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munity ownership (held democratically 
accountable and not profit-oriented) also 
provides opportunities to ensure energy 
security and prioritize energy conserva-
tion – after all, the cleanest energy is the 
energy we don’t use. Government spend-
ing for training programs can be directed 
towards workers who have lost their jobs 
(such as Just Transition programs) as well 
as to people and communities faced with 
poverty and systematic injustice.

Unfortunately, the Canadian government 
has shown little recognition of these 
opportunities. According to the Pembina 
Institute, U.S. President Barack Obama’s 
2009 budget outspends Canadian Prime 
Minister Stephen Harper’s budget on 
energy efficiency initiatives and expan-
sion of renewable energy by a ratio of 
six to one per capita. Our government 
continues to set weak emission reduction 
targets, and instead looks to false solu-
tions such as nuclear power and carbon 
capture and storage, as well as ongoing 
expansion in the tar sands. It is up to 
Canadians to join the growing worldwide 
movement for green jobs, and thus cre-
ate the changes that will ensure a safe 
and equitable future for generations 
to come. 

Andrea Harden-Donahue is the Energy Campaigner 
for the Council of Canadians and Andrea Peart is 
the National Representative, Health, Safety and the 
Environment, for the Canadian Labour Congress. 
Their full paper on this topic, Green, Decent and 
Public, is available at www.canadians.org.
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It is hard to read the daily paper 
without being faced with sobering 
news on both the climate and 
economic crises – arguably the  
most urgent issues of our times. 

Temperature increases caused by green-
house gas emissions must not be allowed 
to pass the “tipping point” of a two-
degree-Celsius increase. Scientific studies 
indicate that even emission reductions 
of 25-40 per cent by 2020 below 1990 
emission levels will be inadequate, and 
deeper reductions are needed. The year 
2008 brought what is being called the 
worst financial crisis of our lifetime. The 
International Labour Organization esti-
mates that global unemployment could 
increase by between 29 and 59 million 
people in 2009. In Canada, employment 
insurance changes have made it harder 
for people to qualify – less than half 
of unemployed Canadians are eligible. 
Eligibility is even lower for women – less 
than one-third qualify!

There is a broad-based, growing move-
ment that recognizes opportunities in 
these crises. “Green jobs” are seen as 
one way to re-vision the economy, creat-
ing a more equitable economy that is 
“green,” “clean” and “low carbon.” At 
its most basic level, the purpose of this 
movement is to use the growing recogni-
tion that our actions have led us to the 
current crises in order to redirect our 
efforts towards creating a sustainable 
economy with decent job creation that 
reduces carbon emissions and inequality. 

What is a “green job”?
A green job is any job that greens our 
economy. There are three core sectors 
where green jobs can be created: energy 
efficiency and conservation, transit and 
high-speed rail, and renewable energy. 
Representative jobs are construction 
workers, engineers, electricians, heating/
air conditioning installers, carpenters, 
building inspectors, iron and steel work-
ers, and power plant operators and tech-

nicians. There are also significant green 
job opportunities in sustainable agricul-
ture and reducing waste.   

There are tremendous economic 
opportunities in expanding green jobs. 
Improvements in energy efficiency offer 
some of the most effective methods 
dollar-for-dollar to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions and generate green jobs. 
Money saved on reducing energy con-
sumption often covers the full costs 
of the investment. One billion dollars 
in additional spending in basic infra-
structure, including home retrofits and 
energy efficiency improvements (such 
as improving insulation and installing 
energy-efficient windows, furnaces and 
appliances), creates 11,500 jobs, half in 
construction and half in other sectors. 

Move to renewable  
energies
Renewable energy is energy that comes 
from renewable sources such as hydro-
electric, wind, solar, tidal, biomass and 
geothermal power. The expansion of 
renewable power must play an important 
role in our transition away from fossil 
fuels. This includes both large- and small-
scale renewable power projects (such as 
wind farms and capturing methane gas 
to produce electricity from landfills) and 
distributed energy (DE) applications (such 
as on-site renewable power applications 
like solar panels). The average renewable 
energy investment creates four times as 
many jobs as the same investment in 
the fossil fuel economy. According to the 
Canadian Wind Association, more than 
50,000 direct jobs will be created if we 
target 20 per cent of Canada’s electricity 
to come from wind energy. 

Government action through public 
employment programs and a commit-
ment to public power generation is far 
more likely than the market to provide 
job opportunities that help to reduce 
poverty and improve equity amongst 
Canadians. When power generation is 
in public hands, any profits made can 
be redistributed to meet social and 
environmental goals. Public and com-
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Wind farms are a form of renewable 
energy. Conservation, increased use of 
renewable energies and the creation 
of green jobs will provide a better, 
sustainable future for everyone. 




