking
in levels of production inconsistent
with climate goals and to reduce
the risk of stranded assets8

and communities. Additionally,

it says, producer subsidies and
public finance investment into
fossil fuels need to be ended –
something which the G7 has
pledged to do by 2025.9

However, the report also points
out a major challenge to a timely
transition in countries like the UK:
private fossil fuel firms are “highly
politically organized, investing
considerable resources into 
lobbying, campaign finance, 
public relations, and think tank
sponsorship” and exert influence
“through a ‘revolving door’ 
between business and 
government”. 

This acts as a major barrier to 
decarbonisation: a just transition
and rapid phase-out of fossil fuels
requires weakening these
incumbent interests.
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1.3  UK oil and gas 
      reserves will drive 
      us well past our 
      Paris commitments

Previous research by Oil Change
International showed that the
CO2 emissions from the oil and
gas in already-operating or under
construction fields (i.e. developed
reserves) around the world will
push us far beyond 1.5°C of
warming.10

Focusing on the UK – a rich
country with a large share of 
historical responsibility for causing
climate change – our 2019 ‘Sea
Change’ report found that the
UK’s developed fields at that time
contained about 5.7 billion barrels
of oil and gas, more than enough
to exceed the UK’s share under
the Paris climate goals. 

New Rystad Energy data as of
July 2021 shows that since ‘Sea
Change’ was published in May
2019, new fields have opened
and the UK’s developed oil and
gas reserves have grown. 

As Table 1 shows, existing fields

(those already producing and

those under development) now

contain 6.55 billion barrels of oil

and gas reserves. This means

that in the two years since the

Scottish Government and UK 

Parliament declared a climate

emergency, in April 2019 and

May 2019 respectively, new fields

have been opened for production

and more than 0.8 billion barrels

of oil and gas have come online 

– equivalent to 361Mt of CO2.11

The projected total of UK offshore

oil and gas reserves (including 

undeveloped and undiscovered

fields) is 20 billion barrels. As shall

be explained further in Section 2,

both UK and Scottish Government

policy is to continue to license, 

explore for and develop new

fields in order to extract all 

20 billion barrels of oil and gas.

This would nearly triple the 

emissions from the UK’s developed

reserves, pushing the world 

further into climate breakdown. 

This would nearly
triple the emissions
from the UK’s 
developed reserves,
pushing the world
further into climate 
breakdown

Table 1: 
UK offshore oil and gas reserves in developed fields and projected in undeveloped and undiscovered fields

Developed fields                                     Undeveloped fields

                                          Producing     Under                  Total                  Discovered,         Undiscovered     Unlicensed      Total 
                                          fields              development      developed       undeveloped       licensed               fields                 undeveloped
                                                                                                                           fields                     fields                                                + undiscovered

Oil
(billion barrels)                 4.53               0.26                      4.79                   3.88                       0.92                       1.52                   6.32

Gas (billion barrels          1.42                0.33                      1.75                   2.10                        4.44                       0.63                  7.17
of oil equivalent)             

Total (billion barrels        5.96               0.59                      6.55                  5.99                       5.36                       2.14                    13.49
of oil equivalent)              

Emissions                        2413               228                       2641                 2384                     1973                      861                    5218
(million tonnes 
of carbon dioxide)

Sources: Rystad Energy UCube (July 2021), IPCC emissions factors for combustion of oil and gas. These data update Table 1 of the 2019 ‘Sea Change’ report.
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1.4  Bringing UK 
      production within 
      climate limits

The IEA roadmap and guidance
that there should be “no new oil
and gas fields approved for 
development”12 means that the
13.5 billion barrels of as yet 
undeveloped UK oil and gas
needs to stay that way, with no
further exploration, licencing or
development. Figure 1 shows
these undeveloped reserves
in red. The IEA states that 
developing these reserves 
would be inconsistent with
limiting warming to 1.5ºC.

Oil Change International’s 
‘Sky’s Limit’ report detailed 
how ending new oil and gas 
developments would bring the
world much closer to staying
within our carbon budgets, but
would still not be enough to 
achieve the Paris goals.13

To limit warming to 1.5ºC, some
early closure of already-producing
or under-development fields, 
before fully extracting their 
reserves, will be required. 
An equitable approach suggests
that wealthy countries with high
historic emissions and low 

economic dependence on oil 
revenues, such as the UK, should
take the lead – phasing out faster
than the countries for which it
would be much harder.14

This means that not all of the 

6.55 billion barrels of oil in the

UK’s currently producing or 

under development fields can 

be extracted. Figure 1 shows 

how some of these reserves,

shown in grey, will also be 

inconsistent with the UK’s fair

share in a 1.5ºC-consistent 

pathway.

...wealthy countries
with high historic
emissions and 
low economic 
dependence on 
oil revenues, such
as the UK, should
take the lead

Figure 1: 
UK cumulative future projected oil and gas production. IEA states that to
limit warming to 1.5ºC, no new fields can be developed. Furthermore, 
an equitable approach means that the UK must phase out a portion 
of already developed reserves early.

b
ill

io
n

 b
ar

re
ls

 o
f o

il 
e

q
u

iv
al

e
n

t

25

20

15

10

5

0

Producing

Inconsistent 
with 1.5C
(according to the IEA)

UK fair share

Total

Under 
development

Discovered 
undeveloped

Undiscovered 

Source: Rystad Energy UCube (July 2021)



WATERSHED The turning point for North Sea oil and the Just Transition PAGE 12

Figure 2 shows projected UK 

and oil and gas production, 

with currently producing and

under development fields in 

grey and undeveloped reserves

in red. Rystad's model shows

that decline could extend 

beyond 2050 if production were

contained to fields developed 

as of 2021. 

However, as stated above,

in line with an equitable global

phase-out, the UK cannot extract

all 6.55 billion barrels in these 

developed fields and must 

phase-out production more

quickly. Some fields currently 

producing and under 

development will have to close

early, before fully extracting 

their reserves. UK oil and gas 

production must be wound 

down over this decade. 

UK oil and gas 
production must
be wound down
over this decade

Figure 2: UK projected oil and gas production. An equitable approach means the UK cannot extract all
6.55 million barrels in these developed fields and must phase out production of some producing and
under development reserves early.

th
o

u
sa

n
d

 b
ar

re
ls

 o
f o

il 
e

q
u

iv
al

e
n

t p
e

r 
d

ay
 (k

b
o

e
/d

)

Abandoned Producing Under
development

Discovered
(undeveloped)

Undiscovered

1800

1600

1400

1200

1000

800

600

400

200

0
2015                      2020                       2025                       2030                       2035                        2040                      2045                        2050

UK fair 
share

Source: Rystad Energy UCube (July 2021)



WATERSHED The turning point for North Sea oil and the Just Transition PAGE 13

No country can
claim to be a 
climate leader if
they don’t put
an end to fossil
fuel expansion
and commit to
phasing out 
production

1.5  ‘First mover’ 
      countries leading 
      the way

A growing number of countries
around the world are putting an
end to extraction. Denmark –
now the largest oil producer in
the EU – has announced an end
to all new oil and gas exploration
in the North Sea, and cancelled
its latest licensing round. As 
the Danish climate minister 
explained, “We want to be 
climate neutral in 2050. And if 
we are to have any credibility
in that, then this is a necessary
decision”.15 Likewise, Ireland has
banned licences for new oil and
gas exploration, with its climate
minister stating that “By keeping
fossil fuels in the ground, we 
will incentivise the transition 
to renewable energy”.16 Spain,
too, has now enacted a ban on
new fossil fuel exploration and
production licences, with similar
rules coming into force in 
Greenland, France, Portugal,
Costa Rica, Belize, and 
New Zealand.17

Denmark and Costa Rica are also
spearheading the Beyond Oil 
and Gas Alliance, a diplomatic
initiative aiming to accelerate the
phase-out of oil and gas production

by bringing together countries
committed to ending new 
exploration and setting end dates
for extraction in line with the 
Paris Agreement goals.18 As 
Oil Change International have 
highlighted, this momentum
shows that “no country can claim
to be a climate leader if they don’t
put an end to fossil fuel expansion
and commit to phasing out 
production. This goes for the
United Kingdom, whose refusal 
to phase out North Sea oil and
gas production seriously weakens
its credibility as COP26 host.”19

The UK Government is now facing
a legal challenge over its continued

support for North Sea oil and 
gas production and its policy of
maximising economic recovery
(see Section 2) as both unlawful
and irrational, given the UK’s 
climate targets and the colossal
tax breaks given to the industry
(see Box A). 



SECTION 2: 
UKand Scottish 
Government
Policy

WATERSHED The turning point for North Sea oil and the Just Transition
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Both the UK and Scottish 
Governments have commitments
to enable as much offshore oil
and gas as possible to be 
extracted. This section explores
the legal obligation of Maximising
Economic Recovery of oil and 
gas reserves in UK law and in 
Scottish Government policy, 
and its implications for the Paris
commitment of limiting warming
to 1.5ºC.

2.1  Maximising 
      Economic Recovery 
Maximising Economic Recovery
(MER) means ensuring that all oil
and gas resources are extracted
where the economic benefits of
recovery outweigh the costs.20

In other words, so long as the 
oil and gas can be extracted 
profitably, it must be extracted, 
or as then-Chancellor Philip 
Hammond put it in 2017, “We 
are working with the industry to 
ensure that we extract every drop
of oil and gas that it is economic
to extract”.21 The application 
of MER, however, tends to
ignore many indirect costs, 
from vast public subsidies to the 
consequences of the climate 
crisis itself, instead focusing 
narrowly on oil companies’ 
balance sheets (see Box A).

2.2MER at the UK level 
Oil and gas licensing and 
regulation are reserved to the 
UK Government. The UK 1998
Petroleum Act introduced the
principle objective of “maximising
the economic recovery of UK 
petroleum”.22 This principle is
supposed to direct UK energy
policy, and govern the activities 
of petroleum licence holders, 
operators, infrastructure owners
and developers – all of whom 
are legally obliged to maximise
economic recovery. 

The Petroleum Act was amended
by the 2015 Infrastructure Act23

and the 2016 Energy Act,24 which
formalised the role of the newly
created Oil and Gas Authority
(OGA) in producing strategies for
maximising economic recovery.
Two such strategies have been
produced by the OGA:

•  The March 2016 MER UK 
    strategy25 obliges petroleum 
   licence holders and operators 
   to “take the steps necessary to 
   secure that the maximum value
   of economically recoverable 
   petroleum is recovered from 
   the strata beneath relevant UK 
   waters”. They are also required 
   to reduce the lifecycle costs 
   of the recovery of petroleum 
   as far as possible, and allow 
   others to maximise recovery 
   from their licences or 
   infrastructure if they cannot 
   or do not wish to do so (for 
   whatever reason). In other 
   words, once a licence is issued,
   all the oil and gas that can be 
   extracted from it, must be 
   extracted.

   The strategy describes the 
   obligation as maximising
   “the expected net value of 
   economically recoverable 
   petroleum from relevant 
   UK waters, not the volume 
   expected to be produced”, but 
   it is clear from its interpretation 
   that this has translated to the 
   maximum volume. Notably, the 
   strategy is subject to some 
   safeguards, including that no 
   obligation imposed by it can 
   permit conduct prohibited 
   under legislation related to 
   health, safety or environmental 
   protection. Despite this, the 
   relevance of international and 
   national climate law continues 
   to be ignored in pursuit of MER 
   (see Box A).

•  The OGA strategy26 entered 
   into force in February 2021, 
   and is an updated version of 
   the MER strategy: it reiterates 
   the objective of MER then simply
   tacks on the government’s 
   commitment to net zero, as if 
   they weren’t in open conflict. 
   The strategy states that to 
   assist meeting the net zero 
   target, “the OGA encourages 
   and supports industry to be 
   proactive in identifying and 
   taking the steps necessary to 
   reduce their greenhouse gas 
   emissions as far as reasonable 
   in the circumstances”. This is 
   token at best, as illustrated by 
   the vague caveat, non-binding 
   language and sole focus on 
   the industry’s emissions from 
   extracting oil and gas, while 
   ignoring the far greater 
   emissions from its use (see 2.5).
   Thus, licence holders and 
   operators are only required to 
   reduce emissions from flaring, 
   venting and power generation 
   for the purposes of extraction.

...the relevance 
of international
and national 
climate law 
continues to 
be ignored in
pursuit of MER 
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Another part of the strategy’s
token gesture to net zero is that
it requires licence holders and
operators to support carbon 
capture and storage (CCS) 
projects. However, CCS projects
are defined as “any project
relating to the capture, 
transportation or storage 
of carbon dioxide (including if
only at the appraisal stage), or
where there is a reasonable
prospect of any such project
being developed”. 

So, a company merely needs 
to say there is a future prospect
of CCS to comply with its duty
to support net zero. CCS has
been promoted by the fossil fuel
industry for decades as the future
technofix that justifies continued
fossil fuel investment (see 2.6).

Box A: MER narrow interpretation of ‘economic’ 

MER is supposed to mandate only the production of oil that it is economic to extract, but the full 

economic costs and benefits of extraction are not even being assessed. These would include the costs

of subsidising the oil and gas industry, as well as the costs of climate change, damage to the environment,

the cost of all the regulators who oversee the industry’s operations, the stress of insecurity of employment

and the economic benefits of taking an alternative route. MER however takes 'economic' to refer only to

the costs to, and balance sheet of, the oil companies. Yet without the generous tax breaks and favourable

policy treatment the UK gives the oil and gas industry, it would not be ‘economic’ for the companies to

extract it. By comparison, renewables are already cheaper than gas in many circumstances, especially

when you consider the huge costs that CCS will add to oil and gas (see 2.6).

Despite this, the 2021 OGA strategy defines ‘economically recoverable’ petroleum as “those resources

which could be recovered at an expected (pre-tax) market value greater than the expected (pre-tax) 

resource cost of their extraction.”27 In this way, the OGA’s interpretation of MER “fails to take account of

the billions of pounds of public money supporting the industry”: £3.2 billion has been given to North Sea

oil and gas companies since the Paris Agreement was signed in 2015.28 The UK Government is now facing

a legal case arguing that the OGA’s interpretation of MER is unlawful, as it means seeking to maximise

production that is not ‘economic’ for the UK as a whole, and irrational, because it will result in increased

fossil fuel production in conflict with the UK’s legal duty to achieve net zero emissions by 2050.29

As the 2020 UN Production Gap report noted (see 1.2), production subsidies such as tax breaks and 

direct government spending can “encourage investment in fossil fuel production that would otherwise

not be economically viable” leading to greater production, demand (through lower prices), and 

greenhouse gas emissions.30 The fact that these subsidies continue in the face of the climate threat,

it says, is due to the political and economic force of fossil fuel companies, which “often actively counter 

or resist bold climate action”.
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The OGA strategy, like the MER
UK strategy before it, defines
‘economically recoverable’ in 
a way that allows the recovery 
of oil and gas that is economic
to the operator thanks to 
financial support from the UK’s 
industry-friendly tax regime, 
but not economic to the UK 
as a whole. This failing has now 
become the subject of a legal
case against the UK Government
(see Box A and 1.4), in light of its
support to the oil and gas sector
through a tax policy and subsidy
regime that artificially keeps the
costs of extraction down for
industry, while simultaneously 
depriving the public purse 
of tax revenue.

Tax allowances, reduced tax rates
and decommissioning tax breaks
have ensured that HM Treasury
gave more money to oil 
companies in 2015–2017 than it
took from them in taxes, a period

during which top beneficiaries 
BP and ExxonMobil made more
than £1 billion of profits from 
UK extraction.31 Tax breaks 
for offshore oil extraction have
not protected workers either.
In the two years following the
2015 introduction of tax breaks 
allegedly for the sake of 
North Sea jobs, 28,000 people
(or one fifth) of the UK oil and 
gas workforce lost their jobs.32

In 2020, Shell paid the UK 
negative $99.1million in tax
(ie the UK paid Shell almost $100m),

while paying its CEO $7 million:
then, in early 2021, Shell cut 330
North Sea jobs and increased its
payouts to shareholders.33

This serves as a reminder that tax
breaks and cost-cutting (through
job losses) go hand in hand, 
as ways to maximise company 
profitability.34 This is partly thanks
to MER, which requires costs 
of petroleum recovery to be 
reduced as much as possible.

Tax allowances,
reduced tax 
rates and 
decommissioning
tax breaks have
ensured that 
HM Treasury gave
more money to 
oil companies in
2015–2017 than
it took from them
in taxes

Box B: Oil and Gas Authority captured by the industry it regulates

The Oil and Gas Authority (OGA) is a government agency that was created in 2015 to drive progress 

towards maximising production of oil and gas. It was set up following a recommendation by former oil

services executive Ian Wood in the UK Government-commissioned review of offshore production in

2013.35 The OGA is responsible for granting oil and gas licences, which typically last for 26 or 30 years

(and are extendable), and according to the OGA’s strategies for MER, have to be fulfilled. This means

licences awarded today shape the UK’s energy system far into the future – long past the date we must

stop extracting and burning fossil fuels.

The OGA’s role is to “regulate, influence and promote the oil and gas industry”.36 The inherent tension

between promoting and regulating is exhibited by the very close relationship the OGA has with the

industry: many of its board members have current or former oil and gas company roles37 and it co-wrote

its ‘Vision 2035’ with fossil fuel lobby group Oil & Gas UK.38 The (amended) Petroleum Act also requires

that before producing or revising a strategy for the implementation of MER, the OGA must “consult 

such persons as the OGA thinks appropriate”.39 This gives the oil and gas industry-captured OGA full 

discretion to choose who the appropriate stakeholders are, providing yet another avenue for fossil fuel

industry influence over its regulator.
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2.3 Scottish 
      Government 

The December 2017 Scottish 
Energy Strategy40 states that
there “are still significant 
opportunities in the North Sea,
with up to 20 billion barrels of oil
equivalent remaining – which
could sustain production for at
least another 20 years. That is
why we continue to support
Maximising Economic Recovery
from the North Sea.” It sets out
the Scottish Government’s 
near-term actions, including
to “work constructively with 
the industry to encourage new 
exploration in the North Sea”.
Like Westminster, Scottish 
Government policy is committed
to maximising oil and gas 
production, including further
exploration.

In its 2019–2020 Programme
for Government,41 the Scottish
Government announced that its
continued support for oil and 
gas exploration and production
in the North Sea “will now be 
conditional upon a sustainable,
secure and inclusive energy 
transition” including “an
increased net zero investment 
by industry and government.”
In her speech introducing the
programme,42 the First Minister
noted that Scotland is committed
to achieving net zero emissions
by 2045, that tackling climate
change will be central to their
investment decisions, and that
the government will work with 
the Oil and Gas Technology 
Centre to “help develop 

renewable technologies that can
be integrated with our existing oil
and gas infrastructure” such as
carbon capture, utilisation and
storage (CCUS). However, CCUS
is not a renewable energy 
technology, and it is deeply 
problematic to rely on it to justify
continued extraction (see 2.6).

The ‘conditionality’ being applied
to the oil and gas sector not only
refers to investments in CCUS,
but focuses primarily on the 
reduction of emissions from the
extraction of offshore oil and gas,
not reducing the extraction of the
fossil fuels themselves. Despite
the urgency of the IPCC’s Sixth
Assessment Report, this approach
has still not fundamentally
changed: in her August 2021
letter to Prime Minister Boris
Johnson, First Minister Nicola
Sturgeon calls on the UK 
Government to enhance the 
“climate conditionality associated
with offshore oil and gas 
production” and to reassess
licences issued but as yet 
undeveloped for their compatibility
with climate obligations, but does
not acknowledge the need for
extraction to be phased out. 
Both CCUS and fossil gas-based
hydrogen are presented as
indispensable to the climate 
compatibility of continued 
extraction.43

The 2019 –2020 Programme
for Government also talks 
about maximising the value of
Scotland’s “marine assets”, and
promises public funding to the 
oil and gas industry for CCS 

development, including by 
working with the Scottish 
National Investment Bank “to
explore how we can help industry
develop this technology”. 
The £62 million Energy Transition
Fund announced by the Scottish
Government in June 2020 is also
intended to support the oil and
gas sector, with a significant 
emphasis on the development 
of CCS, including for fossil 
gas-based hydrogen – ‘solutions’
designed by the industry to allow
the continued extraction and 
consumption of fossil fuels, at 
the expense of the transition to 
renewables (see Box D).44

However, the agreement of the
Scottish Government with the
Scottish Green Party to work 
together over the next five years,
and to respond to the climate
emergency, states that any 
strategy for the deployment of
CCUS and hydrogen “cannot be
used to justify unsustainable
levels of fossil fuel extraction or
impede Scotland’s just transition
to net zero.” 45

Like Westminster,
Scottish Government
policy is committed
to maximising oil
and gas production, 
including further
exploration
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Other ways that the oil and gas
industry receives support from
the Scottish Government include
decommissioning funding and 
assistance,46 and lobbying of
Westminster to promote the
industry’s interests in CCS.47

What’s more, the Scottish 
Government’s advisory group, 
the ‘Oil and Gas and Energy 
Transition Strategic Leadership
Group’ gives fossil fuel executives
from BP, Shell, Equinor and Oil
and Gas UK48 a formal avenue to
influence policy, including direct
access to the Minister who chairs
it. A government spokesperson
claims the group is “driving
progress” and that the “sector 
will play a positive role in our
transition to net-zero, helping to
design the diverse energy system
we need for the future”.49 The
very real conflict of interest in
inviting oil and gas corporations
to shape the energy transition

is not only ignored, but explicitly
endorsed. This is despite
decades of evidence of how 
fossil fuel companies have sought
to deny and delay action on 
climate change, and subvert,
weaken and co-opt climate policy
to preserve their own business
model and profit.50 Scotland’s
commitment to MER are examples
of ignoring this contradiction.

2.4 MER paves the way
      for new oil and 
      gas fields

Thanks to the UK and Scottish
Governments’ commitment to
MER, new fields in the North Sea
are threatening to lock us into a
fossil fuel dependent energy 
system for decades longer 
than our climate can afford.
For example, Siccar Point Energy
and Shell are seeking OGA 
approval to develop the huge

Cambo oil field, aiming to 
produce until at least 2050, long
after the UK must stop burning
fossil fuels (see Box C).51 This 
follows new North Sea extraction
starting at BP’s Clair Ridge project
in 2018, which aims to extract
640 million barrels of oil over the
next thirty years,52 and Total’s
Culzean field, which contains
250–300 million barrels and
began producing gas in 2019.53

Worse, in September 2020, the
OGA granted 113 licences for 65
companies to search for more oil
and gas in the North Sea, as part
of its 32nd Offshore Licensing
Round.54 These licences which
will last around 30 years, and 
because of MER, oblige licence
holders to extract as much oil 
and gas as they can.

Box C: Climate cannot afford Cambo oil field

Siccar Point Energy and oil giant Shell have applied to the UK Government for permission to drill the 

new Cambo oil field, 80 miles west of Shetland. Cambo is the second largest undeveloped field on 

the UK Continental Shelf, and if approved, drilling would begin in 2022. 

The initial licence for exploration of Cambo was granted in 2001, but this does not guarantee an 

automatic right to develop the field for production: licence-holders must apply to the Secretary of State

for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy and to the OGA for consent to extract the oil and gas. 

The devastating climate impacts of developing Cambo leave no doubt that it must be stopped: Phase 1

aims to extract 170 million barrels, the climate equivalent of running 18 coal-fired power stations for a year,

and would continue until 2050 – five years after Scotland’s net-zero deadline. Phase 2 would continue

beyond 2050, and aims for “full-field development”:55

Over 80,000 people in the UK objected to the development.56 Dr Fatih Birol, Executive Director of the

IEA,57 John Kerry, US Special Presidential Envoy on Climate Change58 and Lord Deben, Chair of the 

UK Committee on Climate Change59 have all expressed caution over the project.
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2.5 Ignoring emissions 
       from burning oil 
       and gas

The OGA strategy, with its token
gesture towards net zero tacked
on to the existing MER obligation
(see 2.2), fails to address emissions
from the combustion of the oil and
gas (referred to as downstream
or ‘Scope 3’ emissions) that the
industry will extract. Focusing on
reducing upstream emissions
from production – for example 
by reducing flaring and venting 
or powering rigs with renewable
energy–while ignoringdownstream
emissions from the use of the oil
and gas leaves up to 90–95% of
total emissions unaccounted for,
according to some analysts.60

A landmark Dutch court ruling 
recently required Shell to reduce
its total CO2 emissions, including

the emissions resulting from the
use of the fossil fuels they sell
(see 1.4). This has significant
implications for the North Sea oil
industry’s promises to reduce
emissions from extracting oil 
and gas – to create a “net zero 
hydrocarbon basin” as the Scottish
Government says61 – while
ignoring the emissions from 
burning the oil and gas extracted.62

2.6  CCS: Gambling 
       our climate on 
       future technologies

The Scottish and UK Governments
– including the OGA strategy –
and the IEA’s net zero roadmap,
all depend heavily on the future
deployment of carbon capture
and storage (CCS) to compensate
for continuing to extract and burn
fossil fuels. Essentially, rather than
betting on existing affordable 

renewable energy technologies,
this is gambling the viability 
of our planetary systems on a 
still-distant ‘solution’ promoted 
for decades by an industry with a
vested interest in preserving its
business model and continuing
to extract fossil fuels. An industry
with a history of delaying, co-opting

and subverting climate policy, 
at all levels.

...this is gambling
the viability of our
planetary systems
on a still-distant 
‘solution’
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Box D: Polluters perpetuating the ‘net zero’ con

The flurry of fossil fuel companies making ‘net zero’ commitments – often depending on CCS and 

speculative ‘negative emissions’ technologies – is the latest in a long line of greenwashing tactics to 

present themselves as part of the solution to the climate crisis instead of part of the problem. These 

tactics often distract from, and delay, the real action needed to address the climate crisis.63

Central to the ‘net zero’ plans of these big polluters is that the companies can continue – or even increase 

– their emissions-intensive production, while promising to compensate at a later date with technologies

that are hugely risky and uncertain, such as direct air capture, or which will perpetuate unjust power 

relationships, like carbon offsetting or bioenergy with CCS. The latter, so called ‘BECCS’, would require 

converting land to grow bioenergy instead of food, risking large-scale food shortages and land grabs:

‘negating’ a third of today’s fossil fuel emissions would require land equivalent to up to half of the world’s

total crop-growing area.64 Similarly, the reliance on ‘offsetting’ fossil fuel emissions discounts equity 

and justice and ignores the finite – and already overstretched – capacity of our planet to absorb carbon.

Shell’s ‘net zero’ plans for example rely on offsetting 120 million tonnes of CO2 a year by 2030, which is

more than the entire global voluntary carbon offset market capacity in 2019.65 Hydrogen from natural gas 

with CCS, meanwhile, is a smokescreen for continued investment in fossil gas infrastructure, and an 

attempt to revive ailing political support for CCS following decades of over-promising and under-delivering.

Many big polluters’ ‘net zero’ pledges are so vague as to be meaningless, with little action to reduce 

emissions at source for decades. As a group of over 40 scientists recently warned that without major and

unprecedented reductions in emissions now, we will consume the small remaining global carbon budget

within just a few years: the ‘negative emissions’ technologies being developed “are expensive, energy

ntensive, risky, and their deployment at scale is unproven. It is irresponsible to base net zero targets on

the assumption that uncertain future technologies will compensate for present day emissions”.66

Shell’s net zero plans were challenged in a legal case brought by Friends of the Earth Netherlands and 

over 17,000 co-plaintiffs. The court in the Hague ruled that Shell must reduce CO2 emissions by 45% within

10 years67 in order to comply with the Paris Agreement, whose targets the Dutch court concluded cannot

be met without action from companies.68 Crucially, it is not just Shell’s direct emissions (from its rigs and 

refineries) that must be reduced but the emissions resulting from customers’ use of their products.

A study by the Tyndall Centre 
for Climate Change Research
highlights how far CCS is from
being the ‘solution’ its proponents
claim: currently, global operational
CCS capacity is about 0.1% of 
annual global emissions from 
fossil fuels, with none in the UK 
at all.69 What’s more, 81% of 
carbon captured has been used
to extract more oil via the process
of Enhanced Oil Recovery (EOR),
thereby contributing to further

emissions from oil that would 
otherwise have been unreachable.
CCS’ deployment in the power
sector is extremely limited, with 
a total of two coal CCS power
plants in the world, both using
captured CO2 for Enhanced Oil
Recovery. Combined: their 
capacity is 129 times less than
would be needed to meet the 
IEA Sustainable Development
Scenario 2030 target for CCS.70

The Tyndall Centre concludes

that we cannot expect significant
CCS capacity in the power sector
until at least the 2030s. And even
that scenario looks unlikely: Petra
Nova, one of the two existing
CCS power plants – which
started operating in Texas in 2017
thanks to a $190 million public
grant and the revenue from EOR
– has already been mothballed,
following the fall in oil prices.71
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Deployment of CCS has been far
slower than proponents predicted:
projects have consistently failed
to materialise, with less than a
fifth of CCS capacity under 
development in 2010 operational
by 2019. The reliance on CCS in
many future energy pathways is 
a stark contrast with the current
global capacity (despite vast 
public investment), and, the 
Tyndall Centre concludes, there
is an “inconsistency between
CCS projects” in development
and “interim and long-term 
expectations”.72 Many EU-funded
CCS projects, for example, have
been labelled a waste of money,
with the European Court of 
Auditors criticising the 
channelling of €424 million into
unsuccessful CCS projects, 
and even the International 
Association of Oil & Gas Producers
admitting that CCS had “failed to
live up to its potential”.73

The Scottish Government is 
committed to emissions reductions
of 75% on 1990 baseline levels 
by 2030. To achieve the Paris
goals and limit warming to 1.5°C,
the IPCC’s 2018 Special Report
says that far-reaching and
transformative change in every
sector is needed in the crucial
next decade. It is the cumulative
emissions from each year 
between now and 2030 that will
determine if we are to achieve
this goal, a decade in which
global emissions must halve 
if we are to stay within 1.5ºC.74

The Tyndall Centre research
shows that we cannot expect
CCS to make a meaningful 
contribution to 2030 climate 
targets: prioritising this lifeline
to the fossil fuel industry will not
help us avert climate crisis. In this
context, CCS is a distraction from

the growth of renewables and 
energy efficiency that is critical to
rapidly reducing emissions.

Against the backdrop of CCS
projects’ failure and prohibitive
costs over many years – breaching
the polluter pays principle by
being viable only with huge public
subsidies – is the faster than 
expected progress on renewable
energy, storage and demand-side
technologies. In the UK, it is
cheaper to generate a unit of
electricity using wind or solar than
using natural gas.75 The vast 
expense of CCS on top of the 
existing costs of fossil energy has
significant implications for MER:
with cheaper and far safer ways
of producing zero-emissions
energy, promoting maximum
recovery of oil and gas with the
caveat of future (costly) CCS is
not economic. Hence, projections
for the role of CCS in electricity
generation in international, 
European and UK energy 
pathways have actually decreased
significantly in recent years.76

CCS leaves significant residual,
process and supply chain 
emissions unaddressed, and 
carries the risk of CO2 leakage
from transport and storage. 
The mere possibility of global 
climate-related leakage risks from
this technology – when cheaper,
safer and already available 
renewable alternatives exist – 
indicates that the sway of the 
fossil fuel industry is undermining
a rational, precautionary and 
cost-effective approach to energy
policy. CCS is a bad economic
decision, given that renewables
are already cheaper than gas,
and a bad climate decision, 
because if it does not work out,
climate change will be locked in.

The only way to ensure 
emissions from fossil fuels don’t
end up in the atmosphere is to
leave them in the ground, 
especially in the crucial next
decade when significant CCS
is not expected to exist.

Finally, CCS is also being touted
as the key to so-called ‘blue 
hydrogen’ – hydrogen made via
the steam methane reforming of
fossil-gas, with CO2 captured 
and stored – and promised as 
a low-emissions alternative for
everything from transport fuels 
to heating buildings. The Tyndall
Centre notes, however, that 
CCS is “currently minimal or 
non-existent” in fossil fuel hydrogen

production or industrial capture,
two sectors that Scotland 
envisages its use for.77 A new
peer reviewed study from 
researchers at Cornell and
Stanford Universities has found
that even with the “optimistic 
and unproven assumption” that 
captured CO2 can be stored
indefinitely, the greenhouse gas
footprint of ‘blue hydrogen’ is
over 20% greater than burning
natural gas or coal for heat and
60% greater than burning diesel
oil for heat, and is therefore
“difficult to justify on climate
grounds”.78

The sway of the 
fossil fuel industry
is undermining 
a rational, 
precautionary 
and cost-effective
approach to 
energy policy
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Decisions that
favour fossil fuels
today lock us in to
carbon emissions
for decades to come

2.7 Countering the 
      ‘carbon leakage’ 
      argument

Announcing the Scottish Energy
Strategy (see 2.2), the First Minister
claimed to understand why many
people “argue that part of our 
response to the climate emergency
should be the immediate 
withdrawal of support for oil and
gas” but said, echoing the industry’s
line, “the hard fact is that the early
closure of domestic production –
before we are able to meet all 
demand from zero carbon
sources – would be likely to
increase emissions, because a
significant proportion of the oil
that would then require to be
imported has a higher carbon
intensity than UK production.”79

This sort of ‘carbon leakage’ 
argument as a justification for
continued oil and gas support
is highly problematic for 
numerous reasons:

•  Support for the fossil fuel industry
   (including for CCS) comes at the
   expense of renewable energy, 
   effectively slowing down the 
   shift to meeting all of Scotland’s
   demand from zero carbon, 
   renewable sources. Oil and gas
   suck investment from clean 
   energy: at the UK level, promises
    of political and financial stability
   and certainty for the oil and gas
   sector have contrasted with 
   sudden and detrimental changes
    to the fiscal and planning 
   regime for renewables.80

   Decisions that favour fossil 
   fuels today lock us in to carbon 

   emissions for decades to 
   come: new UK extraction
   licences last about 30 years, 
   while new fossil infrastructure 
   creates economic incentives to 
   keep operating, competitive 
   advantages over alternatives, 
   and political and legal barriers 
   to policies that would make it 
   redundant. Meanwhile, increased
    extraction (and policies to make
   extraction cheaper) pushes 
   down oil and gas prices, 
   strengthening their 
   competitiveness against clean 
   energy and diminishing the 
   effectiveness of policies to 
   reduce fossil fuel demand.

•  To meet the Paris goals, all 
   countries will need to wind 
   down fossil fuel production, but
   as the 2020 UN Production 
   Gap report notes, “some more 
   rapidly than others”.81 Countries
   with higher capacity, or income 
   per capita, to manage and 
   support a just transition and with
   lower fossil fuel dependence – 
   like the UK – are better 
   positioned to pursue a rapid, 
   just transition away from fossil 
   fuels, and therefore need to act
   more quickly.82 In global terms, 
   the UK is amongst the lowest 
   dependence (i.e. a highly 
   diversified economy) and 
   highest capacity (i.e. wealthy) 
   countries. It is, therefore, well 
   primed to lead the global fossil 
   fuel phase-out, with “limited 
   macroeconomic effects and 
   major co-benefits”.83 A just 
   transition away from fossil fuel 
   production on a global scale
   requires Scotland to lead with 
   a rapid, just transition at the 
   national level.

•  Given the tightness of remaining
   carbon budgets, each new
   license, permit or tax break for 
   oil and gas pushes the UK further
    from a managed, just transition 

   for workers and communities, 
   and towards ‘deferred collapse’,
   whereby delayed action and 
   worsening climate impacts 
   precipitates the UK oil industry’s
   collapse, pushing many 
   workers out of work in a short 
   space of time. The longer 
   Scotland supports oil and gas, 
   the more likely this is.84

•  Meeting Scotland’s energy 
   demand from renewables is 
   not just about phasing out fossil
   fuels – it is also about reducing 
   demand for energy. Warnings 
   of increased oil and gas imports 
    mirror the industry’s projections
   of large increases in energy 
   demand, which ignore vital 
   mitigation efforts to reduce 
   demand and increase energy 
   efficiency. Arguments that 
   continued oil and gas extraction
   is needed to meet energy 
   demand can only be based on 
   the assumption that the Paris 
   goals will not be met. Whereas 
   a policy of maximising extraction
    while minimising consumption 
   in the UK could have the effect 
   of increasing consumption – 
   and emissions – in other 
   countries.85

•  Implying that Scotland’s oil and 
   gas is worthy of extraction 
   because it has a lower carbon 
   intensity belies past experience
   of the sector’s unwillingness to 
   tackle its preventable emissions:
   a recent investigation found 
   that since 2015, when BP, Total 
   and Repsol promised to curb 
   their emissions from venting 
   and flaring in their North Sea 
   operations, as part of their 
   commitment to the Paris 
   Agreement, their emissions 
   have actually increased. The 
   rate of flaring on the UK 
   Continental Shelf is 11 times 
   higher than in Norway, and 
   twice the North Sea average.86
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There can be no doubt that 
continuing to expand North Sea
oil and gas extraction is 
incompatible with limiting 
warming to 1.5ºC. The science
is clear there can be no new oil
and gas developments, but that
doesn’t mean turning off the taps
overnight. Depleting existing
fields, even including some early
closures, entails a managed 
transition during which extraction
rates decline as clean energy 
expands at a rate both technically
and economically possible.87

We need a just phase-out 
policy for oil and gas extraction
in the UK, based on a managed
decline of production in line 
with Paris commitments, and
shaped by affected workers 
and communities to ensure 
a just transition in Scotland. 

3.1  Planning for 
      a Just Transition  
Our ‘Sea Change report’ set out
the two alternative pathways for
oil and gas facing the UK and
Scottish governments:

•  Continuing to pursue maximum
   extraction by developing new 
   fields until worsening climate 
   impacts force rapid action to 
   cut emissions globally, resulting
   in a deferred collapse of the 
   UK oil industry and pushing 
   many workers out of work in a 
   short space of time. Or:

•  A managed transition with no 
   new oil and gas developments 
   and a phase-out of extraction 
   in line with Paris climate goals, 
   delivering a just transition for 
   workers and communities and 
   building decent jobs in a clean 
   energy economy. 

In light of the IEA’s conclusion that
no new oil and gas fields should
be approved for development,
the UK and Scottish Governments’
commitment to maximising oil
and gas production is a pathway
to further catastrophic climate
change or to ‘deferred collapse’. 

Each new licence, permit or tax
break for oil and gas pushes the
UK further towards the deferred
collapse path, risking the future
of workers and communities.
Stopping new development and
setting an end date for production
would create the most predictable
framework for just transition 
planning to support the workers
and communities currently reliant
on the oil and gas industry.

To ensure a just transition away
from fossil fuel production at a
global level, the following principle
is a guide: transition should happen
fastest where it is least socially
disruptive, particularly in wealthier,
less extraction-dependent 
countries.88 In effect, extraction
should be phased out more
quickly in diversified, wealthier
economies that can better absorb
the transitional impacts – like the 
UK and Scotland.89

That the transition needs to be
rapid in Scotland is not, however,
an excuse for it not to be just, 
and without the involvement of
affected communities, there can
be no justice (See principles for
just transition, 3.3). Conversely, 
if too much political influence is
given to oil and gas companies
and their lobbyists, the transition
will not be rapid.

That the 
transition needs
to be rapid in
Scotland is not,
however, an 
excuse for it 
not to be just
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3.2  A managed 
       phase-out must 
       start now

A managed decline of oil and 
gas production in line with 1.5ºC
and governed by just transition
policies, must start now.

The first step, in accordance 
with the IEA roadmap to 
net zero 2050, is to end all new
developments. All future offshore
oil and gas licencing rounds must
be cancelled, and licences 
revoked where no work has 
yet been carried out or where
the reserves have not been 
developed.

As set out in 1.4, extracting and
burning the 6.55 billion barrels of
oil and gas in the UK’s developed
fields would already far exceed
the UK’s share in relation to the
Paris climate goals, pushing the

world closer to catastrophic 
climate change. To keep within
1.5ºC, therefore, in line with equity
and climate justice "principles 
enshrined in international climate
agreements", the UK must 
phase-out fossil fuels more rapidly
than countries with greater 
dependence on fossil fuel 
production and less capacity to
transition quickly. The UK and
Scottish Governments must 
commit to a managed decline of
oil and gas production, winding
down extraction over this next
decade and leaving some of the
6.55 billion barrels in the ground. 

Given the right policies, and
preparation together with trade
unions, a just transition can create
booming clean industries that
generate more than three jobs for
every North Sea oil job at risk. 
As our 2019 ‘Sea Change’ report
documented, numerous studies

have shown how replacing 
oil and gas at this rapid pace
“is technically achievable and 
affordable in the UK, using 
only technology that is already 
available”.90 The barriers are 
political: a lack of courage by 
governments and obstruction
by powerful vested interests in
the oil and gas industry.

The UK and Scottish
Governments must
commit to a managed
decline of oil and gas
production, winding
down extraction over
the next decade and
leaving some of the
6.55 billion barrels in
the ground
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3.3 Recommendations

Claiming to be a climate leader
whilst at the same time seeking
to maximise oil and gas 
extraction can only be seen by
the world as hypocrisy. In light 
of the incompatibility of MER 
with meeting Scotland’s climate
targets and commitments under
the Paris Agreement, and in 
view of Glasgow’s hosting of
COP26, we urge the Scottish
Government to:

•  Remove all support for 
    maximising economic recovery
    of oil and gas in government 
    policy and financial decisions, 
    whilst urging the UK Government
    to remove MER from all statute, 
    policy and licences.

•  Develop a new Scottish 
    Energy Strategy aiming for a 
    fully renewable energy system 
    in Scotland, and replacing the 
    commitment to MER with one 
    to support and enable a just 
    phase-out of oil and gas 
    production in line with the 
    Paris Agreement goal of limiting
    warming to 1.5ºC.

•  Call on the UK Government to 
    cease all new oil and gas field 
    investments, developments, 
    and licenses, revoke all 
    undeveloped licences, and 
    assess which developed 
    reserves need to close early. 
    All future licencing rounds 
    should be cancelled.

•  End all financial support for 
    the oil and gas sector, and call 
    on the UK Government to end 
    all subsidies, including tax 
    breaks, and redirect them to 
    fund a just transition. This 
    should include COVID-19 
    recovery funds, particularly 
    in light of the fact that by 
    November 2020, the UK 
    had committed the greatest 
    proportion of public money 
    to unconditional fossil fuels 
    support out of all G20 countries’
    recovery packages – nearly 
    $40 billion compared to under 
    $20 billion on clean energy.91

•  Recognise the conflict of 
    interest in allowing fossil fuel 
    companies to influence 
    energy and climate policy, 
    in light of the decades of 
    evidence that they have 
    denied science, and delayed,

   weakened, and sabotaged 
    climate action, while making 
    billions in profits from fuelling 
    climate change.92 Protect 
    climate policy from this conflict 
    of interest, including by removing
    fossil fuel interests from advisory
    positions, and demanding the 
    UK Government safeguard 
    COP26 from their participation 
    and influence.93

•  Redirect public policy and
    financial support from CCS 
    and blue hydrogen to 
    renewables, storage and 
    energy savings technologies, 
    and urge the UK Government 
    to do the same. Cease 
    membership of the Global 
    CCS Institute, which puts the 
    Scottish Government on the 
    same platform as oil giants BP, 
    Chevron, Eni Spa, Equinor, 
    ExxonMobil and Shell.94

•  Join the Beyond Oil and Gas 
    Alliance as a ‘Friend of BOGA’, 
    a category for nations or
    jurisdictions without full power 
    over oil and gas licencing, 
    to express support for the 
    alliance and help accelerate 
    the just energy transition 
    around the world.

Claiming to be a climate leader whilst 
at the same time seeking to maximise
oil and gas extraction can only be seen
by the world as hypocrisy 



The Scottish Government should,
furthermore, develop and implement
robust Just Transition Plans,
guided by climate limits, global 
justice and equity, for the workforce
and communities in Scotland 
dependent on the oil industry,
based on the following principles:

•   Trade unions and communities 
    at the heart: Trade unions, 
    elected worker representatives 
    and community representatives 
    should be actively involved in 
    shaping and negotiating any 
    employment transition. Decisions
    should not be limited to investors
    and the national government.

•   Accountable industrial 
    governance: New industries’ 
    governance structures are more
    accountable to workers, including
    via codetermination (trade unions
    and elected representatives on 
    companies’ boards).

•   Local accountability: Transition 
    measures for communities 
    where the oil and gas workforce
    is concentrated, like Aberdeen 
    and Aberdeenshire, should be 
    locally accountable and ensure 
    long-term investments to put 
    their economies on a sustainable
    footing.

Specifically, the Scottish 
Government should:

•   Use licencing, permitting, 
    or financing conditions to 
    ensure designs of new offshore 
    renewable installations contain 
    no barriers to transferability of oil
    and gas workers, and advocate 
    for harmonisation of international
    renewables standards (for 
    example, the Global Wind 
    Organisation) with those in oil 
    and gas. Standardise certification 
    for offshore work across oil and 
    wind, allowing workers to move 
    more easily to the latter.

•   Guarantee job security:
    Energy workers whose jobs are 
    disappearing are offered 
    equivalent jobs on at least 
    equivalent terms and conditions 
    and permanent contracts.

•   Ensure workers do not bear the
    costs of transition: Build and 
    fund a skills and retraining 
    programme in consultation with 
    oil and gas workers to ensure 
    targeted support, protect wages
    for five or more years where a 
    matching salary cannot be 
    secured (funded by industry 
    and/or government); protect 
    existing members’ pensions 
    and guarantee pensions for 
    affected workers who do not 
    already have them.

•   Strengthen trade union rights
    for workers affected by 
    energy transitions, including 
    union recognition in workplaces 
    and sectoral bargaining and 
    agreements.

•   A comprehensive regulatory 
    regime to guarantee the safe 
    decommissioning of oil and gas 
    infrastructure in the transition, 
    with a requirement for quality 
    jobs locally.

•   Establish publicly-owned 
    energy companies in Scotland 
    and the UK to drive new 
    renewable energy generation, 
    creating secure and sustainable 
    work and prioritising the 
    domestic supply chain.
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