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For the last twenty years, unions in the United States and internationally have generally accepted the dominant
discourse on climate policy, one that is grounded in assumptions that private markets will lead the “green
transition,” reduce emissions, and stabilize the climate over the longer term. Indeed, unions began attending the
climate negotiations convened by the United Nations in the early 1990s, a time when the “triumph of the market”
went unchallenged and the climate debate was awash with neoliberal ideas. Unions, therefore, focused on
articulating the need for “Just Transition” policies to deal with the negative impacts on employment brought about
by climate policies and to highlight the need for income protection, re-employment opportunities, education and
re-training, and job creation.1

In keeping with the policy discourse of the time, unions talked and acted as if the transition to a low carbon
economy was inevitable—the science was, after all, definitive and a broad consensus was emerging among
business, governments, and civil society that emissions reductions were urgently needed and made good
economic sense. Few unions openly expressed the view that capitalism might be incapable of addressing
climate change and that radical restructuring of political economy is necessary in order to stay within planetary
boundaries.

The Financial Crisis and Green Keynesianism

When the financial crisis hit in 2008, unions became more assertive about the need for green investments as a
means to fight rising unemployment and rising emissions levels.2 Through the International Trade Union
Confederation, unions joined with the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the International
Labor Organization (ILO) to promote a “green jobs strategy” that pointed to employment opportunities in climate-
friendly industries like renewable energy.3–5 Unions emphasized the reflationary value of green investments,
hoping to turn the “green growth” agenda into a demand-side and more explicitly Keynesian project. This
essentially social democratic version of the green economy provided a framework for core trade union concerns:
workers’ rights, decent work (per the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda),6 “just transition,” job-centered growth, and a
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strong role for the government and the public sector.7

Today, many unions (especially in Europe and the OECD countries more generally) still subscribe to the main
assumptions of the green growth agenda and continue to try (with little success) to influence the debate. This
remains the main orientation of the international labor movement, an orientation captured in three two-word
terms—green jobs, just transition, and decent work.

But the entire green capitalist framework or “ecological modernization” (as it is sometimes known) was
developed around a presumed certainty—that natural resource scarcity would make more efficient use of those
resources the key to competitiveness and, therefore, success. This sense of certainty was captured by UNEP’s
executive director’s statement in 2010 that “sustainable development is not a choice but an imperative and the
only course possible for the future. A green economy will happen, either by design or default.”8

The inconvenient truth about resource scarcity is that it does not exist and certainly not in fossil fuels that feed an
ever-expanding global economy. According to the International Energy Agency (IEA), more than 50 percent of
new global energy demand is being met by coal, and fossil fuels are expected to meet more than three-fourths of
total energy needs in 2035 on the basis of today’s policies. Exploitable coal reserves amount to one trillion tons
globally.9 New sources of gas in shale formations have been identified. The Alberta tar sands have been
described as the Saudi Arabia of “unconventional” oil. There are approximately 280 GW of new coal-fired power
generation under construction at the present time.10 Energy companies are euphoric about the prospects of a
new “golden age” for fossil fuels.11 Since 2007, renewable energy has grown dramatically, but so, too, has
energy demand. Modern renewable sources of power, such as wind and solar, still make up a tiny fraction of
total energy consumption.

Therefore, green capitalism is not inevitable after all. It cannot rely on the logic of capital accumulation shaped
by growing resource scarcity. Instead it, today, depends onpolitical interventions that run counter to the logic of
accumulation. In plainer terms, at a time when fossil fuels are both lucrative and abundant, market-based climate
policy rests almost entirely on the ability to impose carbon pricing, pollution control regulations, policy support for
renewable energy (including subsidies), and, perhaps most important of all, implementing a global agreement
with mandatory emissions reduction targets and timetables.12

But if green capitalism depends on pricing carbon, incentives, and regulations, and the fossil fuel companies and
other major polluters violently oppose these policies, then what? This raises the issue of power and the capacity
of workers and their allies to challenge the political and economic power of the major polluters.

When it comes to proposing a political strategy to deal with the economic and political power of the fossil fuel
companies and their “business as usual” agenda, the UNEP and ILO have almost nothing to say. The boldest
policy proposal, by far, pertains to the removal of government subsidies for fossil fuel companies that are
calculated to be in the realm of $400 billion to $650 billion per year globally.13 This would be a positive step, but
it would not address the fundamental question of who owns and controls energy resources and for what reason
energy is generated and used.

Unions moving toward engaging the climate issue, therefore, need to be aware that the influence of the UNEP
and ILO over global trade union climate policy remains considerable. And as long as trade union climate policy
operates in the shadows of the ILO and UNEP’s green economy framework, the struggle against the fossil fuel
companies’ economic and political power and their “business as usual” agenda will be impeded.14

A low carbon and truly sustainable political economy will not be “incentivized” into existence. Regulatory and
market-based approaches—including carbon markets and taxes—have failed because they do not confront the
power of the corporations and their control over energy resources, infrastructure, and markets. They do not
challenge the financial system that charges high interest rates to renewable energy companies, the impact of
which is high prices for those who purchase renewable power. And these approaches have not been able to
impede the rush toward rising energy demand, rising fossil fuel use, and rising emissions.15–21
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A New Climate Politics for Unions

A progressive global-level trade union climate policy can be built around five pillars: it must be independent, it
must be science-based, it has to be internationalist, it must aspire to be transformative, and it must engage union
members.

Independence

An independent trade union approach at the level of global discourse means putting some daylight between the
interests of liberal capitalist institutions like the UNEP, and also the ILO and its institutional commitment to
“tripartism.” The dominant “green growth” agenda as articulated by the UNEP was always essentially neoliberal
and aimed at driving private-sector investment. This is echoed by the ILO, which sees government climate policy
as a means to “influence the market and encourage the private sector toward a green transition and overcome
the problems of missing private price signals. In this sense, public investment plays a complementary role to
larger market-based mechanisms.”22

An independent trade union approach is therefore needed, one that gets out from underneath institutions that
still have illusions of the “green growth” agenda.

Science-Based

Most unions, and certainly the ITUC, acknowledge the need to adopt and pursue science-based emissions
targets. But the full implications of a science-based agenda require a different set of solutions  that go beyond the
green economy framework as understood by the UNEP and ILO.

The IPCC’s emissions reduction scenario calls for nothing less than complete transformation in production and
consumption patterns. Taking the science seriously also requires taking the solutions seriously, and the green
economy framework can do neither. It is time to reject the illusion that a new phase of green capitalist
accumulation is what is either likely or desirable.

Internationalist

The ITUC has been solid on the science and equally steadfast regarding the need for an internationalist
approach. This approach is embodied in the United Nation’s Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC), which recognizes that those most affected by climate change today and in the future are largely not
responsible for the emissions that caused it—and any new UN agreement needs to take full account of this
reality.

U.S. unions have for the most part brushed these concerns aside, preferring instead to promote a “rebuild
America with green jobs” discourse. This also needs to go. It is no accident that this “economic nationalist”
perspective led the AFL-CIO to describe the Copenhagen Accord (which put forward “voluntary commitments” in
place of mandatory ones) in glowing terms.23,24 The AFL-CIO has never supported the IPCC’s timetable for
emissions reductions and is the only major national trade union federation not to do so. The Blue Green Alliance
also applauded the Copenhagen Accord because it fit with its liberal industrial policy agenda and the perceived
need to enhance U.S. competitiveness.25

U.S. unions are not the only ones that tend to support their government’s position in the UN process and other
multilateral venues. The Japanese unions affiliated to RENGO rarely break ranks with the Japanese
government, for example. But there are instances where unions put the interests of the international working
class above national considerations, as with the case of the Canadian Labour Congress, the Congress of South
African Trade Unions (COSATU), the Korean Confederation of Trade Unions, and others.

Most unions believe the United Nations offers the best means of reaching a global agreement that is fair and
inclusive. The UN/Kyoto process long ago acknowledged that rich nations owe an “ecological debt” to the poor
ones as a result of the impact of their cumulative emissions. There are many flaws in the UN/Kyoto approach,

3/7

http://nlf.sagepub.com/content/24/2/12.full#fn-24
http://nlf.sagepub.com/content/24/2/12.full#fn-25
http://nlf.sagepub.com/content/24/2/12.full#fn-26
http://nlf.sagepub.com/content/24/2/12.full#fn-27


but most unions support it and reject voluntary or bilateral agreements that are often aspirational rather than
binding and exclude small poorer countries from participating.

Transformative

Along with a science-based approach, the reassertion of social ownership is a crucial policy component of a
trade union program to address climate change and the unsustainable character of today’s political economy.
Social ownership will never be endorsed by the likes of UNEP and the ILO—absent a major and unprecedented
ideological shift within those bodies.

Many social movements in the North and South—among them some key allies of the trade unions—have
rejected the “green growth” framework and propose a more radical set of policies and approaches aimed at
restoring the “social and ecological commons.” In some parts of the left, the call for “system change” is every day
getting louder. But the details of the transition are often unclear even at the level of theory. But this is beginning
to change through debate and movement building.26

A medium-term goal, therefore, is to secure a qualitative shift toward public and social ownership of key
economic sectors, particularly electrical power generation, major transportation services, energy conservation,
and food production, distribution, and retail. The need for action now, within the existing system, in no way
negates the push for transformational system change. On the contrary, it hastens the tipping point, whether
economic and/or political.

Engaging Members

An important part of the effort to mobilize union members, workers, and individuals is for unions and their social
movement allies to identify a series of bold interventions that can begin to address not just climate change but
also the full spectrum of unsustainable and unjust features of political economy. A trade union approach to
“system change” is both transitional and transformative in nature, a perspective elaborated, for example, by
COSATU in its 2011 submission to COP 17 in Durban, and the International Transport Workers at its 2010 World
Congress.27

This approach needs to be grounded in the historical traditions of economic democracy, worker cooperatives,
credit unions, etc. and it is these traditions that can now be deployed in the effort to reclaim the economy and
protect human civilization from certain destruction.

Organizing and mobilizing union members will be easier if unions embed climate protection into the work they
are presently doing to defend and promote workers’ rights, fight privatization, austerity, and defend public
services—a message delivered with unique power by activist and writer Naomi Klein at the founding convention
of the Canadian union UNIFOR in Toronto in early September 2013.28

By integrating climate protection into their present battles, unions can broaden the social base of support for what
they presently regard as their “core agenda.” Furthermore, they can play a role in articulating a clear and
inspiring alternative that amounts to a new ecological and economic development paradigm.

Addressing climate change and all of the socially barbarous and unsustainable features of the system will require
a deep restructuring of economic life and a shift in political power toward workers and communities. This is not
“reform vs. revolution” redux. Both radical reform and revolutionary agendas have traditionally been contingent
on more economic and political democracy and a qualitative expansion of the public sphere. Both are needed
now—and efforts should be directed toward advancing social ownership of the carbon-intensive sectors and the
financial institutions.
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