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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. 
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Responding to the Climate Crisis with a Strong Public Sector 

To tackle the climate crisis head on, we need ambitious, transformative action to transition 
to a lower-carbon economy and to ensure that no one is left behind. According to the IPCC, 
we need “immediate, rapid, and large-scale reductions” in climate change-causing GHG 
emissions to keep the Paris goal within reach.1 In the release of its February 2022 report, 
the IPCC was clear: “half measures are no longer an option.” 

The federal government under Trudeau has, to its credit, increased the level of ambition of 
Canada’s climate commitments: stronger emissions reduction targets,2 increased 
contribution to global climate finance,3 and investment in areas like green home retrofits 
and zero-emission vehicles.4 But it still has not gone far enough. 

The government’s approach has been described as a “one eye shut” approach.5 Despite a 
strengthening of policies and some gains made in climate action, that progress is offset by 
continued support for the fossil fuel industry, as emissions from the oil and gas sector have 
continued to rise.6 This is illustrated by the corporate tax credit for carbon capture, 
utilization, and storage (CCUS) that was a major piece of the 2022 budget. CCUS has been 
criticized by academics and environmentalists, and even a former oil executive, as an 
unreliable and expensive technology that will only reinforce our dependence on fossil 
fuels.7 The tax credit was seen as just another subsidy to fossil fuel companies.8  

Researchers have also pointed out that, instead of stronger regulation, the federal climate 
plan focuses on incentives for industry, consumers, and home owners, which are 
insufficient for discouraging investment in fossil fuel infrastructure.9 They also tend to 
benefit more affluent households. Some of these technologies are cost prohibitive to many 
workers and households. Governments need to ensure that green technologies, 
infrastructure, and programs are affordable and accessible for all people, not just for the 
wealthy and not just for those who own their own homes.  

Tackling the climate crisis also requires cooperation across borders and levels of 
government. The commitment and actions taken at the provincial/territorial level vary 
considerably across the country. However, a recent analysis by the Pembina Institute found 
that not a single province or territory is prepared to deliver on climate action.10  

Despite federal targets for 2030 and 2050, half of Canada’s emissions (those from Alberta, 
Saskatchewan, and Manitoba) are not covered by a provincial or territorial 2030 target, and 
almost 75% of national emissions (from Alberta, Ontario, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba) are 
not covered by a 2050 target. The Pembina report also finds that none of the oil- and gas-
producing provinces are adequately preparing for the decline of production with Just 
Transition plans, and no jurisdiction is using all of the available policy tools to lower 
transportation emissions. Oil and gas production and transportation are the 2 sectors 
driving emissions growth.11 

Governments need to step up their game, and they need to do it fast. The public sector is 
uniquely positioned to respond. The public sector has an important role to play in both 
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mitigating, and adapting to, climate change. These processes must go together, but 
addressing each in turn can help us think about the many roles of the public sector. 

The World Wildlife Fund describes these distinct but interrelated terms as follows: 

Climate change mitigation means avoiding and reducing emissions of 
heat-trapping greenhouse gases into the atmosphere to prevent the 
planet from warming to more extreme temperatures. Climate change 
adaptation means altering our behavior, systems, and—in some 
cases—ways of life to protect our families, our economies, and the 
environment in which we live from the impacts of climate change. 
The more we reduce emissions right now, the easier it will be to 
adapt to the changes we can no longer avoid.12 

The Public Sector as a Vehicle for Mitigation 

The science is clear that we need to drastically and rapidly reduce GHG emissions. This will 
require a whole-of-economy approach. The public sector is uniquely positioned to 
intervene and, in doing so, can be a proactive agent of change by facilitating the transition, 
rather than by simply reacting or picking up the pieces. 

Major roles for governments are to invest and to regulate. The federal government, with its 
provincial, territorial, and municipal counterparts, needs to invest in renewable energy, 
sustainable infrastructure, and green transportation, and ensure they are delivered 
through a strong public sector. Governments can also implement regulations on industries 
and institutions, such as requirements for green building codes, emissions caps, and green 
procurement.  

In 2021, NUPGE joined labour organizations from around the world in endorsing the Trade 
Union Program for a Public, Low-Carbon Energy Future.13 Neoliberal climate and energy 
policies tied to privatization and commodification have failed to stop the rise of GHG 
emissions. The Trade Union Program emphasizes the importance of public energy systems 
to ensure the energy transition is socially just, economically viable, and effective in reaching 
climate goals. 

Governments also need to support the retrofitting of buildings and other infrastructure. 
The energy required to run buildings, including our homes and workplaces, accounts for 
about 20% of Canada’s annual carbon emissions.14 Energy efficient buildings will help to 
reduce emissions, make life more affordable, and will support green jobs.15 Governments 
need to change regulations, policies, and building codes to support retrofits.16 They can 
offer programs to make them affordable and accessible. Governments can also require 
that all new buildings be energy efficient—and they can fund it, such as through green 
social housing.17 Canada needs a long-term strategy to decarbonize our buildings.18 
Governments have a responsibility to ensure that all people have access to climate-friendly 
technology and infrastructure, regardless of where they live or their income level. 



 

 

 

  
3 

Another important area is improving public transit so that people have realistic alternatives 
to driving. But chronic under-investment means that public transit systems in Canadian 
cities are decades behind where they need to be, and transit service in smaller 
communities is limited or nonexistent. The federal government must be willing to fund a 
much greater share of transit infrastructure and operating costs. 

It is important that the infrastructure and services needed to reduce GHG emissions be 
publicly procured, owned, maintained, and operated. In the long-term, public delivery of 
services and infrastructure is the best use of public funds and brings greater accountability 
and transparency.  

Indeed, according to privatization researchers, privatization is fueling the climate crisis: 

When it comes to the threat of climate change, public control over 
policy making is critical. Private forces guided by profit-motive, like 
fossil fuel companies, may seek to enrich shareholders at the risk of 
causing catastrophic environmental impacts. As such, privatization 
deals in the realm of climate hand over decision-making from the 
public, which stands to face the consequences of these impacts, to 
the profiteers who benefit from them. That’s an untenable situation 
if we hope to build an environmentally sustainable future where 
everyone is afforded the right to a healthy planet.19 

Privatization has also been shown to reduce the quality of public services and contribute to 
worsening economic inequality.20 

Governments may say they can’t afford to invest in ambitious climate action and that it 
should be left to the market and private companies. But it is clear that privatization and tax 
breaks for the wealthy have failed. It’s the state that is uniquely positioned to inject large 
sums of money into the economy and take on debt unlike individuals or businesses.21 
What’s more, we can’t afford not to act.  

In a 2022 report, the IPCC reported that the costs of climate change impacts in Canada 
have been increasing since 1983, from an average of $0.4 billion to $1.9 billion annually.22 
For instance, the severe flooding in BC last year caused at least $450 million in insured 
damage, according to the Insurance Bureau of Canada.23 That was in addition to the 
roughly $155 million in insured damage caused by the wildfires earlier in the year. And this 
does not account for the human cost, the impacts on livelihoods, the cost to entire 
ecosystems, and the disproportionate impact on Indigenous communities. 

Furthermore, if governments were to implement fair taxation, for which there is clear 
public support, this would lead to new sources of revenue and help to tackle income and 
wealth inequality. 

There is also the matter that Canada gives more public finance to the fossil fuel sector, per 
capita, than any other G20 country.24 A recent report by the International Institute for 
Sustainable Development (IISD) found that provincial governments’ fossil fuel subsidies in 
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the main fossil-fuel-producing provinces—Alberta, BC, Saskatchewan, Newfoundland and 
Labrador—have reached levels that rival that of the federal government’s.25 

The federal government has committed to phasing out fossil fuel subsidies, which NUPGE 
has called for, but action remains to be seen. Also, provinces need to commit to phasing 
out fossil fuel subsidies. Governments should be redirecting that money to more 
environmentally sustainable sectors and to supporting workers and their communities that 
are affected by the transition.  

The federal climate plan A Healthy Environment and a Healthy Economy, which was released 
in late 2020, commits $15 billion to be invested in climate action.26 On a per capita basis, 
this figure pales in comparison to what many European countries and the US are 
committing.27 We need increased public investment in climate action to reduce emissions 
and foster a greener economy. 

Public Services Help Us to Adapt 

Decarbonizing the economy is essential. But, as UNEP’s Adaptation Gap 2021 report 
demonstrates, “the need to adapt to the impacts of climate change already locked in are 
just as important.”28 The report finds that, although countries are increasingly including 
adaptation in their climate plans and policies, more needs to be done in areas of planning, 
implementation, and financing. It is important to note that the cost of adaptation is 5 to 10 
times higher in the Global South than the current amount of financing, to which wealthy 
countries like Canada should contribute their fair share.29  

As noted above, public services, and the workers who deliver them, are on the front lines in 
a crisis. They are directly responding to the effects of climate change, keeping their 
communities safe and supported, and continuing to deliver critical services through it all . 
From providing care and emergency response, to repairing infrastructure, to coordinating it 
all, NUPGE members are in the thick of things.  

Because these and other public services play a key role in responding to the effects of the 
climate crisis, which are projected to intensify, investing in expanding high-quality, 
inclusive, and universal public services will be a key part of climate change adaptation. 
Specifically, this will involve investing in public services like health care, social services, and 
disaster response and management, as well as in areas like energy, water, and public 
transportation. Public services can also offer good, green, and unionized jobs that sustain 
communities. 

The Canadian government’s climate plan focuses on greening physical infrastructure, like 
buildings.30 This is essential, as noted above. But investing in social infrastructure is also 
important for fostering a more sustainable and equitable economy. Investing in expanding 
and improving public services can not only help to tackle climate change, but also advance 
equality.31 

Investing in public services also means investing in the workers who deliver these critical 
services. These workers deserve fair wages, benefits, pensions, and safe and healthy 
working conditions, as well as the resources they need to do their jobs. Workers’ rights 
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must be safeguarded, regardless of employment status, unionization status, or 
immigration status.  

Furthermore, the workers in these sectors know what is needed to strengthen and adapt 
public services to respond to the crisis. And so, they must be at the decision-making tables. 
This is a crucial part of a Just Transition. 
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