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MORE THAN A BUZZWORD? WHAT IS BEHIND THE
“GREEN SKILLS” DISCOURSE IN INTERNATIONAL

DEVELOPMENT

Margarita Langthaler and Marcela Catalan Lorca

INTRODUCTION

Recently, the notion “skills for a green and just transition”
has gained considerable attention in the European and
global policy discourse, including in international devel-
opment cooperation. This is against the background of an
ever more threatening impact of the climate crisis, which
makes slowing down global warming an utmost neces-
sity. There appears to be widespread consensus that the
means to achieve this is a transition to a carbon-free, or
at least low-carbon economy. However, such transitions
present both opportunities and challenges, particularly in
the Global South.

One of the challenges is seen in the absence or weak-
ness of the required skills, or even of the knowledge
about which skills are and will be needed. This calls for
an enhanced role for Vocational Education and Training
(VET)'. While VET policies and practices have historical-
ly emerged from and responded to a productivist logic
in which sustainability concerns used to be marginal for
a long time, the discourse has changed considerably in
the last few years. Skills, as a myriad of policy papers
emphasize, are at the heart of the transition to a green
future.

Yet already the range of different terms, such as “green
skills” and “skills for green (and sometimes just) transi-
tions” used in an interchangeable or strongly overlap-
ping way, denotes the lack of conceptual clarity behind
them. As McGrath and Ramsarup (2024: 248) note, ,the
adjective ,green’ serves as a ,floating signifier’ meaning
everything and nothing, and capable of being both radi-
cally transformative and minimally reformist.’

This article intends to have a closer look at the increas-
ingly popular phrases of “green skills” or “skills for green
and just transitions” to gain an understanding of the
breadth of their underlying conceptions. What kind of

skills are we talking about and who shall develop these
under which conditions and for which purposes? And
which socioeconomic and political conceptions underpin
the notion of “green transitions”?

Based on an overview of the broader field of European
and international policy discourse on (green) skills and
VET, this article discusses the preliminary findings of
a literature review of policy papers by international or-
ganisations targeting the development of green skills in
the Global South? In the first section, we will present
definitions of the terms in question. The second section
discusses their underlying conceptions. We will then
briefly describe the context of international and particu-
larly EU-Africa policies in that field. This is followed by an
overview of the findings of our literature review. On this
basis, we will then outline a few policy recommendations
for development policy and development cooperation.
Conclusions will sum up.

WHAT ARE GREEN SKILLS: THE
TERMINOLOGICAL LEVEL

To this date, there is no universally agreed definition of
“green skills". UNIDO has provided the following, often
cited working definition: “Simply put, green skills are the
knowledge, skills, values and attitudes required to live in,
develop and support a sustainable and resource-efficient
society."®

While many definitions are similarly broad, some have a
narrower focus, e.g. “Green skills can be defined as the
skills needed by the workforce, in all sectors and at all
levels, in order to help the adaptation of the products,
services and processes to the changes due to climate
change and to environmental requirements and regula-
tions” (OECD, European Centre for the Development of
Vocational Training 2014: 16).




This points to a typical distinction made between techni-
cal and transversal skills. As the European Centre for the
Development of Vocational Training (CEDEFOP) states,
green technical skills “are required to adapt or implement
standards, processes, services, products, and technolo-
gies to protect ecosystems and biodiversity, and to reduce
energy, materials, and water consumption (CEDEFOP
2022: 5)". Transversal skills are seen to be less specific
encompassing soft skills such as adaptability or problem-
solving and wider “green competences” such as sustain-

Table C: Typology of Green Skills
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ability awareness, values, attitudes and behaviour (see
European Commission. Joint Research Centre 2022).

The “Typology of Green Skills” elaborated by Pavlova
(2017, cited in Pavlova 2022: 9) has become quite
influential within educational and VET debates, both
academic and policy-related. It arranges various layers
of different skill sets in the form of a pyramid, the basis
being “green mindsets”, while “specific green skills for
new occupations” form the top of the pyramid.

Specific
Green Skills for
new occupations

Topping up skills for greening
existing occupations

Generic skills within
environmental context

Generic technological
processes

Positive attitude towards sustainability;
Green Mindsets

Source: Pavlova 2017
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Table D: Green Skills Framework

Skills for Green Jobs

Green Life Skills Skills for a Green Transformation

Skills used more intensively in green
occupations, including engineering,
science operation management

and monitoring. While these skills

Skills used in many occupations.
These include: decision-making,
teamwork, leadership, risk man-
agement, design, communication,

Skills for green transformation
needed to drive the systems change
demanded by the 1.5°C target.
These include disruptive thinking,

may not be that different to those
required in other industries, they
require adaptation to environmental
phenomena and technologies.

Occupational/Technical Skills

Business skills
Data analysis
Engineering
Entrepreneurship

Environmental and ecosystem
management

Environmental knowledge and
awareness

Finance skills

ICT skills

Innovation skills
Marketing skills
Monitoring skills

Project management skills
Research skills

Sales skills

Science skills

Technological skills

commercial, and creativity and
problem-solving.

Transferable Skills

Adaptability

Collaboration
Collaboration thinking
Communication

Coping with emotions
Coping with uncertainty
Creativity

Ciritical thinking and reasoning
Decision-making

Diversity

Empowerment skills
Gender empowerment
Growth mindset

Higher order thinking skills

Interpersonal competence,
Leadership

Negotiation
Networking
Open-mindedness
Participatory skills
Problem-solving
Resilience
Strategic thinking

Teamwork

Instrumental

Source: UNICEF 2024: 6

political agency and coalition build-
ing.

Transformative Capacities

Ability to analyze unique
systems to power

Coalition building

Collective action

Disruptive vs. normative thinking
Environmental stewardship

Interdisciplinary and
multidisciplinary thinking

International thinking

Political agency, activism
Reflexivity

Respecting diverse viewpoints
Solidarity

Systems thinking

Trans-cultural, trans-spatial,
trans-temporal mindsets

Valuing traditional and
indigenous knowledge

Working within complexity

Transformative




An even broader “green skills framework” has been
elaborated by UNICEF et al (2024: 6), adapted from
(Kwauk/Casey 2021) and (UNICEF Innocenti — Global
Office of Research 2023).

Interestingly, in addition to the common categories of
technical and transferable skills this framework adds the
category of “transformative capacities”. These encom-
pass a variety of skills that broadly refer to critical and
political agency, which is a rare exception in the green
skills discourse.

More economy-oriented definitions of “green skills”
typically gravitate around the respective notion of “green
jobs” or “green sectors”. According to ILO, “green jobs”
are “decent jobs that contribute to preserving or restor-
ing the environment, be they in conventional sectors
such as manufacturing and construction, or in emerging
Green Sectors such as renewable energy and energy
efficiency” (van der Ree 2017: 2). The German develop-
ment agency GIZ defines “green sectors” as “economic
sectors or industries whose outputs contribute to the
reduction of emissions and environmentally harmful prac-

tices” (GI1Z 2022: 15).

“Green skills” is sometimes used interchangeably with
the phrase “skills for green transitions”, which points to
the question of where these transitions shall lead to. Usu-
ally, the term “green economy” comes into play here. An
early, but still influential definition is that of UNEP defines
a green economy as one “that results in improved human
well-being and social equity while significantly reducing
environmental risks and ecological scarcities” (United
Nations Environmental Programme 2011: 2). According
to the European Environment Agency, “a green economy
can be understood as one in which environmental,
economic and social policies and innovations enable
society to use resources efficiently — enhancing human
well-being in an inclusive manner, while maintaining the
natural systems that sustain us"4. Importantly, in addition
to the emphasise on ecological goals, these definitions
introduce a social component to the discourse.

Indeed, some official policy discourses use the notion
“skills for green and just transition” rather than only “skills
for green transitions” implying that the transition to a
green economy cannot be expected to occur without
social distortions, such as massive job losses in certain
sectors, that call for specific policy attention.
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Referring to Gass et al. (2020), GIZ defines the “green
and just transition” as one “to a more climate friendly, less
polluting and resource-efficient society in terms of one
that offers more, better and decent work as well as social
and environmental justice (GIZ 2022: 15)". According to
the ILO, the term “just transition” refers to a process of
“greening the economy in a way that is as fair and inclu-
sive as possible to everyone concerned, creating decent
work opportunities and leaving no one behind"®.

However broad and encompassing the above definitions
may appear, they leave several open questions. They do
not tell us what kind of changes such green and just tran-
sitions will entail with respect to the current economic
paradigm and to power structures at different scales.
They are equally ambiguous about their understanding
of “social justice”. To sum up, the definitions presented
here do not offer satisfactory responses in terms of what
kind of conceptual understandings underpin the policy
debate of skills for green and just transitions.

WHAT IS THE MEANING OF GREEN
SKILLS: THE CONCEPTUAL LEVEL

For the purposes of this article, in this section we will
focus on four ambiguous terms in the above described
terminological discussion: “green”, “just”, “skills” and
“green economy”. We will briefly discuss the main con-
troversial arguments in the academic discussions. This
will help us to gain a better understanding of their broad
range of possible meanings.

As Ramsarup (2020: 7) notes, the adjective “ ‘green’ is
notoriously fuzzy. It is used in normative ways that make
it very difficult to define its meaning, it is treated as a
homogenous construct without clear differentiation, it
remains a socially constructed concept, intangible and
often unobservable as it remains a latent demand”

In predominant policy discourses, ,green” is usually un-
derstood as ,ecologically sustainable” in terms of a low-
carbon, resource-efficient and non-pollutant economy
and society. The main indicator used is the degree of
global warming, which puts climate change centre-stage.
There is much critique about this narrowing of the debate
that takes little account of other environmental issues
(e.g. Bringel/Svampa 2024; Methmann/Oels 2014).
More significantly, this critique continues to argue, the



mainstream account does not consider societal and
structural causes of ecological challenges, treating the
environment and the society as two different spheres
rather than as mutually constitutive (e.g. Dietz/Engels
2021). The solution is then seen in the ,greening” of the
economy, as will be discussed in more detail below.

A similar conceptual breadth becomes visible for the
adjective “just”. The meaning of social justice is one of
the most debated topics within the social sciences and
cannot be discussed here®. Montmasson-Clair (2021)
attempts to conceptualise justice with reference to the
green transition in South Africa as a three-level model in-
cluding procedural, distributive and regenerative justice.
What is noticeable though is that in predominant policy
discourses “just” is used as a synonym for “leave no
one behind”. This understanding of social justice is very
reductionist, depicting the underprivileged simply as “ne-
glected” (Gieler 2023). Such discourses remain silent
about structural causes of inequality, such as power rela-
tions, social stratification and the way it is reproduced.

As for the term “skills”, it is interesting how this no-
tion is increasingly used also in non-English speaking
contexts. It appears to have become synonymous for a
panacea for any social problem that needs a solution.
This is remarkable since in a historical and comparative
perspective, the term “skill” used to be seen as a narrow
concept attached to the Anglo-Saxon understanding of
“job" and often juxtaposed to the more comprehensive
German concept of “Beruf”. “Beruf” epitomises a holistic
understanding of work requiring specific knowledge and
abilities and encompassing a high degree of workers’
self-reliance and autonomy (Paul-Kohlhoff 1997). “Job”,
on the other hand, points to an understanding of work
processes fragmented into narrowly defined tasks, for
which a restricted set of skills are sufficient (Allais 2012;
Brockmann et al. 2011).

The point is that the term “skill” is associated with a
fragmented rather than holistic understanding of work
processes, substantially devoid of a sense of workers’
autonomy, but rather associated with availability on de-
mand according to the respective company’s immediate
requirements. The fact that “skill" allegedly has become a
remedy for any societal ill points to a discursive individu-
alisation of what are fundamentally structural problems,
such as unemployment, poverty or inequity.
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In addition, McGrath and Ramsarup (McGrath/Ramsa-
rup 2024: 6) emphasise an “individualistic fallacy” in this
kind of skills discourse, since it assumes that individual
workers will apply their skills in decontextualised situa-
tions. In reality, though, complex sustainability challenges
require competencies distributed among groups of
people in relation to specific contexts.

These reflections suggest that the popularity of the term
“skill" indicates an increasing commodification of educa-
tion and learning processes. Skills have become a cur-
rency that determine the price of labour on the market.

As for the fourth fuzzy concept, the question arises where
the “green and just transition” is going to lead us to. This
points to different understandings of the “green econo-
my”". Here it is useful to draw on the academic discussion
that analyses the degree to which different discourses
on the “green economy” encompass notions of transfor-
mations of the currently prevailing macro-economic and
societal paradigm (e.g. Death 2014; Faccer et al. 2014;
Ferguson 2015) 7. It depicts a wide range of understand-
ings from minimal shifts to radical transformations.

For the purposes of this paper, we draw on Faccer et
al. (2014), who distinguish three types of discourses
related to the green economy.
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Table E: Distinguishing features of three discourses on the green economy

Discourse Distinguishing features

" Pro-growth, consistent with the prevailing economic paradigm;

" Environmental cost avoidance (e.g. emission taxes) will provide
insurance against slowed growth and crises over the medium term;
Incrementalist " GDP as an unchallenged and appropriate measure of progress;
" No clear comment on environmental limits (although efficiencies are emphasised);

" Job opportunities through manufacturing and technology associated
with environmental efficiencies

" Pro-growth, with improvements to (but still within) the existing economic paradigm;

" Costs of inaction important (as above) for the long term and new sources

Reformist

of wealth (e.g. ecosystem services) available for advanced growth;

" Additional indicators of value needed in addition to what is in current

use (e.g. ,beyond GDP')

" Pro-development (broadly defined, beyond simply GDP growth)

for developing countries;

" Zero/de-growth most appropriate for developed countries;

" Demands more attention to human rights, including voice of minorities

) in green economy debate;
Transformative

Emphasis on absolute rather than relative decoupling;

" Suggest alternative measures of progress, including a consideration
of a broader conception of societal well-being;

" Caution against technology as a panacea, highlighting risks of
overconsumption and risks to social and ecological communities

Source: Faccer et al. 2014: 645

This resonates with the debate about green growth
vs de-growth (for an overview see Engler et al. 2024;
Weiss/Cattaneo 2017). Green growth® proponents ba-
sically advocate the utilisation of new technologies and
improved resource management to achieve a low-carbon
and resource-efficient economy within the boundaries of
the traditional growth paradigm. By contrast, degrowth
approaches question the growth paradigm in itself as it
inherently strives for ever increasing valorisation of na-
ture. Instead, degrowth approaches call for a “planned
reduction of energy and resource throughput designed
to bring the economy back into balance with the living
world in a way that reduces inequality and improves hu-
man well-being” (Hickel 2021: 11086).

In this debate, indigenous worldviews such as the Latin
American “Buen Vivir" (see e.g. Kothari et al. 2014) and
the Southern African “Ubuntu” (see e.g. Metz 2011)
provide alternative frameworks that challenge the domi-
nant growth paradigm and resonate with the goals of
degrowth. These indigenous concepts emphasize com-
munity well-being, the unity of human beings and nature,
and holistic approaches to life, offering valuable insights
into how societies might organize themselves without a
focus on perpetual economic expansion.

This brief outline shows the wide range of possible
meanings underpinning the commonly used terms in the
debate on skills for green and just transitions. For the
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purposes of this article, the key question is to what extent
different actors in this debate conceptualise continuity
or break with the current social and economic patterns.

THE GREEN SKILLS POLICY CONTEXT IN
INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Building upon earlier analyses of green skills policies in
international development (BMZ 2013; GIZ 2022; ILO
2011, 2019a; Langthaler et al. 2021), it can be said that
the situation has changed in some aspects, but not in all.
While only a few years ago, the UN organisations and
ILO at its forefront were the main actors in the field, today
“green and just transitions” and their skills requirements
are a policy priority for the EU, bilateral donor organisa-
tions (e.g. the German GIZ (G1Z 2022), and international
NGOs (e.g. CARE n.d.).

ILO (2019b) discusses the main policy challenges with
regard to skills for a green transition. These include e.g.
an underestimation of skills development measures in
national commitments under the Paris Agreement; lack
of alignment between environmental and skills policies
at national level; and neglect of the needs of vulnerable
groups. Other challenges include limited interest of com-
panies to invest in green practices and in green skills as
well as an inherent tension between the need for national
VET curricula and school autonomy (European Training
Foundation 2023).

In the EU and its member states, green skills policies
have been increasingly gaining attention following the
introduction of the European Green Deal in 2019 (see
e.g. Cirillo et al. 2024) and the European Skills Agenda in
2020 (European Commission 2020). Yet, shortcomings
specifically in terms of just transitions persist (Cirillo et
al. 2024).

Due to ILO’s leading role in the early years of the green
skills debate, the policy discourse at that time included
ample reference to concepts like inclusive growth,
decent work and tripartite social dialogue understood
as dialogue between state actors, employers and
employees (ILO 2015). UNESCO, on the other hand,
emphasized the learners’ rather than only the employ-
ers’ perspective as well as the social responsibility of
education and VET beyond the provision of qualified
workforce (see Langthaler et al. 2021 for an overview).

These dimensions appear to be weakened in the current
policy discourse of the EU as well as in the discourse of
regional organisations such as the African Union or the
regional development banks.

Another contextual feature is that particularly in the global
South, VET systems tend to be weak, underfunded and
of low reputation. In addition, policy documents often
state the lack and poor quality of available data and the
weakness of VET and labour market research. There is an
elucidating academic debate about how VET systems in
many southern countries emerged from colonial educa-
tion systems and how this still impacts their current state.
This is most visible in terms of limited VET relevance for
both social mobility and the socioeconomic realities
shaped by the predominance of the informal sector and
of subsistence agriculture in many countries (see e.g. Al-
lais 2020a, 2020b; McGrath 2022). This inconsistency
between policies and local contexts is ongoing. Most VET
policies are still transferred from Western countries, and
they only insufficiently correspond to the local require-
ments. Such uncontextualized policy instruments include
National Qualification Frameworks, competence-based
learning and skills forecasting (Allais 2023; McGrath
2022). To sum up, current VET systems appear to be in
a weak position for fulfilling their tasks in the envisaged
green and just transitions.

A NEW ORIENTATION IN EU-AFRICA
SKILLS POLICY?

Recently, the EU has increased its investment plans for
Africa through the Global Gateway. In its “Joint Vision
Paper” released at the 6th EU-African Union Summit in
2022 (European Union/African Union 2022), an Africa-
Europe Investment Package of at least EUR 150 billion
was announced. The list of priorities includes the energy
transition and the green transition with a focus on climate
change mitigation and adaptation. Skills are mentioned
repeatedly, however, with an emphasis on digital and
entrepreneurial rather than green skills.

Generally, against the background of the last crisis-
stricken years and following the nomination of the new
European Commission in September 2024, a discursive
shift is notable that has significantly reduced attention
to the green transition. Rather, priorities are productivity,
security and migration. This translates into a renewed




focus on skills for effectiveness and employability rather
than green skills (von der Leyen 2024).

The new buzzword in the EU’s Africa policy in the VET
sector appears to be “opportunity-driven VET". The Team
Europe Initiative (TEI) “Opportunity-driven Skills and VET
in Africa” aims to complement VET programmes financed
by the European Commission or member states at coun-
try level. The objective is to orient these programmes
towards concrete employment opportunities created by
(EV) investments, trade, (regional) value chain develop-
ment and other market dynamics in partner countries
(Global Gateway 2024)°.

The new initiative claims to introduce a paradigm shift
from supply-driven to demand-driven VET (ibid.). Indeed,
traditionally, there was little alignment between VET and
labour market policies and official discourses used to
suggest that VET alone would be sufficient to create
jobs. By contrast, the new initiative emphasises the need
to concurrently invest in job creation and VET.

Similarly, there is increased attention in the policy dis-
course to the issue of inequity (even though only with a
focus on gender and the rural/urban divide rather than
socioeconomic background) and considerable empha-
sis on the informal sector (African Union Commission,
OECD 2024).

However, besides reducing attention to skills for green
and just transition, the current discourse also transmits
a commoditised understanding of skills and VET. It re-
mains an ahistorical account, which is silent about the
colonial legacy and past fallacies both in national and
donor education/VET policies. While the new discourse
acknowledges that VET alone cannot create jobs, a
demand-driven approach does not necessarily mean a
systemic approach that balances employers’ and learn-
ers’ needs and opens pathways to youth. To the contrary,
the term “opportunity” suggests a high degree of volatility
and precariousness rather than a stable employment and
income prospective. It also indicates a further hollowing-
out of already fragmented VET systems that rather than
transmitting solid occupational training are incentivized
to train for immediate skills needs that might soon be
obsolete.

On a broader scale, this reflects a growing tendency to
align development policies with other EU priorities, par-
ticularly in areas such as migration, security, trade, and
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investment (see Raza 2024). The instrument of migration
partnerships between the EU and partner countries in the
Global South '° aims to fulfil two objectives at the same
time: downsizing irregular immigration into the EU and
securing access of the EU to pools of skilled workforce.
Concurrently, trade and investment strategies seek to
tap into Africa’s potential in the renewable energy sec-
tor to meet the EU’s green energy needs, particularly for
green hydrogen and solar power, while also ensuring ac-
cess to critical raw materials. All of this is also to be seen
against the background of the EU’s race against China,
an increasingly valued partner by African governments.

Ultimately, the policy context proves to be little support-
ive of a green economy that benefits all stakeholders.
Evidently, this has implications for the discourses on
green skills.

INTERNATIONAL ORGANISATIONS'
GREEN SKILLS DISCOURSES

Based on the classification of Faccer et al (2014), we
have developed a framework to analyse the conceptual
understandings underlying green skills discourses of in-
ternational organisations in a developmental context."
Preliminary findings of our literature review indicate that
the international organisations whose publications were
analysed deploy policy discourses based on incremen-
talist or reformist conceptions of green transitions. Some
organisations (ETF and the regional development banks)
have an explicit green growth-discourse. By contrast,
the UN organisations’ discourses typically focus less
explicitly on growth, however, also refrain from critically
discussing the growth paradigm. No document deals
with structural change as a requirement for green and
just transitions.

There are considerable differences in how the publica-
tions treat the social dimension. While the UN organ-
isations, especially ILO, explicitly deploy a notion of
social justice and emphasise attention to underprivileged
groups, informal sector workers and women, the other
organisations give these issues much less attention.
Most documents do not consider power as a stratifying
social category in any form. Exceptions to this are some
UNESCO and UNICEF publications.

Differences emerge also in terms of which societal
actors are given significance. While all organisations



frequently refer to governmental bodies, the private sec-
tor and educational institutions, this is less the case for
civil society actors or trade unions mainly mentioned in
ILO policy documents. In a similar vein, VET learners as
important actors are widely overlooked. Here, the excep-
tion is UNESCO, who strongly emphasises the learners’
perspective on the topic.

A major divide is the way how (green) skills, VET and
learning are conceived. Many documents mention that
technical green skills should be accompanied by envi-
ronmental knowledge, awareness and values, yet there
is considerable variation in the degree of importance
attached to the latter. Overall, the predominant view
remains a human capital perspective. This approach con-
ceptualises learning in economic terms with the ultimate
purpose of increasing economic productivity and, to a
lesser extent, individual income. With the exception of
UNESCO, some UNICEF and some ILO publications,
the term “employability” is rarely complemented with
some notion of “agency”, a much broader and human-
rather than economy-centred concept of what learning
processes should achieve.

Generally, the human capital logic struggles to deploy a
holistic understanding of education. This often translates
into a utilitarian view at the system level prioritising flex-
ibility of curricula and market-responsiveness. Broadly
speaking, only UNESCO documents refer to the need
of comprehensive VET systems capable of providing
holistic educational pathways to learners.

To sum up, our literature reviews shows that the policy
discourses of the analysed international organisations
depict a considerable degree of conceptual variation in
terms of how they discuss social justice, involved actors
as well as education and skills as dimensions in green
and just transitions. The EU and the regional develop-
ment banks deploy clearly incrementalist discourses that
translate into neoliberal approaches of economic and
work processes as well as into commoditised notions at
the level of education, skills and learning. The UN organ-
isations on the other hand demonstrate more sophisti-
cated understandings, yet these are broadly restricted
to their respective field of competence, i.e. work for the
ILO; education for the UNESCO and youth for UNICEF.
Their discourses in these fields can be assigned to the
reformist category with occasionally some transformative
features.
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Eventually, however, all the discourses lack a critical
discussion of the growth paradigm in itself and of the
necessity of structural change to achieve the envisaged
transitions.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The currently dominant green skills discourses show
significant weaknesses, particularly in relation to just
transitions. This has important implications for develop-
ment policy and development cooperation.

To achieve just transitions, the usual focus in develop-
ment cooperation on technical skills alone is not suf-
ficient. Rather, the imperative of making transitions just
requests us to consider the systemic perspective: Is the
task of education and VET to produce human capital, or
is it to empower people to be knowledgeable, capable
and aware citizens, receptive to learning and agentive as
well as employable. Shall education and VET simply train
workforce or shall it provide people with pathways in life?
Development cooperation should clearly opt for the latter
approach. Against this background, the following policy
recommendations arise:

= Green skills policies as well as funding should not
be exclusively or primarily focused on technical skills
training, but rather embark on a broader approach.

" The systemic perspective should always be consi-
dered. Hence, strengthening education systems is
key, so that they can provide broad basic education,
which in turn enables technical specialization. VET
systems need to be strengthening in a holistic, rather
than fragmenting way. While labour market relevance
of VET needs to be a guiding principle, VET systems
also need to have stronger links to and permeability
with the general education system. In this way, VET
does not as easily become a dead end as it is now in
many countries in the Global South. In addition, the
social reputation of VET can be improved.

® Education for sustainability in terms of the transmis-
sion of awareness, values and behaviour should be
mainstreamed in VET.

® Policy coherence between VET and environmental,
labour market, social, and industrial strategies needs
to be strengthened.




CONCLUDING REMARKS

In this article, we have aimed to clarify the often-ambig-
uous terms “green skills” and “skills for green and just
transition” as they are used in international development
policy discourse. To do so, we have examined their
underlying concepts through a framework informed by
critical academic literature.

Our analysis reveals that the predominant policy ap-
proaches of international organisations working in this
field tend to interpret “green skills” in a “reformist” — and
occasionally even “minimally reformist” — manner, rather
than in a “radically transformative” sense (McGrath and
Ramsarup 2024: 248).

This leads to two key concluding observations. First,
it seems unlikely that policies framed within these dis-
courses will achieve their intended goals, particularly
regarding social justice, but also in terms of mitigating
ecological challenges.

Second, we observe that the power dynamics among the
organisations studied, where those with the least trans-
formative discourse wield the most financial and political
influence, present a potential risk. Specifically, there is
a possibility that these green discourses could support
geopolitical (rather than developmental) objectives and
reinforce existing global imbalances. This could manifest
in strengthening traditional North-South divides, with the
South positioned as a primary supplier of raw materials,
green energy and a skilled, cost-effective labour force for
export-oriented economies in the North.
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