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5. Climate Change – what priorities for sustainable 
development ? 

 
 

1.  Climate change is the largest single threat to current and future generations. Many are 
seriously worried about these climate changes, which afflict everybody to different 
degrees. It is the poor, particularly in developing countries, who suffer the most as they 
are the least able to prepare for climate change or to avoid its consequences. We are 
reaching the ‘point of no return’ when irreversible changes will take place – or have 
already taken place – and dominoes will fall, making it impossible to control future 
developments. Climate change is attributable to the dominant economic model and the 
pursuit of profit maximisation and growth at all costs. EPSU favours the mainstreaming 
of the fight against climate change in EU policy and legislation, development 
cooperation and investment decisions with clear and ambitious targets. Principles of 
just transition towards a low or even zero carbon society including for workers 
concerned based on employment alternatives and training, should be integrated in EU 
policy. 

2.  Public services play a central role in responding to climate change in both the short and 
long term. They hold the key to shifting from a paradigm of productivity and financial 
profitability to one of well-being and responding to needs. Public services have an 
equalising effect on income and well-being and can provide certain services such as 
healthcare more efficiently than private operators because they focus resources where 
they are needed. Green transition, the replacement of fossil fuels with renewable 
energies and energy efficient solutions and other climate actions are part of the 
solution to the economic crisis. The public sector is responsible for the very services 
that will be of increasing importance in adjusting to climate change – energy supplies, 
waste, water, education, health and social services. This is because the transition 
demands massive investments, at national and EU levels, in renewable energy, in 
energy efficiency in public workplaces and buildings, in infrastructure and in preventing 
the consequences of natural catastrophes. Everything should in principle be 
environmentally friendly, from production to transport and tourism. 

3.  In order to tackle climate change and other environmental problems, EPSU calls for an 
immediate “Green New Deal” and for a longer-term “Just Transition” towards 
sustainable development. This transition includes financial reform, green investment 
and stimulus packages, as well as redistribution of income and wealth. It also means 
examining the distribution of working time and revamping of the infrastructures that lock 
industrialized economies into high energy use (through the renovation of building stock, 
transport systems, and food systems), along with greater involvement of workers and 
citizens in deciding how goods and services are provided.  The climate question must 
be at the top of the agenda. The trade union movement has a joint responsibility with 
environmental, user and other grass roots organisations to refocus on climate matters, 
find and develop smarter climate solutions and create a climate-friendly society. 

4. There is a need to demonstrate the interaction between active investment and job 
creation policies and a green, climate-friendly transition. 

5. The focus must move away from growth at any price towards sustainable, 
environment- and climate-friendly growth. 
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6. The answers to the challenges of climate change are global. Even if Europe is in the 
vanguard with ambitious goals to achieve a low or even zero carbon society, all leading 
global economic players must contribute. If Europe simply goes it alone competition 
may be distorted, with consequences for jobs and welfare, and a weakening of political 
(or popular) backing for ambitious climate objectives. 

7. Unions do not only have a responsibility in the formulation of national and international 
policies. We are also responsible for creating a dialogue in the workplace. We know the 
workplace, our members have the required professional knowledge of how to convert 
and develop activities. Social dialogue is crucial in the transition process. 

8. All of us also have a personal responsibility, in our working lives as in our private lives. 
As individuals we can do a great deal by changing our own climate impact, although 
many of us need guidance in order to achieve it. Unions could also play an important 
role in this respect, e.g., by negotiating frameworks that give incentives for change. 

Action points: 

  Continue to develop the public services’ and trade union perspective on climate 
change and sustainable development. 

  Develop in the Standing Committees and sectoral social dialogue specific positions 
and activities.  

  Demand commitments from governments and the EU to massive public investment 
in green jobs, in greening public workplaces and infrastructure, renewables’ 
research and development and especially in base-load renewable energy, in 
technologies that contribute to a low carbon society and in the required skills and 
qualifications.  

  Explore arguments for a public service (and ownership) role in addressing climate 
change including in renewables and networks.  

  Support binding energy efficiency targets and linking green energy promotion and 
energy efficiency campaigns to social and economic campaigns, for example to end 
fuel poverty and obtain a true right to energy for all, which is a societal 
responsibility. 

  Integrate social and environmental criteria in public procurement. 

  Define a more detailed position based on the general recommendations and ETUC 
policy on carbon tax and taxes on environmental polluting products and processes.  

  Continue discussion on the appropriate targets for reduction of CO2 and other 
green house gas emissions for 2020 until 2050. 

  Participate in the discussion on Beyond GDP, as an element in exploring a different 
basis for economic policy and the implications of sustainable development for 
workers and citizens taking account of the global distribution of income, wealth and 
growth. 

  Develop information on how environmental and climate change can be addressed 
at workplace level and through collective bargaining. 

  Integrate in trade union policies coming within the scope of EPSU’s sectors the 
concept of social and environmental responsibility of businesses and 
administrations. 

 


