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E x e c u t i v e  S u m m a r y

Labour and environmental groups are coming together 
– around the world and right here in Alberta – to call 
on governments to create green jobs.  

For too long, the two groups have been pitted against 
one another.  The story crafted by political and business 
elites is that you can either have jobs or you can have a 
clean environment, but you can’t have both.  

However, people don’t buy that story anymore.  The 
days of the jobs vs. environment myth are numbered.  
Environmental problems are increasingly seen as chal-
lenges to be overcome, and as opportunities to create 
good jobs cleaning up the environment.  

The emerging cooperation between labour and envi-
ronmental groups is flipping the traditional story, and 
creating a new way to see the environment and the 
economy.  People get it. They understand that you can 
have a clean environment and a strong economy, and 
they like the idea of governments pursuing policies that 
will lead to the creation of green jobs.

This is why the Alberta Federation of Labour has joined 
with Greenpeace Canada and Sierra Club Prairie to 
explore and promote the idea of good, green job creation 
in Alberta.

What are green jobs? 

In a nutshell, green jobs are a high-quality jobs that are 
saved or created by policies that will shift our economy 
toward greater sustainability.  Green jobs are good jobs 
that let workers support their families and communities.  
Green jobs include familiar jobs with a new twist, like 
construction workers retrofitting homes to make them 
more energy efficient.  And green jobs include new jobs 
creating and implementing technologies to preserve our 
environment.  Green jobs give people the opportunity 
for learning – both on the job and through training 
programs.

E x e c u t i v e  S u m m a r y
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The green jobs potential

There is good news, especially for the many Alberta 
workers who have recently been laid off: Alberta can 
create tens of thousands of green jobs right away.  

Denmark’s wind energy sector already employs 20,000 
people, and California’s plan to install a million solar 
panels will employ 15,000 people.  Germany’s renewable 
sector employs over 250,000 people.  The U.S. is getting 
serious about energy efficiency, and aims to invest over 
$11 billion creating green jobs improving the environ-
mental performance of homes.  Spain, China, the U.S. 
and the UK are among many countries investing billions 
of dollars to updgrade their transit and high-speed rail, 
and creating hundreds of thousands of jobs worldwide 
in doing so.  

Alberta can do this, too.  With a far better fiscal position 
than most other jurisdictions in the world, Alberta has 
the capacity to make the needed investments.  It can 
become a leader in Canada, and indeed a world leader, 
in clean energy and the development of a new green 
economy. 

Alberta needs to get moving, and can get the job done

Alberta’s economy is rapidly shedding jobs.  With 
record job losses in the last few months, Alberta has 
slipped from having the lowest unemployment levels in 
Canada, to being second, and then third.  According to 
the government, Alberta lost over 36,000 net jobs in the 
most recent three months.  The net jobs figure conceals 
something far more troubling – since August 2008, over 
135,000 full-time workers have lost their positions, with 
part-time employment making up the difference. 

So far, the government’s strategy has been to slosh sev-
eral billion public dollars into the oil and gas extraction 
sector.  This is unfortunate because of all 56 sectors 
in Alberta, oil and gas extraction creates the fewest 
jobs per dollar spent: only 3.5 jobs (“person-years” of 
employment) per million dollars spent.  Investing in 
other industries, including green jobs industries, would 
create several times as many jobs.  Transit, for instance, 
creates over 25 jobs per million dollars invested.

Another reason Alberta needs to create green jobs is 
because we need to dramatically reduce our environ-
mental footprint.  Among other problems, Alberta’s 
greenhouse gas emissions are far higher than anywhere 
else in Canada, and are growing rapidly. 

So far, the Alberta government’s approach is a small 
carbon tax and spending $2 billion on developing carbon 
capture and storage (CCS) technologies. Unfortunately, 
the tax is too small to have much impact, and CCS is 
only suitable for capturing a small portion of CO2 from 
the tar sands.  Tar sands operators have demonstrated 
their lack of confidence in CCS by declining to partici-
pate in the $2 billion government-sponsored research 
program.

We need to reorient the economy and get it on a more 
sustainable track.  This is a task that government will 
need to undertake.  The private sector on its own hasn’t 
been able to do this.  We need strong policies to encour-
age the development of green jobs sectors.

Fortunately, Alberta has the resources to do this.  Alberta 
has tens of billions of dollars available for investing in 
green jobs and a cleaner economy.  By adjusting Alberta’s 
existing capital spending plans, along with other policies, 
we can create tens of thousands of green jobs.

What’s more, when polled, the large majority of the 
public have stated that they want the government to 
invest in creating jobs in clean energy rather than in 
oil and gas.  

Green jobs sectors Alberta should invest in

There are three main sectors where Alberta can create 
tens of thousands of green jobs:

Energy efficiency.  Energy efficiency is one of the most 
attractive green jobs sectors because the money saved on 
reducing energy consumption often covers the full cost 
of the investments, and then some – it is a strategy that 
pays for itself.  By retrofitting every home that needs 
it – insulating, weather-stripping, and installing high 
efficiency windows and furnaces – Alberta can put 6,500 
to 14,000 Albertans to work over the next two years, 
while reducing energy consumption, emissions, and 
homeowner costs.  This program would cost less than 
the $2 billion spent on the (now cancelled) natural gas 
rebate program in the last six years, and would provide 
higher payback to homeowners indefinitely. 

Loan financing for commercial buildings and greener 
building code standards would extend the benefits of 
energy efficiency to other buildings across Alberta, and 
protect property buyers from high energy costs.

E x e c u t i v e  S u m m a r y
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heating/air conditioning installers, carpenters, construc-
tion equipment operators, roofers, insulation workers, 
carpenter helpers, industrial truck drivers, construc-
tion managers, building inspectors, and sheet metal 
workers. 

Transit and high-speed rail.  Establishing good transit 
systems can provide automobile drivers with an alterna-
tive, and in the long term can help rein in sprawl.  And, 
of course, building good transit systems can put people 
to work.

Alberta can dramatically reduce our automobile depen-
dency by rehabilitating buses and light rail transit (LRT) 
rolling stock, building rapid-bus systems, expanding 
LRT systems, and creating a new high-speed rail system 
on the Edmonton-Red Deer-Calgary corridor.  Doing so 
would employ 19,000 to 28,000 Albertans over the next 
seven years.  The investment – around $10 billion over 
seven years – is smaller than recent subsidies to the oil 
and gas sector, and would generate far more jobs.

Representative jobs in this area include: civil engineers, 
rail track layers, electricians, welders, metal fabricators, 
engine assemblers, bus drivers, dispatchers, locomotive 
engineers, railroad conductors, and front-line transpor-
tation supervisors.

Renewable energy. Fossil fuels are non-renewable, and 
thus are not going to last forever.  They are a transition 
fuel, rather than the permanent fuel of our future.  In 
other words, they will sustain our energy needs as we 
transition toward renewable energy, but we must make 
that transition.

Alberta can accelerate development of its renewable 
energy resources – wind, solar, and geothermal – by 
establishing renewable energy tariffs that encourage new 
renewable energy development.  Mandatory renewable 
energy targets for utilities and bans on new carbon-
emitting energy projects would also help to grow the 
proportion of renewable energy on the grid.  A new 
provincial crown corporation – the Alberta Renewable 
Energy Corporation – could make early investments 
needed to rapidly build the sector, as took place with 
fossil fuel development decades ago.  

A renewable energy sector created by these policies would 
employ thousands of Albertans over the long term, while 
reducing our emissions and our fossil fuel dependence. 

Representative jobs in this area include electricians, 
computer software engineers, iron and steel workers, 
electrical engineers, electrical equipment assemblers, 
welders, metal fabricators, electrical equipment techni-
cians, construction workers, machinists, construction 
labourers, operating engineers, and electrical power line 
installers and repairers, and sheet metal workers

Other green jobs policies

Other green jobs can and should be created in providing 
water treatment for First Nations communities, improv-
ing wastewater treatment systems, reforestation, and 
cleaning up contaminated sites.  These opportunities 
can create many more good green jobs in rural and 
urban areas.

The government should also move quickly to eliminate 
subsidies that harm the environment, most notably 
subsidies to the fossil fuel sector and to motorized road 
use.  It should also develop serious policies to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions. These changes would help to 
diversify Alberta’s economy by ensuring that industries 
can compete on a level playing field, and they would also 
develop a local and more sustainable economy.   

Indeed, these changes would create a demand for 
workers and new skills, and Alberta would be wise to 
invest in education, job training and worker transition 
programs.  Alberta should create an overall green jobs 
strategy, combining policy shifts to create green jobs, 
and green workforce development programs.

Conclusions

The Alberta government can start right now, putting 
tens of thousands of Albertans back to work, building 
a cleaner, greener economy.  

The policy measures needed are straightforward, and 
the investments are very affordable.  Certainly, they will 
create far more jobs than we are getting by throwing 
money at the oil and gas sector.

With the potential for tens of thousands of green jobs, 
and a cleaner and greener economy, the real question is: 
can Alberta afford to not make the investment? 

E x e c u t i v e  S u m m a r y
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I n t r o d u c t i o n

Myth: jobs vs. the environment 

Reality: jobs and the environment

News from around the world is demonstrating that 
the old myth is losing traction. It isn’t a world of jobs 
versus the environment. We can save and create jobs 
while improving the environment. 

Moreover, we can save and create jobs by improving the 
environment.

Alberta needs to create jobs. It also needs to have a 
cleaner environment. It can do both. Other jurisdictions 
are doing so, and if Alberta doesn’t jump out front and 
take a leadership role, it risks falling behind and losing 
a one-time opportunity

Green jobs strategies are rapidly being developed and 
deployed around the world. People and governments at 
all levels are working on home and commercial building 
retrofits to reduce energy consumption and owner costs. 
They are working on installing wind turbines and solar 
panels, reducing reliance on non-renewable fossil fuels 
and cutting greenhouse gas emissions. They are work-
ing on building out transit systems, thereby reducing 
automobile dependency and smog emissions.

The green jobs movement in the United States has been 
growing for almost a decade. Several years ago, the 
broad-based Apollo Alliance	1 began making the case 
for energy independence and green jobs through a shift 
to a clean energy economy. In 2006, labour unions and 

I n t r o d u c t i o n
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Despite these numbers, the provincial government is 
sticking to its line that Alberta will only lose 15,000 jobs 
in 2009. Jack Mintz, Palmer chair of public policy at 
the University of Calgary said he doesn’t know why the 
province is projecting that number, saying, “I think we 
have to be realistic that we’re going to see a significant 
pickup in the unemployment rate in Canada.”94

Whatever these numbers turn out to be in 2009, they 
are not insignificant, and they demand action. 

However, the numbers above conceal even more trou-
bling ones. The numbers above are net job losses. They 
are the jobs lost over that period of time minus new jobs 
added. The actual number of jobs lost is significantly 
higher.

If jobs are being added, does it matter that the number 
of jobs lost is higher than the net loss? 

Unfortunately for Alberta families and communities, 
and for the provincial economy, it does matter. The jobs 
being lost are generally full-time, while the ones being 
added are part-time. For example in December 2008, 
while the net job loss was 15,800, the full-time job loss 
was actually 19,900, with part-time gains making up 
the difference.95 So the net employment numbers mask 
larger declines in full-time employment – the good 
jobs that support families and communities, and the 
provincial economy.

What is the bigger picture for full-time and part-time 
jobs since the economic slowdown started to bite in 
Alberta? Between August 2008 and December 2008, 
net employment had dropped by 21,300 jobs, but full-
time employment actually fell by more than five times 
as much: 109,500 jobs.96 Part-time employment made up 
the difference. In January and February 2009, a further 
28,200 full-time jobs were lost,97 for a total of 137,700 
since August 2008. 

In key sectors of the economy – construction and manu-
facturing – the losses have been especially troubling. 
Between November 2008 and February 2009, manu-
facturing jobs were down 18,200 and construction jobs 
were down 29,200, for a total of 47,400.

What does the rest of 2009 hold for employment in 
Alberta? In all likelihood, the provincial government 
will soon revise its net job-loss projections upward from 
its current level of 15,000. However, even if we accepted 
the government’s current prediction of 15,000 net job 
losses for 2009, and added the 21,300 from the fall of 
2008, we would have net job losses of 36,300 people. 
This figure would conceal full-time job losses of about 
130,000 to 140,000.

So how many jobs should the provincial government 
aim to create? It seems reasonable to conclude that, 
based on job losses, the government may want to create 
somewhere between 35,000 and 140,000 jobs. When it 
comes to the goal of greening the economy, it may want 
to develop more.

Funds available for a green jobs stimulus

In the short term, green jobs are going to be created by 
public spending. In the medium and longer term, they 
will be created by a mix of public spending and other 
policies that stimulate private spending.

Looking at the short term first, as could be expected, 
the numbers shows that Alberta has a very considerable 
capacity to invest in the creation of green jobs.

Every year the provincial government introduces its 
budget in the legislature. The budget has two aspects 
– operational spending and capital spending. Recent 
operating spending has been on the order of $25-$30 
billion per year, and the capital spending has been on 
the order of $6-$8 billion per year. 

Source: Government of Alberta98 

H o w  m a n y  g r e e n  j o b s  s h o u l d 

A l b e r t a  a i m  t o  c r e a t e ?
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e Of course, a good deal of the operational budget is tied 
to existing long-term commitments, and so changes to 
operational budgets are best made slowly. However, new 
spending initiatives can be added.

In spring 2008, before the economic slowdown hit hard, 
the Alberta government announced a 20-year capital 
plan with spending of about $6 billion per year for the 
medium term.99 The 20-year capital plan gives guidance 
to a 3-year capital plan, which sets out short-term capital 
spending. Within the short term, the government was 
planning to spend even more per year – over $22 billion 
over three years.100

 

Source: Government of Alberta101

This spending represents a tremendous opportunity to 
help steer Alberta’s economy onto a more sustainable 
track – one that protects the environment while securing 
and creating new, high-quality jobs.

The short-term and long-term capital plans are not 
written in stone. And it is clear that their fundamental 
assumptions (e.g. over 3 per cent growth in 2009)102 no 
longer hold true, at least for the immediate future. The 
plans anticipate their own regular updating, and this 
is the time to update them to address the reality that 
Alberta finds itself in. 

It seems reasonable, in light of the need for stimulus, 
to advance some of the planned spending from later 
years into the immediate future, i.e. increase short-term 
capital spending.

Some could argue that we may be in a recession again 
in later years, and may need that money then. However, 
that would be speculation, while it’s a certainty that we 
are in a recession now – a serious one. 

If we don’t get people back to work, we may be in this 
recession for longer than we otherwise would have been. 
Indeed, stimulating the switch to a green economy and 

creating green jobs could be a lot cheaper in the long 
run than standing on the sidelines.

Is the federal stimulus all that Alberta needs?

The federal government’s budget calls for $22.7 
billion in federal stimulus spending in 2009, and 
$17.2 billion in 2010.103 Will this be adequate to 
shore up Alberta’s job losses?

The non-partisan Parliamentary Budget Officer 
says the federal government’s spending stimulus is 
effectively about 20 per cent lower than claimed. 
In addition, about $10 billion of the federal spend-
ing is contingent upon other levels of government 
contributing further funds.104

More to the point, the job stimulus impact of the 
federal budget has been called into question. For 
one thing, it is partly comprised of tax reductions, 
which are not an effective way of generating jobs. 
Furthermore, if Alberta’s contributions, which 
are required to match the federal contributions, 
are required to be in areas with low job-creation 
potential, then the jobs impact of Alberta’s stimulus 
spending in those areas will be low. The budget 
officer states that the federal job stimulus effect 
would be about 120,000 jobs, rather than the 
190,000 claimed by the government.105

So assuming that the federal stimulus money would 
be allocated on a per-capita basis, Alberta’s share 
would create about 12,000 jobs. This is less than a 
third of the number of net jobs that will be lost by 
the end of 2009, and about a tenth the number of 
full time jobs lost.

The federal government has said that it expects 
provinces to pick up the slack and provide their 
own stimulus. It seems clear that Alberta is going to 
have to develop its own job-creation strategy.

Funding sources

Where would Alberta find the dollars to advance its 
planned capital spending?  

Alberta is sitting on significant net assets – over $47 bil-
lion.106 This figure, being a net figure, takes into account 
both Alberta’s assets and its liabilities. Of this, it has over 

H o w  m a n y  g r e e n  j o b s  s h o u l d 

A l b e r t a  a i m  t o  c r e a t e ?
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$25 billion in net financial assets alone (i.e. excluding 
the capital assets). In other words, Alberta is solidly in 
the black, and can easily afford to accelerate its capital 
spending to create green jobs. 

The $25 billion in net financial assets is allocated among 
various accounts and funds. The two most relevant to 
short-term government spending are the Capital Account 
and the Sustainability Fund:

The purpose of the Capital Account is to fund “infra-•	
structure and other capital projects for the provincial 
government and local authorities.”107

The purpose of the Sustainability Fund is to help •	
“protect the government’s program and infrastructure 
spending plans from unexpected drops in revenue 
and the costs of emergencies, disasters [sic]. It can 
also be used for natural gas rebates and First Nations 
settlements.”108

The provincial government’s most recent projections for 
the fiscal year end peg the value of the Sustainability 
Fund at $7.65 billion and the Capital Account at $6.97 
billion,109 for a total of more than $14.6 billion.

The Heritage Fund should not be used for stimulus. 
There is value in maintaining separate funds and 
accounts to achieve separate purposes. Having a 
Capital Account for capital spending makes sense. 
Having an account for countercyclical spending 
also makes sense (though the name Sustainability 
Account is perhaps not precise enough). The Heritage 
Fund should be a long-term savings account where 
money is saved until a time when Alberta’s resources 
are dwindling permanently, rather than to combat 
a recession caused by other factors.

Another source of financing for short-term spending is 
borrowing. According to the premier, the interest rate on 
the Capital Account’s earnings is higher than Alberta’s 
borrowing costs, so Alberta can actually make money 
by borrowing instead of using its savings.110

If borrowing is pursued, payments on the debt can be 
covered by drawing down the assets (Sustainability 
Fund and Capital Account) or by net revenue increases 
brought about by the investments, or both.

Whatever methods are used to advance capital spending 
– investing some of the net financial resources directly or 
borrowing to invest – it is clear that Alberta can afford 
to advance that spending. 

However, it would be wise to hedge somewhat against 
either future recessions or a longer recession than is 
currently anticipated. Instead of paying for short-term 
green jobs stimulus entirely by advancing money from 
future years’ spending, we could look to another source: 
revising the existing capital spending plan. Consistent 
with the goal of shifting Alberta to a cleaner economy, 
we should look at revisions in two main areas:

Road Spending. Of about $22 billion in capital spend-
ing allocated in 2008-2011, the largest single allocation 
(over $5 billion) is to highways. An additional major 
chunk of road spending will come from the municipal 
allocation of nearly $5 billion. Subsidies to road use end 
up generating more road use, and the GHG and smog 
emissions that come with it (“build it, and they will 
come”). 

In order to reduce these and other negative impacts of 
excessive automobile use, we could defer or eliminate 
some of the funding of new highway construction. Over 
$3 billion could be freed up from the short-term new 
highway construction, while still maintaining all of the 
$800 million allocated to rehabilitation.111 This would 
still leave over $1 billion in new highway construction 
spending, which could be used to complete the highest 
priority projects.

Carbon capture and storage. As recently noted in 
The Economist, carbon capture and storage (CCS) is 
an expensive and unproven technology.112 Despite the 
Alberta government committing $2 billion to CCS pilot 
projects, we simply don’t know if it will work in the long 
term to keep the carbon from entering the atmosphere. 
Whether it is successful in long-term storage or not, 
we do know that it would be a very expensive way to 
reduce carbon emissions. CCS costs several times as 
much as other mechanisms per tonne of CO2 removed. 
The fact that nobody has built a large scale commercial 
facility anywhere in the world that integrates capture, 
transport, and storage113 suggests that its potential has 
been overstated by industry and governments keen to 
protect business-as-usual. 

H o w  m a n y  g r e e n  j o b s  s h o u l d 

A l b e r t a  a i m  t o  c r e a t e ?




