Just Transition for
Transport Workers

HOW DOES CLIMATE CHANGE
AFFECT URBAN TRANSPORT
WORKERS?
As workers in the urban transport systems of
our cities, we are on the frontline of the climate
emergency. We are directly impacted by the
changes in weather patterns, increased flooding,
air pollution and lack of action by governments
and employers.
The climate crisis affects our workplaces
and communities. Its negative impacts are
exacerbated by the lack of formal employment,
gender-based discrimination against women
workers, outsourcing, precarious work, low
wages, and lack of freedom of association.
The climate catastrophe reinforces a system
that profits from cheap labour, unpaid women’s
work, and the continued squeeze on the public
services that we, as workers, provide.

Urban transport workers are often
presented as central to the fight against
climate change. Expanding public
transportation is one of the ‘win-win’
solutions that could improve services
for communities, create jobs for workers
and lower carbon emissions. However,
the voices, experiences and realities of
transport workers are too often excluded
from these plans.
Informal transport worker, Nairobi, Kenya:

Transport workers have not been
involved in city planning. Our needs in
the context of climate change are not
adequately provided for or given any
consideration. Despite the fact that most
of us hang around bus terminals, there
are no structures which can protect us
from heavy rain and extreme heat.”

Climate change, and the lack of protection
for transport workers, is leading to further
precarity, loss of income, increased illness
and increased accidents. There is further
pressure on workers to provide a service
with no extra compensation or protection,
despite the catastrophic climate context in
which they have to work.

Extreme
weather events
Hot days and cold days
are becoming very hot
and very cold
Urban transport workers are highly
exposed to the intensification of extreme
weather events. Workers have to continue
operating transport, delivering food, helping
passengers and making cities run in the
most dire circumstances. Extreme weather
events are becoming more frequent. Cities
and employers have not adapted to the new
realities that workers experience in these
conditions.
During hot days, workers suffer from a
lack of shelter, appropriate cooling at their
workplaces and adequate clothing. This
leads often to situations of dehydration,
exacerbated by the lack of sanitary facilities
which makes women workers especially more
reluctant to hydrate themselves.
Transport workers can even suffer weather
extremes during the same working day.
Subway worker, Santiago, Chile:

When I started working in the subway
many years ago, the clothing we had
was useful for the weather. But today,
the clothing is not useful at all. During
winter, we start work with temperatures
of minus 3 degrees celsius, and by midday
we are hitting over 20 degrees celsius”.

Platform passenger service driver,
Hyderabad, India:

While the rich may have six air
conditioners in their houses, we don’t
have access to cooling at work or
at home. It is very difficult to cope
this way.”

Flooding
Extreme weather events increase the
intensity and conditions of flooding in cities.
Flooding occurs both more often and more
intensely, leaving urban transport workers
vulnerable, while the pressure to continue
providing services increases in those
circumstances.
Train worker, Jakarta, Indonesia:

It used to rain in October, but now
we never know [when it will rain].
I work at the Bukit Duri electric train
warehouse, which is surrounded by
the Ciliwung River. Every night, if
there is a little rain, we immediately
check the condition of Katulampa and
Manggarai floodgates to open the flood
anticipation posts. I work in a warehouse
where there are a lot of electric train
spare parts that need to be secured. The
position of the warehouse is on the first
floor, while last year the flood reached
two meters”
Delivery worker in Cebu, Philippines:

We’ve felt that the typhoons are getting
worse, creating more flooding in the city,
and we are required to do the deliveries
under all circumstances without extra
support”
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Air pollution
Urban transport workers face the brunt of
air pollution. Their health and that of
passengers is put at risk. Due to their high
levels of exposure to fumes from vehicles,
transport workers have a higher incidence
of respiratory illnesses, which often leads to
high medical expenses, extra sick leave and
chronic work-related illnesses.

Informal transport worker, Nairobi, Kenya:

Air pollution is markedly worse in cities of
the Global South, and workers are directly
affected by the intensity of pollution. Many
transport workers do not have adequate
ventilation when working indoors, and as
outdoor and semi-outdoor workers, they
are denied any options of mitigating their
exposure to air pollution. Moreover, they
have to work even when risk levels are such
that other industries would be shut down
or suspended. Lack of quality personal
protective equipment (PPE), a structural
problem well before the COVID-19
pandemic, has worsened.

Transport workers are also susceptible to
increasing dry conditions and lack of rain.
This leads to shutdowns in water supply,
which in turn affects air quality and access to
drinking water. Dehydration, due to a lack of
access to drinking water, has become a major
cause of illness for urban transport workers.

Bus worker in Santiago, Chile

The air quality in our city has
worsened with the continued
drought that we’ve been
experiencing. It hasn’t rained for
months and we are worried about
accessing drinking water.”

Workers are forced to work overtime,
in tough conditions, without appropriate
protections and with no extra pay.”

Droughts

Climate Facts
For Workers
Transport
creates 21%
of carbon
emissions

Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change
The highest impacts are felt by the working
poor, women and young workers, and those
in the Least Developed Countries (LDCs) and
Small Island Developing States (SIDS) due
to their high vulnerability and low adaptive
capacity.
International Labour Organization 2019
By 2030, the equivalent of
more than two percent of
total working hours worldwide
are projected to be lost every
year, either because it is too hot
to work or because workers have
to work at a slower pace.

Temperatures above
24–26°C are associated
with reduced labour
productivity.

At 33–34°C, a
worker operating
at a moderate
rate of intensity
loses 50 percent
of his or her work
capacity.
ILO 2019

Workers who are exposed to
extreme heat, prolonged work in
hot environments or engaged in
strenuous physical activity may be at
risk of suffering from heat stress. Heat
stress can lead to heat stroke, heat
exhaustion, rhabdomyolysis (muscle
tissue breakdown), and death.
US Centre for Disease Control

This equals

80 million

permanent jobs lost
to extreme heat ILO 2019

Activity
Gather in groups of workers and answer the following questions:
1. How do the climate events highlighted in this material affect you

and your co-workers?

2. How has the situation changed over the years? Has it got worse?

In which ways?

3. How does climate change impact informal workers compared to formal workers?
4. How does climate change affect women workers and young workers?
5. From the stories that you heard in the conversation, collectively or individually

make a drawing of the effects of climate change in your workplace and
in your life.

