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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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Reducing the Carbon Footprint of the Public Sector  

In addition to the role of the public sector in supporting mitigation across the economy and 
adaptation in communities, the public sector also has a role to play in reducing its own 
environmental impacts. All sectors of the economy will be affected by climate change and 
will need to undergo a transition. The public sector is no exception—its institutions and 
services must also be part of the transition to a green economy. In fact, the public sector 
can be a leader in this regard.  

In the UK, public services as a whole (excluding transport) represent about 8% of the UK’s 
direct greenhouse gas emissions, according to a report by UNISON.1 The National Health 
Service (NHS) alone represents about 4% of the UK’s emissions. UNISON notes that, if you 
account for procurement, construction, and social housing, the impact of public services is 
even greater. The government has set targets for emissions reductions in the public sector, 
and the NHS has said it will reach net zero emissions by 2040.  

The emissions of the health care sector, in particular, received international attention 
during COP26 in 2021. Globally, the health sector accounts for approximately 4.6% of GHG 
emissions.2 Canada was among the countries to sign onto the COP26 Health Programme, 
which outlines a commitment to developing climate-resilient and low-carbon health 
systems.3 Notably, though, Canada did not commit to reaching net-zero emissions in the 
health system, as some other countries have.4 

In Canada, health care is responsible for 4.6% of our total GHG emissions, according to The 
Lancet Countdown on Health and Climate Change report from 2019.5 Compared to the health 
care sectors in 47 countries, Canada has the third-highest per capita emissions. And yet, 
the 2021 Lancet report found that only 3% of all federal climate adaptation funding since 
2017 has been designated to health-related projects.6  

In Canada, there is publicly available data on greenhouse gas emissions—overall, by sector, 
and by province or territory. The federal government releases information on the GHG 
emissions of federal organizations,7 but provinces don’t necessarily do the same. It is, 
therefore, difficult to estimate the role of the provincial public sector from national data by 
sector (e.g., buildings or transportation). This is an area for further research. 

The province of BC does release data on the emissions of its public sector organizations 
(PSOs).8 In 2013, Ontario public agencies became required to report their annual energy 
use and GHG emissions.9 However, there does not appear to be data reported since 2018. 

The public sector has a role to play in the transition to a greener economy by decarbonizing 
public services and organizations themselves. Here we have just focused on the aspect of 
GHG emissions, but public services have other impacts on the environment too, such as 
producing waste and as consumers of energy.  

In all of these efforts, it is crucial that public sector workers be at the table in determining 
how to reduce emissions and, more broadly, transition to a more sustainable future. This is 
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not only because they will be impacted but also because they have valuable expertise in 
their jobs and sectors.  
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