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Preface

The world of work is intrinsically linked to the natural environment. Jobs in agriculture, fisheries, for-
estry, tourism and other industries including pharmaceuticals, textiles and food and beverage depend
on a healthy environment. Temperature rises like those expected due to climate change will increase
the number of days that are too hot to work, putting workers’ health at risk and reducing productivity.

We may soon reach the point in which the jobs created or improved by economic development risk
being destroyed or worsened by the resulting environmental degradation. The world of work needs
environmental sustainability.

Social justice requires it, given the large inequalities in the impact of the negative effects of environ-
mental degradation.

As | highlighted in my Report to the 106th Session of the International Labour Conference, there need
be no tension or contradiction between economic growth and jobs on the one hand, and environmental
sustainability on the other. This development path is embedded in the Paris Agreement, with its refer-
ence to the imperative of a just transition.

The present report shows that achieving environmental sustainability can create jobs. The green
economy will be a major source of job growth in the future of work. Taking action in the energy sector
to limit global warming to 2 degrees Celsius by the end of the century can create around 24 million
jobs, largely offsetting any job losses. Embracing the circular economy to reduce material extraction
and waste generation will also result in net job gains.

The job-creating potential of environmental sustainability is not a given: the right policies are needed
to promote green industries while ensuring decent work within them. They are also needed to allow
workers to transition to new sectors and to protect those who may lose out due to lower activity in
industries that contribute to environmental degradation.

In 2013, the ILO launched the Green Initiative as one of the seven initiatives to mark the ILO’s cen-
tenary in 2019. It aims to better equip the actors of the world of work to understand the challenges
and opportunities of the transition and to take up the active role that they must play in managing this
change. This report is one step towards this end, along with the Guidelines for a just transition towards
environmentally sustainable economies and societies for all endorsed by the ILO Governing Body, and
the ILO’s Green Jobs Programme.

As this report shows, there is scope for policies in the world of work to advance environmental sus-
tainability; and for environmental policies to ensure decent work. A coherent and integrated legal
framework is a step in this direction. Labour regulations on occupational safety and health, for example,
can contribute to the preservation of the environment. Advances have been made by including decent
work issues in environmental regulations, such as climate action policies that take note of their skills
implications. Providing workers with the right set of skills and recognizing workers’ skills will help the
transition to sectors with employment growth, and also to better jobs. Social protection systems can
support workers’ incomes against risks stemming from climate change and local environmental deg-
radation. Social dialogue contributes to finding innovative ways to mitigate environmental impacts that
are reducing or negatively affecting employment or working conditions.

It is too late for the world to grow now, and only clean up later. It is time to grow clean, to go green.
The Sustainable Development Goals are clear in the desire to combine decent work for all with en-
vironmental sustainability. This report shows it is possible and allows us to plan, not just wish for, a
sustainable future.

Guy Ryder
|ILO Director-General
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