
 

 
www.itfclimatejustice.org  Page 1 of 2 

Factsheet 21: What unions can do  

 

Climate change is a new issue for unions. So far, in 
most countries, unions have begun to draw up 
policy statements, educate their members, and 
form alliances with environmentalists. But we are 
still at the beginning, and still learning.  
  
What needs to be done, however, flows from the 
situation we find ourselves in. It looks unlikely that 
governments will take the critical action needed 
unless a mass movement forces them to. So we 
need to build those mass movements. 
  
The first step is educating our own union members. 
Most union activists already know a great deal 
about wages, pensions and work. They have a 
model in their heads of society, employers and 
workers. With climate change, workers don't have 
these kinds of basics.  
  
We also need to develop our own understanding. 
Mainstream approaches to climate change have 
been worked out without regard to the needs or 
the wisdom of working people. So workers need to 
discuss these ideas, with each other, and ask what 
fits for unions and workers, and what does not. 
  
Of course not all union members are going to be 
climate experts. But to build a mass movement, 
unions need such experts in each branch, local 
organisation and big workplace.  
 
Policy 
 
Unions need to draw up alternative union solutions 
to climate change. But drawing up a policy and 
presenting it to governments and employers will 
not solve our problems. At best, government 
departments will have a meeting with us, listen 
politely, shake hands when we leave, and then 
ignore us. This is because with climate, as with 
other issues, employers and governments listen to 
us when we make them. So we have to have a 
mass movement behind us when we approach 
policy makers. 

Collective bargaining 
 
Unions can propose ways of performing work 
differently in order to reduce emission levels, and 
where appropriate, negotiate the introduction of 
new technology. These issues need to form part of 
the collective bargaining agenda so that unions can 
ensure that any step taken to reduce emissions in 
workplaces does not have negative implications for 
workers. Unions could also bargain for recognition 
and time off for “environmental reps” to partner 
with shop stewards and other workplace 
representatives. The role of these reps will be to 
make sure companies establish commitments to 
reduce emissions and honour such commitments 
where they exist.  
 
Alliances and action 
 
Unions in many countries have begun to form 
alliances to push for government action on climate. 
These can be alliances with other unions, with local 
branches of some unions, with some political 
organisations or figures, with NGOs, and with 
environmental organisations. Exactly how you do 
this varies greatly – each country has its own 
traditions.  
  
Change will not happen without these alliances. 
And they have to bring together a broad range of 
forces. However, when the alliance includes all the 
unions and all the relevant NGOs, there is a large 
danger of no meaningful action. Rhetorically, the 
alliance will say something must be done about the 
climate. In practice it will back away from 
particular actions or policies, because they upset 
one of the constituent bodies. It's a matter of 
building alliances broad enough to have a real 
effect, but not so broad they do nothing. 
  
Then there is action. This can be meetings, 
protests, rallies, stunts, demonstrations and 
occupations. Sometimes these actions will be led 
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by unions. Sometimes union activists will be part of 
actions led by environmentalists. 
 
Moreover, we can take unions and climate into the 
new social movements. These have begun with 
events like the Arab Spring and the Occupy 
movements, but there will be many more, in 
different forms, and in other countries. Unions 
have made ourselves parts of these events. Formal 
union support has been important. But being 
physically present makes a difference. The 
movement that can do something about climate 
change can grow where unions, new social 
movements, and environmentalists come together. 
 
Responding to disasters 
  
One way of campaigning is to respond to climate 
disasters in other parts of the country, or the 
world. When there is a flood, a famine, or a storm 
destroys a city, local union branches can raise 
money to aid the suffering. Often there will be 
people from the affected region among the 
workforce, and the union can involve them and 
their communities.  And the activity puts the issue 
of climate change front and centre. 
  
Then there is union action when climate disasters 
strike, in your city, town or country. Here union 
reaction needs to be very quick. The authorities, 
the police and the news media will set an agenda 
within 24 hours. They may also move to 
restructure the local society at the same time. The 
affected area often feels like a place under 
occupation, where organisation and protest is 
forbidden. And the authorities and the media will 
not mention climate change. 
  
Local unions can react quickly with 
demonstrations, marches, rallies or vigils where 
the disaster has happened. They can insist that no 
one loses their job because of the disaster. (In New 
Orleans after Hurricane Katrina, all the teachers 
and many city employees were fired.) 
 

Firefighters, social service workers, health workers, 
prison officers and relief workers on the ground 
will know what needs to be done. They are often 
furious about what is not being done. Their union 
can act as their microphone. The national leaders 
of the union can support their cause on television. 
And the union can say this is climate change, and 
something must be done. 
  
All this will change the situation that follows the 
disaster. People will be more likely to organise for, 
and to win, food supplies, continuing health care, 
rehousing, and proper flood defences and other 
measures to prevent the disaster happening again. 
  
Transport workers can be key. We carry the 
supplies people need. We stop when the road is 
blocked. Demonstrations and caravans of trucks 
sponsored by transport unions can shame 
governments into helping. 
 
Defending jobs 
 
Employers often move to cut jobs that help to 
reduce emissions. This includes closures of bus 
routes, firing railway workers, closing factories that 
make rolling stock, closing shipyards, closing wind 
turbine factories, and so on. Also, every closure of 
a small branch hospital or government office 
means workers and service users have to travel 
further every day, increasing emissions.  
  
When these kinds of cuts are proposed, unions can 
define this as an attack on both workers and the 
climate. We can mobilise workers, 
environmentalists and the local community. This 
will increase the chances of defending the job and 
the service. But it will also build a campaign on 
climate change. 
  
Finally, unions can campaign for large scale 
government investment in new jobs that will cut 
emissions. That is the subject of the factsheet 22 
climate jobs. 
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