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Thanks Nigel,

It’s great to be here in Bristol today.

A maritime city, a radical city, and thanks to all your hard work, a green city.

I want to talk today about the importance of our work as a trade union movement on the environmental agenda.

How we can make a difference in our workplaces and our communities.

How we can build a sustainable low-carbon economy.

And – with the Cancun summit just weeks away – how we can shape the big international debates about climate change.

But before that, I want to pay tribute to the outstanding work you are doing to make our workplaces cleaner and greener here in the South West.

For the past two years, the South West TUC’s Green Workplaces Project has helped cut emissions in workplaces of all shapes and sizes, in every sector of the economy. 
It’s been a really successful partnership between unions and employers – and you have achieved this amidst a particularly difficult economic backdrop.
As you know better than me, these are tough times for workers here in the South West.
Over 100,000 jobs have been lost since the credit crunch first struck three years ago.

And the unprecedented cuts announced last month by the Government are likely to make a bad situation worse – especially given that this region gets 9 per cent less public spending than the national average.

Despite having low incomes and high house prices, it looks like the South West could be one of the biggest losers from the coalition’s savage austerity plans.
That’s why we need to build a new and very different kind of economy – based on the great trade union principles of sustainability, stability and fairness.
As a £95 billion economy in its own right, as Britain’s first designated Low Carbon Economic Area, as a region rich in renewable energy resources, what happens here in the South West will be crucial.

Rather than cutting jobs and services, what we need to do is cut carbon.

And if we can do that – if we can build new sources of growth and prosperity in the process – then we stand a much better chance of keeping people in work and safeguarding our public services.
So be in no doubt: the battle against climate change, and the task of economic renewal, are fundamentally and inextricably linked.

As the voice of ordinary working people, we have a unique contribution to make.

Not just because we represent workers in the energy, manufacturing and transport sectors that are central to the fight against climate change.
Not just because we represent teachers who will educate and inspire our children, or the FE lecturers who will deliver the green skills we need, or the academics who will advance our knowledge of everything from climate science to economic regeneration.
But because we represent workers everywhere, in every part of the economy – all of whom can help slash our carbon footprint in their workplaces and their communities.

And I think there are four key ways in which together we can make a real difference.

First, we can cut energy use and save money.

Cutting energy use means cutting energy costs, and at a time of high gas and electricity prices, the savings generated are considerable.

Let’s remember the Carbon Trust has calculated that for most organisations, a 20 per cent energy efficiency saving is equivalent to a 5 per cent increase in sales or revenues: and this saving can be delivered through low-cost and no-cost measures.

At a time when our public services are under huge pressure – and when jobs are being lost right across the economy – the importance of savings like these is surely self evident.

Second, we can change behaviour.

As a survey by Labour Research Department discovered last year, our green reps can raise awareness among workers of the “3 Rs” – the need to reduce, reuse, and recycle – helping to change people’s habits in precisely the way the Stern Review said was critical.

TUC research shows that green trade union reps can fulfil what some people have called the “Heineken role”: reaching those parts of the workforce that others cannot.

And what people learn at work, they can also apply at home.

I know you held workshops last month across the South West – in Bridgwater, Devizes, Exeter and Plymouth – and work like this really does pay dividends in the long run.

Third, we can encourage better industrial relations.

Greening our workplaces is all about unions, workers and managers working together towards a common cause.

And the spin-offs – whether it’s higher levels of employee engagement, improved communications and information sharing, or more effective, accountable decision-making – can transform an organisation’s culture for the better.

I want to see environmental issues become part of the collective bargaining mainstream.

Not just so unions are able to negotiate green travel plans and flexible working schemes that cut pollution; but so we can also negotiate reward systems that encourage green behaviours, where the cost savings I talked about a moment ago are shared between staff and employer.
And it’s for these reasons that the TUC is continuing to press for our green reps to be given the same statutory rights as our other reps – including health and safety and learning reps – who have had such a positive impact in their respective spheres.

The evidence is clear: statutory rights clear many of the burdens faced by reps, and allow their work to flourish to the benefit of all, and I want employers to embrace such a move not fear it.

And fourth – most importantly of all – we can make our workplaces more sustainable.

By working together, we can slash emissions and make our workplaces greener and cleaner, showing how Britain can become a genuinely sustainable economy.

Now it goes without saying that the TUC wants this country to embrace the low-carbon industries and jobs of the future; but what is just as important is the way we green our existing industries and jobs.

With the Department for Energy and Climate Change suggesting that 20 per cent of our carbon emissions come from our workplaces, what happens in our offices and factories, schools and hospitals, shops and depots will be absolutely vital to the UK’s fight against global warming.

So from making our workplaces more sustainable to improving industrial relations, from changing behaviour to cutting energy use and costs, there’s an awful lot we can do to advance the green agenda.
But the contribution trade unions can make to the fight against climate change extends far beyond the factory gate or office door.

Because the TUC and our affiliates have been right at the heart of the debate about how we reduce emissions and build a successful low-carbon economy in the UK.
We’ve made the case for an active, intelligent industrial strategy as a means of rebalancing and reconfiguring our economy.

We’ve been passionate about a green skills agenda, from apprenticeships right through to high-level scientific and engineering qualifications.
We’ve championed the Green Investment Bank and Green Bonds we need to finance the clean, green technologies of tomorrow.
We’ve made the case for a massive programme of home insulation – something that matters enormously here in the South West, which has one of the least-energy efficient housing stocks anywhere in the country.

We’ve campaigned for a feed-in tariff, so that homes and businesses can sell their surplus electricity back to the national grid.
We’ve strongly supported the development of new technologies such as carbon-capture and storage, not to mention wave, wind and tidal power.

We’ve called for massive improvements in public transport, to get people out of their cars and onto our buses and trains, and the importance of that is clear in a region such as yours. 

And cutting across all this, we’ve campaigned vocally for a just transition to a low-carbon economy.

So that workers and communities are not disadvantaged by the industrial restructuring that lies ahead – and we deliver the green skills, green jobs and green industries in the regions of Britain that need them most.

The point is this: there’s a lot going on.

I’m proud that we have been a big part of the conversation about Britain’s low-carbon future.

And while the TUC is vigorously opposing a lot of what this coalition government is doing – notably its vicious, ideological and unnecessary cuts in public spending – the environmental agenda is one area where we may be able to work productively alongside ministers.

And just as the TUC is keen to shape the national debates about climate change, we are also feeding into the wider international debates too.

Because the fight against climate chaos is not just something that affects workers in this country – it impacts on every man, woman and child on the planet.

This is an issue that transcends nation states – a phenomenon that is no respecter of international borders.

And catastrophic climate change is already happening, with the poorest people in the poorest countries suffering the most.

As we saw in Pakistan during the summer, extreme weather events are becoming more common, more destructive, and more devastating.

And the long-term implications of climate change simply do not bear thinking about – from famine to mass migration to wars fought for diminishing global resources.

For all we talk about climate science, or about the need to build a sustainable economy, or to reduce our carbon footprint, lest we forget the debate we are having today is first and foremost about global justice.

It is a moral outrage that those people who did the least to cause climate change – in places like sub-Saharan Africa and Bangladesh – are already suffering its worst consequences.

That’s why the TUC has been working closely with the ITUC to campaign for global climate policies that punish the guilty, protect the weak and the vulnerable, and reflect the realities faced by working people.

A case we will be putting to global leaders in a few weeks’ time in Cancun.
But for all we are doing to influence the great and the good on the world stage and in Westminster, what matters most of all is what you are doing as workers in your workplaces and communities.
Ultimately we will not defeat climate change through policies or regulations or legislation, important though they are – but by inspiring ordinary people to take action, to change their behaviour, to demand more of their political leaders.

So let’s keep campaigning for a green and fair future, keep educating our members, keep making the case for a collective response to the climate emergency.
So together, let us be true champions for change in our workplaces our communities and our society.
