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Factsheet 20: Why unions matter to climate change 

 

Unions exist to defend their members at work. 
What does climate change have to do with that? 
Or, to be brutal, what is in it for my union? 
  
This factsheet will answer that question. But first 
we will turn the question round – why does 
humanity need unions to take action? 
  
It's because people live on Earth. They cannot go 
elsewhere. Union members need action because 
they are human.  
  
This action is particularly important now because 
mainstream politics is dominated by the economics 
of austerity. Climate action costs money, so 
governments are doing little or nothing.  
  
Elite climate politics has changed in the last ten 
years. Until about 2004, the dominant force in the 
rich countries was Big Oil and Big Coal. Their 
spokesman was George W. Bush. They wanted no 
action. 
  
From about 2005 onwards, however, other leaders 
began to dominate the politics of climate. They 
spoke for the leaders of most corporations, but not 
Big Oil and Big Coal. They were politicians of the 
centre and centre right – like Merkl, Sarkozy, Blair, 
Gore and Schwarzenegger. They wanted action. 
They read the same science we read. And they own 
the world. Why would they want to destroy it? 
 
However, these centre right leaders and 
businessmen had been pushing the power of the 
market for thirty years. To cut emissions fast and 
deep would take massive government action, not 
market incentives. Centre right leaders could not 
accept this. So they tried to cut emissions through 
the operation of market forces. It did not work. But 
they were trying.  
  
Then came the economic crisis of 2008. 
Corporations and governments found themselves 
in desperate competition with each other. General 

Motors – the largest industrial corporation in the 
world for 50 years – went bankrupt. No 
corporation or government felt safe.  
  
Most governments began heavy policies of 
austerity. Action on climate change would cost 
governments money and corporations profits. So at 
the UN climate talks in Copenhagen in 2009, the 
leading countries of the world came together to 
draft the 'Copenhagen Accord'. The Accord said 
that there would be no 'binding targets' for 
emissions reductions. Instead, each country could 
reduce emissions by as much as they felt they 
could. In effect, the global elite had decided to they 
could not afford climate action.  
 
This demoralised many environmental 
organisations. The organisations' main strategy is 
to influence the media and lobby politicians. That 
requires that they stay within limits of what the 
policy makers will accept. If governments are 
moving away from action, environmental 
organisations are tempted to follow them part-
way. 
  
Many environmentalists also felt despair. If the 
leaders can't agree, what hope is there? 
  
Some environmentalists and organisations held 
firm, though. Scientists stood their ground, and 
insisted more loudly than ever on the threat of 
climate change. Nature did not compromise, but 
instead delivered more heat waves, fires, droughts, 
floods and storms. 
  
However, there will be no concerted global action 
soon on climate from the top. We will have to build 
a mass movement from the grass roots to force the 
leaders of the world to act. 
  
This is where unions come in. Almost all policy 
makers and almost all the media accept the 
arguments for austerity. Unions do not. Unions 
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want massive government spending to create jobs 
and stimulate growth.  
  
Since the recession of 2008, there has been little 
job growth in most countries. Globally, well over 
one million workers need jobs. It makes sense for 
unions to lead campaigns for massive government 
investment in programmes to halt climate change. 
Globally, that would mean at least one hundred 
million new jobs. (See factsheet 22:  climate jobs.) 
  
Unions have key strengths that they can bring to 
such campaigns. Labour activists can imagine 
government action. The politics of different unions 
in different countries varies a great deal. But there 
is a shared tradition of working for government 
policy to solve grave social problems – and 
therefore environmental problems. 
  
Unions also have a tradition of building mass grass 
roots campaigns, because unions are basically mass 
grass roots organisations. 
  
Moreover, the environmental movement is too 
small to build the mass movement needed. Union 
members, on the other hand, can reach almost 
everyone. In almost all countries the majority of 
working people are not union members. But the 
union members, between them, know how to 
reach unorganised workers. And can speak to them 
as friends, relatives and equals. 
  
Finally, unions can mobilise, march and act 
collectively. 
  
All this requires a sea change in how unions 
organise around climate change. Most unions have 
only begun working around climate in the last few 
years. To some extent we have been running to 
keep up. And we have usually felt we were the 
junior partner at the table with environmentalists 
and policy makers.  
  
To campaign effectively for government climate 
action and jobs, however, unions and union 
activists will have to regard ourselves as leaders. Of 

course we still must work through alliances, and of 
course we seek to influence policy. But in this 
historical moment, many environmental groups 
who could act are held back by the politics of 
austerity. Union activists now need to be a driving 
force. If we are, many environmentalists and other 
group will be encouraged and join us. 
  
This is a large responsibility, for which we are ill 
prepared. But that does not mean we cannot act. 
 
Strengthening unions 
 
So unions need to act not only for our members’ 
interests, but for all humanity. Doing that will 
strengthen unions too. Unions will reach out to 
new people, many of whom will become union 
members.  
  
Unions can also build public support because we 
are seen as part of a larger cause. In addition, in 
every local union branch, there is already someone 
who cares deeply about the environment. That 
person can become the climate activist in the local 
branch, and in the process become a union activist.  
  
Moreover, in many places and times, unions have 
been built by activists who felt they were fighting 
for themselves, their families and their workmates, 
but also for a far bigger cause. The fight for the 
jobs and the planet can be that cause now. 
  
Finally, serious climate change has come to some 
countries already. It will come to many more. 
When it comes, many workers will lose their jobs, 
and farmers their livelihoods. If everyone knows 
that unions are fighting to stop climate change, 
people will look to unions for help and 
organisation. 
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