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The National Union of Public and General Employees (NUPGE) is a family of 13 
Component unions. Taken together, we are one of the largest unions in Canada. 
Most of our 425,000 members work to deliver public services of every kind to the 
citizens of their home provinces. We also have a large and growing number of 
members who work for private businesses. 

The office of the National Union of Public and General Employees is on the 
traditional and unceded territory of the Algonquin peoples and is now home to 
many diverse First Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples.  

We recognize the crimes that have been committed and the harm that has been 
done and dedicate ourselves as a union to moving forward in partnership with 
Indigenous communities in a spirit of reconciliation and striving for justice. 

Bert Blundon, President 

Jason MacLean, Secretary-Treasurer 
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An Environmental Justice Approach  

The effects of climate change and environmental degradation do not affect everyone 
equally—both between and within countries. And we do not all contribute equally to 
climate change. Indeed, inequality and climate change stem from the same unequal, 
exploitative economic system. To understand the climate crisis, and to devise solutions, we 
need to start by recognizing this relationship. 

Global Context 

Economic inequality is a driving force of climate change. According to the Global Carbon 
Project, just 23 wealthy countries in the Global North are responsible for half of all 
historical CO2 emissions, while over 150 countries are responsible for the other half.1 
Canada is among the top 10 emitters, despite having only 0.5% of the world’s population; 
hence the need for Canada and other wealthy countries to contribute their fair share of 
emissions reductions.2  

Countries in the Global South are experiencing the worst effects of climate change, such as 
hunger, rising sea levels, and displacement,3 despite that they are less responsible for 
causing it. Wealthy countries in the Global North not only bear greater responsibility for the 
emissions that are causing climate change but they also have the means to transition to a 
green economy and to support those in the Global South in their efforts. The Paris 
Agreement incorporates this concept of equity as a guiding principle, recognizing parties 
have “common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities, in the light of 
different national circumstances.”4 

The uneven contributions to climate change are clear on an individual/class level as well. 
According to a 2020 report by Oxfam, the carbon emissions of the richest 1% are more 
than double the emissions of the 3.1 billion people that make up the world’s poorest half.5 
And we have seen that wealth inequality has only gotten worse during the pandemic.6 
Meanwhile, people living in poverty are more vulnerable to environmental degradation and 
climate change. Specifically, they are more likely to lose their livelihoods and to be 
displaced by extreme weather events.7  

The relationship between climate change and income and wealth inequality is not a 
coincidence; they are inextricably linked.8 Therefore, efforts to combat the climate crisis 
must be linked to fighting inequality as well. 

Environmental Racism 

The unequal impacts of climate change are evident within countries too. The climate crisis 
has disproportionate impacts on BIPOC communities in Canada.  

Environmental racism is  

racial discrimination in the disproportionate location and greater 
exposure of Indigenous, Black, and other racialized communities to 
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contamination and pollution from industry and other 
environmentally hazardous activities; the lack of political power 
these communities have to fight back against the placement of these 
industries in their communities; the implementation of policies that 
allow these harmful projects to be placed in these communities; the 
slow rates of cleanup of contaminants and pollutants in these 
communities; and the lack of representation of Black, Indigenous, 
and other racialized communities in mainstream environmental 
groups and on decision-making boards, commissions, and 
regulatory bodies.9 

Environmental racism, a form of systemic racism, contributes to health inequities.10 Just 
one stark example is the location of Chemical Valley, a highly concentrated area of 
petrochemical refineries near Sarnia, Ontario, right beside Aamjiwnaang First Nation. The 
exposure to chemicals has threatened the health of the community’s water, air, and 
residents.11 

Impacts on Vulnerable Populations 

The climate crisis is posing disproportionate risks to people with disabilities, to seniors, and 
children. For example, a report by Human Rights Watch found that the extreme heat wave 
in BC in 2021 led to “profound mental and physical health impacts” on both people with 
disabilities and older people, who experience a higher risk of heat stress.12 The report also 
found that “inadequate government support compounded risks for people with disabilities 
and older people.” 

During storms or floods, people with disabilities face barriers to evacuating, such as finding 
accessible transportation or services, and ensuring their health care or other services will 
follow them.13 This means that climate change responses need to consider the range of 
impacts and needs in the community. 

Compounding Gender Inequality 

Women, girls, and gender diverse people, especially those who are BIPOC, living in poverty, 
or living with disabilities, are more severely impacted by the climate crisis. During extreme 
weather, disasters, and displacement, they are more likely to experience loss of livelihood, 
economic insecurity, health issues, and death.14 These events are also correlated with an 
increased risk of gender-based violence.15 

NUPGE’s report, Environmental and Climate Change: A Gender Perspective, outlines these and 
other gendered impacts, as well as the importance of women and gender-diverse people’s 
leadership in sustainability and climate action.  

Climate Migrants 

Climate change is forcing people from their communities. According to the UN High 
Commission for Refugees,  
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the increasing intensity and frequency of extreme weather events, 
such as abnormally heavy rainfall, prolonged droughts, 
desertification, environmental degradation, or sea-level rise and 
cyclones are already causing an average of more than 20 million 
people to leave their homes and move to other areas in their 
countries each year.16 

Canada is not immune. In 2020, the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre estimated 
that 26,000 people in Canada were displaced due to disasters.17  

Climate change impacts, such as growing food and water insecurity, can also worsen living 
conditions, or make it harder for displaced people to return.18 All of this increases the risk 
of conflict, another cause of displacement. Notably, people living in poverty are more likely 
to be displaced. This is an issue that warrants a global response.19 

Fighting for Environmental Justice  

Without proactive intervention, the climate crisis will reinforce and exacerbate inequalities, 
as we have seen with the COVID-19 pandemic. The climate crisis and the inequality crisis 
are tied together. And so must the struggles for change be connected. This is the lens that 
has informed NUPGE’s approach to environmental and climate issues, and it must continue 
to be. 

We must push for climate action alongside our fights for anti-racism, Indigenous 
sovereignty, justice for people with disabilities, gender equality, refugee and migrant rights, 
etc. This approach also informs our advocacy for a Just Transition, or an energy transition 
that puts workers and communities at the centre, to which section 5 of this paper is 
devoted. 

An environmental justice approach must also involve foregrounding the voices of the 
communities and workers who are on the front lines, and ensuring affected communities 
are empowered to lead the way on solutions.  

Respecting Indigenous knowledge and sovereignty is particularly important, as NUPGE has 
written about.20 Indigenous peoples have demonstrated how to live sustainably for 
generations, and they continue to be at the forefront of fights to protect the land, water, 
and ecosystems. And they are having an important impact. A recent study by the 
Indigenous Environmental Network found that Indigenous resistance to fossil fuel 
expansion in Canada and the US has stopped or delayed a large amount of GHG 
emissions—an amount equivalent to at least 25% of the annual US and Canadian emissions 
combined.21 This underscores the importance of not just involving, but following the 
leadership of, those on the front lines. 
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