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“We can seize boundless opportunities for our people. We can create millions of jobs, 
starting with a 21st Century Economic Recovery Plan that puts Americans to work 
building wind farms, solar panels, and fuel-efficient cars. We can spark the dynamism 
of our economy through long term investments in renewable energy that will give life to 
new businesses and industries, with good jobs that pay well and can’t be outsourced. We 
will make public buildings more efficient, modernize our electric grid, reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions, and protect and preserve our natural resources”

US President-Elect Barack Obama
December 15, 2008

“We will not – and let me be clear on this – aggravate an already weakening economy in 
the name of environmental progress…

There is a need for “balancing of our responsibility as stewards of the environment 
and on the other hand, as creators of wealth and builders of industry and economic 
opportunity”

The Honourable Jim Prentice, Canadian Minister of the Environment, 
November 28, 2008





T he year 2009 has begun in a period of immense transitions. The sudden collapse of financial 
markets in the fall of 2008 has prompted extraordinary responses from governments around 
the world. Among the developed economies of North America and Europe, the market-
oriented laissez-faire economic models that dominated public policy for nearly three 
decades have been abandoned virtually overnight in the face of what has been described 

as the most significant economic crisis since the great depression of the 1930s. Governments are now 
engaged in large-scale economic interventions, assuming billions of dollars worth of liabilities from 
private capital and designing large scale expenditure programs, supported through deficit financing, 
intended to limit the impact of the downturn and to stimulate a rapid economic recovery. 
 The arrival of the Obama administration in the United States is perceived to signal a 
fundamental shift in approaches to the role of government in that country, which if successful, will 
influence governments around the world. In contrast to the highly ideological and divisive model of the 
administration of George W. Bush, the new administration is expected to take a pragmatic approach to 
governance and public policy, while pursuing a more active role for the state in shaping the direction 
of the domestic economy and constructively reengaging with the international community. 
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 These developments have occurred in the context of a series of longer-term environmental 
and economic challenges. An overwhelming scientific consensus has emerged on the relationship 
between global climate change and human activity, particularly the combustion of fossil fuels, and on 
the likely scale and severity of the impact of climate change.1 There is also a growing consensus among 
economic analysts that early action to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions represents the most 
rational and efficient response to the global climate crisis.2 Yet governments around the world have 
yet to formulate and implement effective measures to reduce GHG emissions. In Canada’s case, nearly 
two decades of federal and provincial policy commitments to stabilize and then reduce Canada’s GHG 
emissions have yet to have any positive impact. Indeed, Canada’s 2004 emissions were 34.6 per cent 
higher than its target of a six per cent reduction in emissions relative to 1990 by 2008-2012 under the 
Kyoto Protocol.3 Similarly, global biodiversity loss4 continues to accelerate and profound disparities in 
income and living conditions remain between the rich and poor5, globally and domestically. 
 Canada faces other profound challenges. Canada’s economic reliance on natural resource 
extraction and commodity exports has increased substantially in the context of globalization.6 
Transitions from resource extraction, processing and manufacturing towards service and knowledge-

based economic activity have been limited to 
a few locations, notably the Greater Golden 
Horseshoe and Ottawa regions in Ontario and the 
lower mainland of British Columbia.7 Sprawling, 
low-density, automobile dependent urban 
development patterns continue to dominate at 

the periphery of most Canadian cities.8 The routine approval of very large scale and high impact non-
renewable resource extraction projects, ranging from oil sands development in Alberta to diamond 
mines in the Northwest Territories and more recently northern Ontario, has continued apace.
 The incoming Obama administration seems intent on approaching the economic downturn 
and underlying restructuring of the US economy as an opportunity to move that economy in a more 
environmentally and economically sustainable direction. As the quote at the beginning of this article 
taken from the new President’s announcement of December 2008 makes clear, the sustainability of 
the United States’ energy system has been placed at the centre of this effort9, offering the potential for 
reduced environmental impacts, increased energy security, and substantial long-term employment 
opportunities. Behind these statements is an underlying implication of a willingness to embrace a 
more active role on the part of government in shaping the direction of the restructuring, rather than 
simply trying to sustain the economy that was, or to let the ‘market’ take its course. 
 Canadian governments in contrast, have been remarkably unimaginative in their responses 
to the economic and environmental challenges facing the country. Governmental discussions 
concerning appropriate responses to the economic downturn have focussed on sustaining the pillars 
of the ‘old’ economy – traditional resource extraction industries, such as forestry, mining and oil sands 
development, as well as the Canadian operations of North American automobile manufacturers.10 
There have been extensive discussions at the political level of the potential role of counter-cyclical 
investments in ‘infrastructure’, although virtually no serious criteria or focus for these investments 
has emerged. Rather the discussions have defaulted towards existing ‘wish’ lists whose origins owe 
more to local political concerns and interests than any underlying vision of environmental and 
economic sustainability. The only environmental dimension of these discussions so far has been 
complaints from municipal governments about the delays on ‘investments’ caused by federal and 

Canadian governments in contrast [to the 
US], have been remarkably unimaginative 
in their responses to the economic and 
environmental challenges facing the country.
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provincial environmental assessment requirements.11 The federal budget of January 27 was subject 
to considerable criticism for its lack of underlying vision and direction regarding the large increases in 
expenditures it incorporated12, and its very limited efforts to advance environmental sustainability.13 
The focus of the budget’s ‘environmental’ components on carbon capture and storage and nuclear 
energy, and the decision to terminate support for low-impact renewable energy suppliers under the 
ECOenergy program has drawn particular attention in this regard.14 In contrast to the situation in the 
United States, there seems no underlying sense of where the Canadian economy should be evolving 
towards, or what the role of governments should be in that process. 
 These responses from Canadian governments represent major challenges in both economic 
and environmental terms. At best the strategies that have emerged so far seem likely to perpetuate, 
and potentially embed more deeply the existing commodity export based economic model, with its 
high environmental impacts and vulnerability to shifts in key commodity prices and export markets, 
along with providing infrastructure that may encourage, facilitate and reward unsustainable urban 
development patterns. As such these approaches fail completely to take the opportunity to lay 
foundations for transitions towards a more economically and environmentally sustainable economy. 
Rather, Canadian governments seem to be searching for their role in the restructuring process. They 
have not caught up with the shifting public mood, inspired in part by events south of the border, 
which seems open to acceptance of a much more active role for governments in shaping the overall 
direction of the economy. 
 To date there have been some preliminary contributions to the debate over appropriate 
responses to the economic situation from Canadian environmental organizations, notably from 
the Pembina Institute15 and the Sustainable Prosperity Initiative16, emphasizing opportunities to 
both advance environmental sustainability and stimulate short and long-term employment. York 
University Economist Peter Victor’s recent book Managing without Growth has drawn considerable 
attention17 but has had no discernable impact on the thinking of economic decision-makers. The 
recent PowerUp Canada initiative has garnered an impressive array of high profile support for an 
Obama-like green investment strategy, but 
so far offers only limited policy content and 
analysis regarding the shape of such an initiative 
in a Canadian context.18 The relative invisibility 
of the environmental community in public and 
political debates on the implications of the 
economic downturn and, more importantly, 
the direction of governmental efforts to 
address the situation is being noted and questioned by political actors. Absent substantive and 
constructive contributions from the environmental community, with the exception of the voices of 
a few progressive municipalities, traditional economic interests have been the dominant influence 
on government policy formulation. It is no surprise that the resulting policy efforts are focussed on 
attempting to restore the economic status quo ante, as opposed to laying the foundations for a more 
sustainable future. 
 Canadian environmental organizations are attempting to highlight the opportunities to 
advance environmental and economic sustainability presented by the current crisis, and rapidly 
shifting political context in the United States. Unfortunately, almost no specific work has been 
undertaken on what a ‘green’ restructuring strategy would look like in a Canadian context at either the 

The relative invisibility of the environmental 
community in the public and political debates on 

the implicationsof the economic downturn and, 
more importantly, the direction of governmental 

efforts to address the situation is being noted 
and questioned by political actors.



national or regional levels, or regarding the potential economic impacts of such a strategy.  Immediate 
steps are needed to: 

Enhance and inform debates around the direction of governmental stimulus packages, •	
particularly at the provincial and territorial levels. Provincial and territorial budgets are still 
being formulated and provincial decisions regarding infrastructure will ultimately have a 
large influence on how the federal funds contained in the January 27 budget will actually 
be spent. These efforts need to emphasize strategic-level elements and directions as well as 
discrete program or issue specific proposals. 

Increase the profile of the debates around the direction of the stimulus packages now being •	
formulated in Canada, highlighting the growing contrast with the new US administration, 
particularly as it is now moving towards implementation of its vision for the integration of 
energy and environmental policy.19 

Strengthen the constituency of voices arguing for transformational policy responses to the •	
economic situation. The PowerUp Canada initiative has made a good start in this regard, but 
needs to enhance its profile, sustain its momentum and in particular add depth to its policy 
recommendations.

Strengthen connections between the environmental community and  sectors that are likely •	
to generate increased employment under a ‘green’ restructuring strategy, including: low-
impact renewable energy sector and its domestic supply and services chain;  consultants, 
contractors, suppliers and trades involved in improving energy efficiency in the industrial, 
commercial and residential sectors; progressive municipalities and transit operators; 
progressive municipalities and transit operators; universities and colleges; and developers 
undertaking  ‘green’ building and intensification projects. 

Engage leading progressive thinkers in the financial services sector regarding their assessments •	
of long-term structural economic trends in Canada, and the types of policy interventions 
needed to move these trends in the direction of environmental and economic sustainability.

 
Strengthen the capacity of environmental organizations and the academic community, to •	
undertake policy relevant research on ‘green’ restructuring. The ability to formulate a vision 
for  restructured economies at the national, regional and sectoral (e.g. forestry) levels,  assess 
the contributions to sustainability of proposed ‘green’ investments and to provide modelling 
of their economic impacts, especially their employment impacts, would be especially 
important.  

 The current economic situation represents both a risk and an opportunity in terms of 
advancing environmental sustainability in Canada. The next few years are likely to see the most 
significant capital investments by Canadian governments of the modern (i.e. post 1970) era. These 
expenditures will lay the foundations for Canada’s economic course and urban form for decades to 
come. Absent significant external voices and analysis to the contrary, Canadian governments seem 
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poised to employ their fiscal capacity in an attempt to rebuild the environmentally unsustainable 
and economically fragile commodity export dependent economy of the past. Other jurisdictions, 
notably the United States, now seem intent on a different direction, one that places environmental 
sustainability at the centre of their economic strategies. 
 Left to their own devices, current Canadian governments seem unable to articulate and 
pursue a similar vision. Research, analysis and interventions from outside of government are needed 
to alter the inertial responses to the economic situation that we have witnessed so far. 
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