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GM Bailout: Maximizing Manufacturing Footprint Eclipses Ecological Footprint

PEJ News - Joan Russow - Global Compliance Research Project - In 1996, every member state of the United Nations made a commitment to “reduce the Ecological Footprint” .In 2000, the Canadian Labour Congress (CLC) along with the Canadian Auto Workers adopted the principle of fair and just transition. Inherent in this principle, is the recognition that certain industries that impact on human health and the environment will become obsolete, and that there must be in place a fair and just transition for workers in those industries that have and must become sunsetted. Now, CAW is calling for “maximizing the Manufacturing Footprint”
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         At this moment when the global community is facing an economic crisis there is an opportunity to seriously implement the fair and just transition Fair and just transition away from activities that are harmful to the environment and to human health must finally be implemented. Since the emergence of concern about the environment in the 1970s, many union members anticipated that there would be the phasing out of industries for environmental reasons, and they began advancing the principle of fair and just transition. At several international Conference, including the World Summit on Sustainable Development , members of the international labour movement were lobbying for the implementation of this principle.

         This principle envisions an extremely important role for government. This role does not involve bailing out industries that perpetuate practices that are harmful to human health and the environment, but in phasing out these harmful industries and in funding the labour movement in its transition. In Canada, this principle must be implemented in the transportation industries.

FROM REDUCING THE ECOLOGIICAL FOOTPRINT: APPLICATION OF THE FAIR AND JUST TRANSITION PRINCIPLE

         The Auto Industry
         Unfortunately, rather than implementing the Fair and Just Transition Principle in the Auto industry, governments have chosen to bail out General Motors which will continue to produce cars and trucks emitting greenhouse gases in contravention of the UN Framework on Climate change. The government should have funded and instituted a fair and just transition to the production of socially equitable and environmentally sound public transportation, along with automobiles that function with zero greenhouse gas emissions.

         For labour, the principle will protect workers who are displaced as a result of the transition to socially equitable and environmental sound practices and technologies. The principle, however, is not just reactive but also proactive.

         In 1997, the CAW recognized the eventual necessity of just transition:

         In the CAW 1997 Statement on Transportation, the union stated: "we either get out in front and lead the technology in a way that benefits our membership or we try to retard new developments and see them push our members out the door."
         This principle was reinforced over the years, including in 2001:

         “For environmentalists, the great promise of just transition is not just reduced opposition to new environmental controls but positive moves towards greener jobs in a greener society. Delores Broten, for example, believes that just transition will benefit the environment chiefly because it involves anticipating the need to shift workers from unsustainable jobs to more ecologically sensitive ones. Broten is executive director of Reach for Unbleached!” (cited in Mae Burrows, June, 2001 edition of Alternatives magazine).

         “Just transition programs are best considered as a package of initiatives resting on two central principles. The first is acceptance that workers, who are displaced by demands for environmental improvements mandated by society, have a right to educational and retraining programs, alternative employment at an equivalent level, or compensation. The second is that the desired transition is to jobs that serve long-term ecological and community sustainability and are therefore more secure as well as more broadly beneficial.” (Mae Burrows, CAW ibid)

TO MAXIMIZING THE MANUFACTURING FOOTPRINT

On June 1, 2009, Ken Lewenza, the president of the Canadian Auto Workers turned the principle of “footprint” upside down, when he stated at a press conference on the bailout of General Motors that now we must “maximize the manufacturing footprint".

         Stay informed. Subscribe  and get the best of PEJ News by email. Free.
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