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Grabbing the Sunshine?  
Tweaking Germany's Energy Partnerships towards a Just Hydrogen Transition   
 

Timo Dziggel and Roxana Zimmermann 

Green hydrogen (GH2), produced from renewable energy sources, is seen as crucial to achieving 
global decarbonization goals. Energy partnerships form a central part of Germany's National Hydro-
gen Strategy as Germany's renewable energy sources are limited. The strategy aims to promote 
GH2 export to Germany. This raises both hopes and concerns in the partner countries. A just hydro-
gen transition is needed to ensure a fair sharing of benefits and burdens. This briefing paper ex-
plores the role of GH2 in Germany's decarbonization strategy, the potentials and risks of GH2 pro-
jects for the Global South, and policy recommendations for German decision-makers to ensure a 
just hydrogen transition. Policies may include transferring power to local communities in decision-
making processes and implementing environmental and social safeguards. Furthermore, German 
policymakers should push for truly sustainable GH2 standards and certification schemes. Addition-
ally, reducing domestic energy consumption and economic inequality in Germany is key.  
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Green hydrogen (GH2) is heralded as a 
cornerstone of global decarbonization 
efforts. As Germany’s renewables poten-
tial is limited, bilateral energy partnerships 
are essential for achieving the goals of 
Germany’s National Hydrogen Strategy. 
Besides assisting selected countries in 
their energy transition efforts, these part-
nerships secure a sustainable energy sup-
ply for the German economy. The strategy 
requires bootstrapping whole GH2 mar-
kets including production and transport in-
frastructure. Its goal is the construction of 
renewable energy production sites (e.g. 
solar parks) in mostly Global South coun-
tries, to convert the energy produced to  
GH2 and to export it to Germany via sea – 
adequately captured by the slogan 
“shipping the sunshine” (BMWi 2020: 12). 
 

Extractivism and resource grabs are too 
well-known phenomena for such a slogan 
not to sound alarming in the ears of those 
already left behind by the global energy 
system (Peoples of the Global South 
2023). Currently, Global South countries 
serve as net energy exporters catering to 
the energy needs of the Global North 

(Dorninger et al. 2021). However, with the 
global hydrogen market still in its infancy, 
the effects on future GH2-producing coun-
tries are unclear. Globally, we are thus pre-
sented with an opportunity to avoid repro-
ducing neocolonial patterns and to shape 
GH2 markets that serve the needs of eve-
ryone – an opportunity for a “just hydro-
gen transition” (Müller et al. 2022: 4). 
 

The aim of this briefing paper is threefold. 
First, to portray the role of GH2 in Germa-
ny’s decarbonization strategy in the con-
text of the energy transition. Second, to 
explore potentials and risks of GH2 pro-
jects for Global South countries and citi-
zens. Third, to outlay policies for German 
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Hydrogen is expected to meet 10% of the global final energy consumption by 
2050 (IEA 2021: 5). However, due to its energy intensive production, green hy-
drogen (GH2) is a scarce resource. In 2021, low-emission hydrogen accounted 
for “less than 1% of global hydrogen production” (IEA 2022). With the current 
pace, in 2050 only 10% of total hydrogen production will be GH2 (IEA 2021: 5). 
Still, GH2, typically produced by the electrolysis of water using renewables such 
as solar, wind or hydro, is a clean alternative to fossils and critical to the decar-
bonization of the global economy. GH2 enables intermittent renewable energy 
to be stored and transported. Provided that its production costs decrease and 
the necessary infrastructure is developed, GH2 will be used with varying de-
grees of efficiency in a range of applications, including hard-to-electrify sectors 
such as steel and chemicals as well as long-distance shipping.  

https://www.sle-berlin.de/index.php/publikationen?view=article&id=22:sle-briefing-paper&catid=32
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policymakers which can contribute to a 
just hydrogen transition, globally. 
 

Germany’s Hydrogen Strategy in the 
Context of a Just Energy Transition 
 

To assess the role of GH2 in Germany’s de-
carbonization strategy, we first have to ex-
plore the strategy’s context: the necessary 
– and ideally just – energy transition. A 
just energy transition is “the transfor-
mation of the energy sector from operat-
ing mainly with fossil fuel-based sources 
toward a zero-carbon sector using renewa-
ble energy” (UNRISD 2022: 1) that ensures 
“a fair sharing of adjustment benefits and 
burdens” (IRENA 2022: 29).  
 

In this definition, there are several compo-
nents to unpack. First, there is the status 
quo. The global energy sector is character-
ized by widespread energy poverty 
(GCEEP 2020), and fossil fuel dependency 
(IRENA 2022: 145) which deepens the cli-
mate crisis and strains other Earth system 
boundaries (Rockström et al. 2023). Fur-
thermore, the global energy sector is em-
bedded in a global capitalist system char-
acterized by profit-driven economic actors 
and oligopolistic markets. As such, the sec-
tor is marked by extractivism, resource 
grabbing and unequal (ecological) ex-
change (Dorninger et al. 2021). 
 

Second, there is the desired state of affairs 
after the just energy transition took place. 
This is a carbon neutral energy sector 
running on renewables thus promoting 
both planetary health and human well-
being. Furthermore, this state of affairs 
offers the prospect of inequality reduction 
and social inclusion (Just Transition Centre 
2017: 2), poverty reduction and job crea-
tion (IRENA 2022: 29) as well as systemic 
change towards democratically governed 
energy systems that guarantee universal 
energy access (UNRISD 2022). 
 

Third, there is the process of the transfor-
mation itself. Albeit being agnostic about 
whether we should adopt a green growth 
or a degrowth strategy, the concept of a 
just energy transition states one thing 
clearly about this transformation: it must 
be just. Slightly more concrete, that 
means that whatever we do to de-
carbonize the energy sector, at least six  

dimensions of energy justice should be 
considered: procedural, distributive, rela-
tional, restorative, recognitional, and epis-
temic justice (Müller et al. 2022: 3). 
 

The demands of a just energy transition 
equally apply to a just hydrogen transition 
as both require the equitable distribution 
of the transition’s benefits and burdens 
across society and between societies. In 
this context, one needs to assess the po-
tentials and risks of Germany's National 
Hydrogen Strategy. The strategy, which 
is currently being revised, aims to establish 
the country as a leader in the hydrogen 
sector. On a national level, it includes in-
vesting in research and development, es-
tablishing GH2 certification, and financing 
hydrogen infrastructure.  
 

However, the plans to install domestic 
electrolysis capacity fall short of meeting 
the expected domestic GH2 demand. Ger-
man steel production alone will require 80 
TWh of GH2 to become climate-neutral by 
2050 (BMWi 2020: 6). Germany thus plans 
to import GH2 through energy partner-
ships with countries that have a high po-
tential for producing renewables. These 
partnerships intend to secure Germany's 
supply of GH2 and facilitate the develop-
ment of a global hydrogen market. Partner 
countries include Morocco, Namibia, and 
South Africa. The partnerships will involve 
the construction of infrastructure, such as 
GH2 production and transport facilities. In 
the Moroccan case, Germany has pledged 
financing of at least 300 million € to kick-
start GH2 production (Ghorfa 2020).  
 

The Effects of Green Hydrogen Projects 
on Global South Countries and Citizens  
 

Germany’s energy partnerships raise ques-
tions about the economic, social, and eco-
logical impacts of GH2 promotion on the 
partner countries and their citizens. Poten-
tial benefits are economic growth and 
sectoral diversification as well as job crea-
tion. For instance, Morocco expects the 
GH2 sector to create more than 15.000 
jobs by 2030 (Green Hydrogen Organisa-
tion 2023). GH2 projects could further con-
tribute to growth by attracting investment 
in related high-value industries such as 
ammonia and steel.  
 

 

 
 

 

 

Energy Justice in Practice 
 

Energy justice encompasses 
at least six dimensions. Let's 
explore the meaning of each 
dimension in the context of a 
just hydrogen transition 
(Müller et al. 2022). 

Procedural justice demands 
involving affected communi-
ties in transparent planning 
processes of GH2 infrastruc-
ture. This includes meaningful 
engagement, consultation, 
and adhering to the principle 
of free, prior and informed 
consent (FPIC).  

Distributive justice focuses 
on the fair distribution of the 
transition’s costs and bene-
fits. It includes the fair alloca-
tion of generated electricity, 
ensuring that disadvantaged 
communities have access to 
affordable and reliable energy 
as well as water. 

Relational justice highlights 
the need to preserve sustaina-
ble ways of living. The transi-
tion to GH2 should not come 
at the expense of sacrificing 
sustainable livelihoods. Nega-
tive socio-ecological effects 
need to be minimized. 

Restorative justice acknowl-
edges the Global North’s 
historical and ecological debts 
resulting from colonialism 
and climate change. These 
debts need to be compen-
sated, ensuring that Global 
South countries and citizens 
receive sufficient resources to 
benefit from GH2 production. 
Grants, tax justice, the halt of 
capital flight, and debt cancel-
lation are encouraged. 

Recognitional justice focuses 
on respecting the identities, 
cultures, and rights of all 
individuals and communities 
affected – as well as their 
interests, needs and vulnera-
bilities. This calls for recogniz-
ing the unique contributions 
and perspectives of different 
groups, particularly of mar-
ginalized communities.  

Epistemic justice demands 
the inclusion of diverse 
knowledge systems in deci-
sion-making processes. This 
includes valuing local and 
indigenous knowledge. It is 
important to incorporate 
these knowledge systems 
into planning processes 
alongside scientific and  
technical expertise. 
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Other potential benefits are increased na-
tional energy security and access. GH2, if 
used domestically to replace fossils, also 
reduces carbon emissions in the partner 
country thus mitigating climate change. 
 

However, there are several risks associated 
with GH2 projects. For one, the economic 
benefits might not materialize. The invest-
ment required for GH2 infrastructure is 
substantial. The additional burden of fi-
nancing these capital-intensive projects 
may lead to unsustainable levels of debt 
(Hotz 2022). This could trigger debt spi-
rals, hindering economic growth and exac-
erbating existing inequalities, in the end 
leaving countries even more dependent on 
foreign assistance and multilateral lending 
(Hamouchene 2022b). 
 

For another, the economic benefits might 
be appropriated by a small national elite 
due to phenomena known as resource 
curse and elite capture. A resource curse is 
diagnosed in the paradoxical situation in 
which countries rich in natural resources 
experience adverse effects such as eco-
nomic crises, corruption, and inequality. In 
this context, if significant investments flow 
into GH2 projects without proper govern-
ance mechanisms in place, the benefits of 
these projects could be captured by the 
elite. The risk of such elite capture is high-
er in capital-intensive sectors tending to 
oligopolistic market structures – such as 
the conventional energy sector and the hy-
drogen sector more specifically (KNÖ 
2022: 5). In Morocco for instance, the ener-
gy sector is dominated by only two actors 
that enjoy close links to the monarchy, 
providing the ideal nurturing ground for 
capturing GH2 benefits (Baumann 2021). 
 

Water scarcity is also a major challenge. 
GH2 production requires a lot of water, 
and the arid climates of Germany’s energy 
partner countries may make it difficult to 
secure sufficient water resources. This 
could exacerbate existing water scarcity 
issues – as in case of Morocco's Ouar-
zazate Solar Power Station (Hamouchene 
2022a) – and endanger livelihoods in 
small-scale agriculture (Baumann 2021). 
Ameliorating water scarcity, the solution 
of choice is using seawater and desalina-
tion technology to produce freshwater. 

This, however, raises energy input and 
might destabilize local maritime ecosys-
tems (BfdW/HBS 2022a: 20). 
 

Another risk is land use conflicts as GH2 
production requires significant amounts of 
land. In South Africa’s Northern Cape re-
gion alone, around 250.000 ha land will be 
required for renewables that shall power 
the GH2 export industry (DSI 2021: 76). 
This could lead to conflicts with local com-
munities over land rights and resource ac-
cess (Hotz 2022). Dominantly, potential 
GH2 producing regions are portrayed as 
“vast empty land, sparsely populated, [...] 
however, this deceptive narrative over-
looks questions of ownership and sover-
eignty” (Hamouchene 2022a). The con-
struction of GH2 projects, as has shown 
the experience with Morocco’s Noor 
Midelt power plant, might result in the dis-
placement of communities (KNÖ 2022: 6) 
and the loss of well-adjusted agro-
pastoralist livelihoods (BfdW/HBS 2022b). 
 

In the context of these risks, it is important 
to consider the power asymmetries be-
tween Germany and its energy partners. 
GH2 production has been proposed as an 
export opportunity for Global South coun-
tries with abundant renewable energy 
sources such as solar. However, there are 
concerns about sun grabbing, i.e., the po-
tential that foreign companies or govern-
ments, in some cases enabled by local 
elites, could seek to appropriate the re-
newable energy sources of these countries 
for their own benefit (KNÖ 2022: 5).  
 

The idea of sun grabbing is rooted in con-
cerns about neocolonial resource grabs in 
the renewables sector. Critics argue that 
focusing on GH2 export does not reflect 
the needs of local communities and mir-
rors extractivist practices relying on the 
overexploitation of the Global South’s nat-
ural resources to the benefit of the Global 
North and corrupt national elites – the 
difference being that now we would be 
talking about green extractivism. We can 
see foreshadows of this pattern already. In 
Tunisia, a country that depends almost 
completely on fossils for electricity pro-
duction, GH2 shall be mainly produced for 
export – instead of fueling the country’s 
own energy transition (Delpuech 2022). 
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Policies for a Just Hydrogen Transition 
 

German legislators should ensure that the 
country’s energy partnerships contribute 
to a just hydrogen transition. To that end, 
we recommend action on three levels. 
 

First, on the project level, GH2 projects 
must be developed prioritizing the needs 
of local communities. This includes trans-
ferring decision-making power and own-
ership to them, ensuring fair compensa-
tion for land and resources given free, prior 
and informed consent (FPIC), and imple-
menting environmental and social safe-
guards (Cabaña/Diaz 2021). Through par-
ticipatory processes win-win strategies 
such as agrophotovoltaics might be identi-
fied. Democratically governed use of the  
GH2 revenues should be encouraged. 
 

Second, on the national level, German leg-
islators should condition GH2 partnerships 
on meaningful local participation, deci-
sion-making power and ownership, as well 
as environmental and social safeguarding. 
They should pursue strong sustainability 
criteria for GH2 definition and certification 
(SRU 2021). Such criteria should follow the 
principle of “Additionality 2.0 [that] guar-
antees added value for supplier countries” 
(Arepo 2022: 64). This could mean, e.g., 
that running desalination plants requires 
increasing local water supply. GH2 sustain-
ability criteria should be enshrined in law, 
verifiable and enforceable (KNÖ 2022: 7). 
 

Third, on the international level, the Ger-
man government should pioneer GH2 pro-
motion in accordance with a just hydrogen 
transition and form an alliance of  future 
GH2 importers and exporters setting sus-
tainable GH2 precedents (BfdW/HBS 
2022a: 32). Ongoing institutional stand-
ardization and certification efforts could 
build upon such de facto standards. 

Above recommendations imply condition-
ality for GH2 partnerships. To impose con-
ditionality, however, can itself be seen as 
neocolonial. Given Germany’s climate 
debt, justice considerations also demand 
non-paternalistic actions. Considering as 
well the failure of green growth strategies 
and the urgency of climate change mitiga-
tion (Haberl et al. 2020; Hickel/Kallis 2020), 
the key actions for German policymakers 
for a just hydrogen transition are covered 
by the slogan “degrowth first, hydrogen 
second” (KNÖ 2022: 7). It captures priori-
tizing a planned and equitable contraction 
of certain sectors of the German economy 
over the expansion of GH2 consumption.  
 

In the context of degrowth, German poli-
cymakers should pursue two strategies to 
foster a just hydrogen transition.  
 

First, we suggest – more than focusing on 
energy efficiency – prioritizing domestic 
energy reduction. This includes scaling 
down energy-intensive industries and ma-
terial consumption, transitioning to agroe-
cological farming, and shifting to more 
sustainable modes of transport. Given the 
foreseeable scarcity of GH2, this also 
means prioritized access to GH2 for  social-
ly valuable sectors without a viable green 
alternative. Reduction efforts have to be 
accompanied by adequate social policy like 
a shortening of the working week.  
 

Second, German legislators should reduce 
domestic economic inequality. Since the 
latter is a major driver of (energy) con-
sumption (Xu/Zhong 2023), a more equita-
ble distribution of economic resources 
would curb energy demand. More pro-
gressive taxation on wealth, land and 
capital income would suit that purpose – 
with the side benefit of providing the  
necessary funds for the transition efforts. 
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