
“When workers have a seat at the table and a fair and 
equitable stake in the dialogue, then people will know they 
are part of a just transition.” (International Trade Union Confederation)

Australia is on the front lines of the climate change 
challenge. With bushfires and floods, we have already 
experienced some of the fastest and most intense 
consequences of climate change. Our emissions 
— around 22 tonnes of CO2 equivalent for every 
Australian – are almost twice as high as the average 
for Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) countries. We emit 4 times per 
person more than the average Swedish person.

CLIMATE CHANGE: A CONCERN TO 
AUSTRALIAN WORKERS?
There are many reasons why climate change concerns 
all workers, including:

• Transforming the economy to a sustainable footing 
will affect the jobs of many workers, not just those 
involved in the fossil fuel industry.

• More frequent extreme weather events will shut 
down workplaces or prevent workers from getting 
to work;

• Job losses could occur in some industries because 
of climate-related damage;

• Drought puts pressure on rural 
industries, with job losses, reduction 
in work, or changes in production and 
shifts;

• Emergency service workers will be 
called on to deal with destruction 
caused by climate disasters or health 
problems caused by increased heat or 
extreme weather;

• Getting to and from work may get 
harder during times of intense heat, 
when public transport systems break 
down;

• Businesses may seek to reduce costs 
of, for instance, insurance, adaptation 
to changing product markets, 
stranded assets or increased air-
conditioning use by seeking to reduce 
wages;

• Work may be performed in different 
ways to reduce carbon pollution — for 
example, there may be more working 
from home arrangements.
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We can also identify specific workplace health and 
safety risks associated with climate change, including:

• Extreme heat, which may affect those working 
outside, or in non-airconditioned workplaces;

• Smoke from bushfires, which in the fires of 2019-
2020 affected indoor workplaces as well as outside 
workplaces;

• Degraded air quality, including risks from increased 
pollen levels (thunderstorm asthma), or elevated 
smog and ozone levels;

• More frequent, intense or long-lasting exposure to 
other forms of extreme weather;

• Exposure to new diseases, or vectors of disease 
not previously experienced in some locations (i.e., 
mosquito-borne and tropical diseases spreading to 
new regions);

• Psychological stresses to mental health and 
wellbeing, including increased pressure on 
emergency service and health workers from more 
frequent and damaging natural disasters.

The problem of climate change is global; emissions 
and pollution do not respect national borders. Fossil 
fuel industries are often portrayed as the ‘engine’ of 
Australia’s economy. In actual fact, however, fossil fuel 
industries account for a very small proportion of total 
employment in Australia, as Figure 2 below shows.

The Australian economy has created an average of 
270,000 new jobs per year over the past 5 years. In 
any single year, therefore, the economy produced 
twice as many new jobs, as are employed in total 
in fossil fuel production and use. In that context, 
it is obvious that the economy is very well able 
to reallocate employment away from fossil fuel 
industries.

Dealing with the climate crisis presents opportunities 
to create new jobs in clean industries such as 
renewable energy, energy efficiency, social care, 
education and ecosystem restoration. But whether 
through privatisation, restructuring or closure, 
industry change has usually resulted in widespread 
job losses, long-term unemployment for many, and 
community dislocation. Workers must be at the centre 
of decision making around the shift to a sustainable 
economy. For this to happen, union and worker rights 
must be seen as necessary components of the effort 
to deal with climate change.

ELEMENTS OF A SUCCESSFUL WORKER-
FRIENDLY SUSTAINABLE ECONOMIC 
TRANSFORMATION
A worker-friendly transition to a sustainable economy 
must include:

• A fair distribution of the costs of transition across 
the whole of society.

• Putting workers at the centre of the transition to a 
sustainable economy.

• Concerted government, business and union 
efforts need to guarantee secure, well-paid jobs in 
sustainable industries.

• Government investment and planning to ensure 
transitions give priority to affected workers and 
communities.

• Active government policies to support 
redeployment, create new jobs, and provide income 
support and training to affected workers.

• Support for economic diversification of carbon-
intensive regions.

• Labour rights being fundamental to any just 
transition strategy.

• Public ownership of renewable energy.

• Improved social welfare to reduce poverty and other 
risks facing workers.

• Viewing climate change as an international problem 
requiring international solutions and solidarity.

• Authorities being established to coordinate public 
and private sector activities.

• Policies accounting for the gender dimensions 
of employment, including the need for wage 
equality, greater recognition of the value of 
traditionally female-dominated industries, and more 
opportunities for women in trades and the clean 
energy industry.

The opportunities that come from action to reduce 
the threat of climate change must produce secure, 
well-paid and sustainable jobs.

FIGURE 2: AUSTRALIA’S BIGGEST EMPLOYERS
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