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4

P
ROGRESS ON REDUCING GREENHOUSE GAS emissions in Canada regularly confronts 
concerns about job losses for those who work in fossil fuel industries. A con-
vincing strategy for supporting the employment transitions associated with the 

phase-out of fossil fuels is essential — not only to make the transition fairer, but also 
to overcome the political hurdles that fears over fossil fuel job loss place in the way of 
emissions reduction.

Past experience proves it is possible to phase-out fossil fuel activities without invol-
untary lay-offs or undue hardship for fossil fuel workers. However, transition planning 
in Canada to date has been long on aspiration, and short on concrete protections for 
affected workers. Most policies emphasize consultation and dialogue, not binding 
agreements and entitlements. And instead of clear guarantees of employment and in-
come for affected workers, workers are typically offered retraining subsidies and ca-
reer counselling. In a labour market defined by chronic insecurity and fierce competi-
tion for decent work, this does not convince fossil fuel workers that their employment 
and incomes will be protected.

A particular weakness of past transition initiatives in Canada has been the failure to 
empower fossil fuel workers, and their unions, with guaranteed channels of voice and 
input into transition policies, backed up with the ability to negotiate binding commit-
ments and protections. This absence of a genuine say in how transition occurs, and 
how workers are supported through it, undermines the credibility of a fair transition, 
reinforcing hostility among many fossil fuel workers and communities to the energy 
transition.

Summary



This report addresses the failure of transition planning in Canada to provide fossil fuel 
workers with genuine voice, bargaining power, and binding protections. Collective 
worker voice can help to address any workplace challenge — from technological 
change to racial inequality, health and safety practices to fair compensation. The 
coming transition away from fossil fuels is another challenge which genuine worker 
input, representation, and bargaining power can help solve. This paper shows how 
better transitions can be achieved when fossil fuel workers have genuine voice and 
power.

The paper starts by providing a comprehensive statistical overview of fossil fuel em-
ployment in Canada (accounting for under 1% of national employment), its absolute 
and relative decline over the last decade, and the various ways the labour market can 
adjust to falling fossil fuel employment. Then the paper provides quantitative and 
qualitative data on the opinions of fossil fuel workers about coming changes in their 
industry, their personal employment security, and how their interests can be best pro-
tected as the transition continues. Fossil fuel workers have little confidence that gov-
ernments and employers will integrate their concerns and interests meaningfully into 
transition planning; they have much more confidence that trade unions and collective 
bargaining could meaningfully protect their interests. After reviewing the strengths 
and weaknesses of past transition policies in Canada, the paper concludes with eight 
recommendations to empower fossil fuel workers with genuine voice and bargaining 
power. Those recommendations would help ensure a fairer transition – while neutral-
izing the false claims of fossil fuel interests that the energy transition threatens Cana-
dians’ livelihoods.
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Recommendations for Enhancing 
Worker Voice in Energy Employment 

Transition Planning

1. Joint Transition Committees.

2. Minimum Notice Requirements. 

3. Requirement to Negotiate. 

4. Strong Employment and Income Guarantees.

5. On-Site Presence for Transition Support Services.

6. Community Benefit Agreements.

7. Employer Neutrality on Unionization.

8. Industry-Wide Transition Planning Authority.
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A
S PART OF THE GLOBAL PARIS AGREEMENT PROCESS, CANADA has committed to sig-
nificant reductions in its greenhouse gas emissions by 2030, and to reach a 
net-zero emissions status for its economy by 2050. Those commitments will 

ultimately require the phase-out of most uses of fossil fuels. However, actions to fulfil 
those commitments, and more generally reduce the environmental impact of eco-
nomic activity in Canada, often spark concerns about the loss of employment oppor-
tunities and a reduction in economic growth and incomes. Abundant research shows 
that thanks to large investments in renewable energy generation and infrastructure, 
energy efficiency and conservation measures, and non-emitting transportation sys-
tems, the transition away from fossil fuels will be associated with more investment 
and employment, not less.1  Nevertheless, for those Canadians currently working in 
fossil fuel-related activities (including the extraction, processing, transportation, and 
distribution of fossil fuel products), the prospect that their industry will ultimately dis-
appear is understandably daunting. Their concerns have been weaponized by indus-
try interests seeking to prevent or delay policies that reduce fossil fuel production 
and use. 

In this context, the prospects for a supported and fair employment transition, through 
which current jobs in fossil fuel activities would be phased out over time, replaced by 
new jobs in other industries (including, but not limited to, renewable energy and 
other sustainable energy roles), takes on a vital political importance, as well as eco-
nomic significance. To neutralize efforts by fossil fuel industry interests to stymie cli-

Introduction

1 See Bridge and Stanford (2025) for a recent survey of Canadian and international research on the net 
employment benefits of the energy transition.



mate policies on (false) grounds that they will reduce employment, a convincing 
strategy for planning and supporting the employment transitions associated with the 
phase-out of fossil fuels is essential. To that end, trade union and environmental ad-
vocates have promoted the idea of a ‘just transition’,2  through which the economic 
interests of current fossil fuel workers could be protected as the energy transition 
proceeds.3

The goal of a fair and gradual transition has received considerable attention in Cana-
dian climate policy debates and policy-making. At the federal level, the government 
has made commitments to legislation enshrining a fair approach to employment tran-
sition, held extensive consultations with affected stakeholders, and eventually imple-
mented in 2024 a Canadian Sustainable Jobs Act to support workers and communi-

ties affected by the anticipated phase-out 
of fossil fuels in certain uses and places. 
Transition policies attached to specific 
events (most importantly the closure of 
coal-fired electricity generation facilities 
in several provinces) have included mea-
sures to support workers affected by 
those actions. The general principle that 
fossil fuel workers must have voice, rights, 
and fair protections as the energy transi-
tion proceeds is broadly accepted.

However, the concrete mechanisms through which a fair transition is pursued leave 
much to be desired in Canada. Some international examples of planned employment 
transitions have featured long-term advance planning, firm timetables for phasing out 
fossil fuel production or use, concrete income protections and alternative employ-
ment opportunities, and generous financial supports.4  In contrast, most of Canada’s 
fossil fuel transition policies to date have emphasized consultation and dialogue, not 
binding agreements and entitlements. And instead of clear guarantees of employ-
ment and income for affected workers, Canadian plans have typically offered retrain-
ing supports and career counselling. In a labour market marked by chronic insecurity 
and fierce competition for scarce decent work, this obviously fails to assuage the 
fears of fossil fuel workers that their economic prospects are jeopardized by the en-
ergy transition.
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2 For various reasons discussed below, this term has fallen out of favour in many constituencies, in favour of terms 
like ‘sustainable jobs strategy’ or ‘planned and supported transition’.

3 See Chejfec et al. (2025), Hulse (2023), the International Labour Organization (2015), and Zinecker (2018) for 
introductions to the ongoing ‘just transition’ discourse.

4 Perhaps the ‘gold standard’ of transition planning in this context (to use a mixed mineral metaphor!) was the 
phase-out of black coal mining in Germany over a 20-year period concluding in 2019, which phased out some 
80,000 mining jobs through a suite of well-resourced support programs (including early retirement, voluntary 
severance incentives, local economic diversification and job-creation initiatives, and income guarantees) without 
any involuntary layoffs. See Sheldon et al. (2018) for details.

Most of Canada’s fossil fuel 
transition policies to date 

have emphasized 
consultation and dialogue, 

not binding agreements and 
entitlements.



There are some examples of successful transition efforts in Canada. The phase-out of 
coal-fired electricity generation in Ontario between 2005 and 2014 (undertaken by a 
centrally planned public power company, with a unionized workforce holding en-
forceable seniority, severance, and job transfer rights) is an example of what is possi-
ble. That phase-out occurred without involuntary layoffs. Other transitions offered 
less comprehensive and reliable supports, including transition plans for workers af-
fected by the closure of coal-fired power (and associated mining) in Alberta, 
Saskatchewan, New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia. The federal government’s Auditor 
General harshly criticized these programs — which were delivered through a spate of 
pre-existing federal agencies, with no overarching implementation plan or gover-
nance and accountability structure. The Auditor General’s report summarized these 
failure starkly:

“Natural Resources Canada, working with Employment and Social Devel-
opment Canada and partners on behalf of the federal government, was 
not prepared to support workers and their communities for a just transi-
tion to a low-carbon economy. Although new legislation had been 
planned for 2021, no federal implementation plan, formal governance 
structure, or monitoring and reporting system was in place… We also 
concluded that in the absence of a federal approach for a just transition 
to a low-carbon economy, Employment and Social Development 
Canada, the Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency, and Prairies Eco-
nomic Development Canada had not adequately designed the federal 
programs and benefits to support a just transition for workers and com-
munities affected by the accelerated federal phase-out of coal-fired 
electricity. In our view, this represents a significant missed opportunity, 
as the coal phase-out is the first of several transitions to a low-carbon 
economy facing Canadian workers, communities, and governments.” 
(Office of the Auditor General of Canada, 2022)

That federal initiative, like others invoking the rhetoric of ‘just transition’, was long on 
aspiration and consultation, and short on implementation and effective guarantees. 
Many of those involved in public consultations regarding employment transitions 
have noted the absence of concrete protections, mechanisms for binding decision-
making, and meaningful worker voice in the design and implementation of these pro-
grams. Specifically, it is rare that fossil fuel workers have genuine ability to advance 
concrete and specific demands through the transition process, to ensure that their 
concerns are given more than lip service. The absence of genuine mechanisms for 
fossil fuel workers to have an effective say in how transition occurs, and how workers 
are supported through it, undermines the credibility of the very idea of ‘transition’ 
among many fossil fuel workers and communities.

Meanwhile, the nature of transition planning in Canada is made even more nebulous 
by the fact that no general transition away from fossil fuel production and use is in 
fact occurring. With the exception of the federally-mandated phase-out of coal-fired 
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electricity generation by 2030 (still in course in New Brunswick and Nova Scotia, and 
which the province of Saskatchewan seems to be ignoring5 ), fossil fuel production 
and consumption do not face direct regulatory constraints and have continued to 
grow. Policies aimed at reducing their use over time (such as carbon pricing, an emis-
sions cap on petroleum production, and mandates for the adoption of electric vehi-
cles) are fiercely opposed by fossil fuel interests, and (at time of writing) seem politi-
cally uncertain. Discussing employment transitions associated with the phase-out of 
fossil fuels thus seems rather hypothetical at a time when fossil fuel production and 
use in Canada is growing, not shrinking. As illustrated below (in Figure 3), Canadian 
oil and natural gas production have continued to expand. Oil output has grown 35% 
in the last decade (mostly from bitumen projects, mostly destined for exports), while 
natural gas production grew 24% in the same time. In contrast, coal production fell 
38% between 2014 and 2024, in part due to the phase-out of coal-fired electricity 
generation in Alberta; however, significant coal production in Canada continues.6

Ironically, even though oil and gas production has increased, it is clear that an em-
ployment transition away from fossil fuel work is nevertheless occurring. As docu-
mented below, total direct fossil fuel employment has declined by some 38,000 posi-
tions (or 17.6%) since peaking in 2014. That represents a pace of relative decline con-
sistent with the full phase-out of fossil fuel employment by 2050 (in line with 
Canada’s net-zero commitment). That significant decline in fossil fuel employment 
cannot be attributed to climate policies: as indicated, fossil fuel production has in-
creased. Instead, it represents the impacts of instability in world commodity prices 
(with oil price collapses in 2014 and again in 2020), disinvestment by petroleum com-
panies (which have distributed most of their profits to shareholders through divi-
dends and share buybacks, rather than reinvesting them7 ), and the adoption of 
labour-saving technologies in many applications (such as self-driving trucks in bitu-
men mining projects). Again, with the exception of former workers in coal-fired elec-
tricity generation, most of this disemployment occurred without any kind of special 
‘transition’ support (beyond statutory protections like Employment Insurance, or sev-
erance and pension entitlements negotiated by unions). In this regard, the reduction 
of fossil fuel employment that has occurred (by accident more than design) over the 
past decade is no different from the chronic insecurity facing workers anywhere in 
Canada’s dog-eat-dog labour market.

The conclusion is clear: a transition away from fossil fuel employment is occurring, 
and will continue to occur, independently of Canada’s climate policies. Most jurisdic-
tions in the world (including huge energy-consuming countries like China and India) 
are taking concerted actions to reduce fossil fuel consumption. Thanks to technologi-
cal progress and economies of scale, renewable forms of energy (like wind and solar) 

5 See Graney (2025).

6 Canada produced 42 million tonnes of coal in 2024, mostly metallurgical coal for export (Statistics Canada Table 
25-10-0046-01). 

7 See Xuereb (2025) for recent evidence.
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are now cheaper on a full-cycle basis than conventional fossil fuel technologies; the 
same goes for life-cycle costs of electric vehicles compared to internal combustion 
vehicles.8  Eventually global competitive, regulatory, and climatic pressures will lead 
to the phase-out of fossil fuels from most uses, and hence the employment associ-
ated with fossil fuels will mostly disappear. That transition can occur in a planned or a 
chaotic manner, and with or without supports for affected workers. At present, it is 
occurring in an unplanned, unsupported, and chaotic way, with key disemployment 
decisions made unilaterally by fossil fuel employers in the interests of maximizing 
their own profits. Pretending that the employment transition can be stopped does 
not ‘protect’ fossil fuel workers; it simply exposes them to more of the unsupported 
dislocation they have already experienced 
over the past decade.

This report aims to address one of the ob-
vious weaknesses in Canadian transition 
planning: the failure of most contem-
plated measures to provide fossil fuel 
workers with genuine voice, bargaining 
power, and binding protections. Previous 
research in the Centre for Future Work’s 
PowerShare project has reviewed the ben-
efits of strong collective worker voice 
(Stanford and Poon, 2021) for addressing 
a range of topics: including managing 
technological change in workplaces 
(Stanford and Bennett, 2021), reducing racial inequality in workplaces (Ng et al., 
2024), and other workplace challenges. The employment shifts associated with the 
energy transition are another workplace challenge amenable to the application of 
genuine, effective channels for worker input, negotiation, and bargaining power. This 
paper will review the dimensions of this transition challenge, and identify ways in 
which better transitions could be achieved if fossil fuel workers have genuine voice 
and power.

The paper is structured as follows. Part I provides a comprehensive statistical over-
view of the scale and distribution of direct fossil fuel employment in Canada, how it 
has changed, and the various channels through which Canada’s labour market has 
adjusted (and will continue to adjust) to the absolute and relative decline in fossil fuel 
employment. To gather insight on what fossil fuel workers themselves think about the 
coming transition, Part II reports the findings of a quantitative survey and qualitative 
interviews with fossil fuel workers. This original research confirms that most fossil fuel 
workers acknowledge the role of fossil fuels in climate change, and understand that 
their industry will shrink over time. They feel strongly, however, that the voices and in-

8 See Dardour et al. (2025) and Lindwall (2025) for cost comparisons of electricity generation and motor vehicle 
operation, respectively.
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terests of fossil fuel workers have not been heard in Canadian discussions about em-
ployment transitions. They have little confidence that governments and employers 
will integrate their concerns and interests meaningfully into transition planning; how-
ever, they have more confidence that trade unions and collective bargaining could 
meaningfully shape the course of the transition in workers’ interests. Finally, Part III 
reviews the current state of transition planning in Canada, highlighting the absence of 
concrete and binding protections for workers, and the often-superficial nature of con-
sultations with affected workers and communities. It concludes with eight recommen-
dations for providing fossil fuel workers with more genuine and effective voice and 
bargaining power, as the energy transition continues.

Recommendations for Enhancing 
Worker Voice in Energy Employment 

Transition Planning

1. Joint Transition Committees.

2. Minimum Notice Requirements. 

3. Requirement to Negotiate. 

4. Strong Employment and Income Guarantees.

5. On-Site Presence for Transition Support Services.

6. Community Benefit Agreements.

7. Employer Neutrality on Unionization.

8. Industry-Wide Transition Planning Authority.
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A 
THOROUGH UNDERSTANDING OF THE SCALE, COMPOSITION, AND LOCATION of fossil fuel 
employment is a prerequisite for effective planning of employment transitions 
as Canada’s energy system changes. This section will provide a summary of 

existing employment in fossil fuel-related industries in Canada. It also reviews the dy-
namic patterns characteristic of these labour markets, and the complex flux they reg-
ularly experience – flux which can facilitate employment adjustment in coming years.

The analysis updates data reported in a previous Centre for Future Work report 

(Stanford, 2021). It also integrates selected findings from other recent studies of the 

scale and distribution of fossil fuel employment (including PetroLMI, 2021; Caplan, 

2023; and McKenzie and Gordon, 2025).

The analysis focuses on employment in direct roles associated with the exploration, 

production, transportation, processing, and distribution of fossil fuels (including oil, 

bitumen, natural gas, coal, and related refined products). Of course, these activities 

are related to other employment in the upstream supply chains which provide inter-

mediate products and services to fossil fuel industries. These indirect links are impor-

tant to consider when contemplating the phase-out of fossil fuel activity, as changes 

in initiating activities will have repercussions throughout those ‘upstream’ supply 

chains. They will also have impacts on ‘downstream’, or induced, economic activity 

associated with the personal consumption expenditure of workers employed in fossil 

Part I: Dimensions and 
Dynamics of Fossil Fuel 
Employment in Canada



fuel industries and their supply chains.9  However, ascertaining the scale of indirect 

employment is subject to well-known theoretical and empirical challenges. Moreover, 

new investment and production in alternative industries that expand in the course of 

the energy transition (including sustainable energy systems and related infrastructure 

and equipment) will also generate indirect and induced (upstream and downstream) 

linkages, with their own multiplied impacts on final output and employment. So long 

as the phase-out of fossil fuel production and use occurs alongside the growth of al-

ternative economic activities (in energy-related fields, or other sectors), indirect and 

induced effects associated with those growing sectors will broadly offset indirect ef-

fects associated with the gradual decline of fossil fuel activity.10 For these reasons, 

we limit our attention here to the direct employment footprint of fossil fuel industries. 

A. Scale, Composition and Quality of Fossil Fuel Employment
We identify seven categories of direct fossil fuel employment, indicated in Table 1. 
These include oil and gas extraction, services related to oil and gas extraction, coal 
mining, petroleum refining, generation and distribution of electricity from fossil fuel 
sources, oil and gas pipelines, and natural gas distribution services. Statistics 
Canada’s monthly survey of employment payrolls (covering waged employees, but 
excluding self-employment) provides direct data on several of these categories, but 
not all. The following approach was taken to filling gaps in this survey:

• In its payroll data, Statistics Canada does not disaggregate mining 
services between oil and gas, coal, and other (non-fossil-fuel) forms 
of mining. We estimate the proportion of mining services 
attributable to oil and gas on the basis of employment data 
published by Statistics Canada in its System of National Accounts.11

On this basis, we estimate that close to two-thirds of all employment 
in mining services (or about 52,000 jobs in 2024) can be attributed 
to oil and gas production; the rest is attributed to other non-fossil-
fuel mining activities (including metal ores and non-metallic 
minerals).

• The use of fossil fuels in electricity generation has diminished over 
the last decade, due to the ongoing phase-out of coal-fired 
electricity plants and the growth of renewable generation systems. 
As of 2024, about 18% of electricity produced in Canada came from 

13

9 These indirect linkages give rise to ‘multiplier’ effects, which capture the indirect impact of an initiating or ‘base’ 
economic activity on output and employment in upstream supply chains and downstream consumer industries. The 
size of these multiplier effects depends on assumptions regarding the nature of adjustment in labour and other 
factor markets, and the level of underutilized economic capacity prevailing at the time of consideration. For an 
introduction to these issues see Hughes (2003) and Thulin (2015).

10 The relative scale of indirect effects, both positive and negative, will depend on many factors, including the 
input-output composition of new industries and macroeconomic conditions at the time of the transition.

11 We extrapolate the ratio between mining service jobs and petroleum extraction employment in Alberta (where 
almost all mining involves petroleum and coal) to the level of overall petroleum sector employment in Canada as a 
whole. Data from Statistics Canada Table 36-10-0489-01.



fossil fuel primary sources (mostly natural gas), down from 27% in 
2000.12  We attribute the proportion of employment in the electricity 
generation and distribution sector to fossil fuels, based on the 
proportion of electricity generated from fossil fuels.

• For oil and gas pipelines, confidentiality restrictions prevent 
publication of monthly data in the Statistics Canada series. However, 
data on employment in these sectors is published in the census. To 
estimate employment trends in pipelines, we use census data points 
(in five-year intervals, the latest being 2021), and then annual 
employment estimates are interpolated for pipelines in the 
intervening years (and extrapolated to 2024) on a linear basis.

With these assumptions, we can generate a reasonable estimate of total direct fossil 
fuel employment in Canada across these seven sub-sectors, summarized in Table 1. As 
of 2024, we estimate total direct fossil fuel employment of 177,000 positions. Over 
half of those positions are in the upstream oil and gas industry (including jobs in ex-
traction and services). An estimated 19,000 jobs in Canada’s total electricity industry 

(out of total employment of 
106,000 in 2024) are ascribed to 
fossil fuel generation and distribu-
tion. The natural gas distribution 
system employs close to 17,000 
workers, while over 15,000 work in 
petroleum refining. Coal mining 
employs over 10,000,13  with 
around 8,500 working in oil and 
gas pipelines.

Relative to total payroll employ-
ment in Canada (which averaged 
18.2 million in 2024), these direct 
fossil fuel jobs accounted for just 
under 1.0% of waged employment. 
Relative to total employment (in-
cluding self-employment as well as 
waged jobs), the share of direct 
fossil fuel employment is somewhat 

smaller.14  Both the absolute scale and relative importance of fossil fuel employment 
12 Calculations from Natural Resources Canada, “Electricity Generation Energy Use and Generation by Energy 
Source,” and Canada Energy Regulator (2023).

13 A majority of coal mining in Canada in 2022 was metallurgical coal, used as a chemical input in primary metal 
manufacturing; the share employed in thermal coal mining (used for power generation) has fallen in line with the 
phase-out of coal-fired electricity generation in Canada and other countries (Natural Resources Canada, 2024). 
We include all coal mining workers in the estimate of fossil fuel employment in Table 1.

14 As discussed further below, self-employment is less common in fossil fuel industries, because of the large capital 
requirements involved in most direct fossil fuel activities. Statistics Canada data does not provide sufficient detail 
on the sectoral composition of self-employment to conduct a similar breakdown of the relative importance of fossil 
fuel activities among the self-employed.

Table 1.

Direct Fossil Fuel Employment, 2024

Sub-Sector Level 10-Year Change

Oil and gas extraction 54,192 -10,114

Oil and gas services 52,365 -28,118

Electricity generation (FF share) 19,090 50

Natural gas distribution 16,858 1,216

Refined petroleum products 15,440 -3,662

Coal mining 10,843 1,052

Oil and gas pipelines 8,530 1,710

Total 177,318 -37,865

Share of total employment 0.97% -0.40%

Source: Calculations from Statistics Canada Table 14-10-0202-01 as described in text.
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have declined notably over the last 
decade. Close to 38,000 jobs in direct fos-
sil fuel work have disappeared, mostly in 
upstream oil and gas activity. The other 
sectors listed in Table 1 experienced a mix-
ture of moderate employment gains and 
losses, with a net combined change of 
near zero. Over that decade, direct fossil 
fuel employment declined by 17.6%.

The combination of falling fossil fuel em-
ployment with relatively rapid growth in 
total employment in Canada caused a 
doubly-fast decline in the relative impor-
tance of fossil fuel jobs. The share of di-
rect fossil fuel work in total payroll em-

ployment fell from 1.38% in 2014 to 0.97% by 2024 (Figure 1). At that pace of decline 
in its relative employment share, direct fossil fuel employment would fall to zero in 
the next 24 years. In other words, the pace of relative decline experienced by direct 
fossil fuel employ-
ment over the past 
decade is consis-
tent, if maintained, 
with the complete 
phase-out of fossil 
fuel jobs in time to 
meet Canada’s net-
zero commitment 
by 2050. This rein-
forces the reality 
that the employ-
ment transition 
away from fossil fuel 
work is already hap-
pening; the choice 
for policy-makers, 
and society, is 
whether that transi-
tion will be planned 
and supported, or 
spontaneous and 
chaotic.

Our estimates of 
both the level and 
the trend of fossil fuel employment are broadly consistent with other published esti-
mates of fossil fuel-related employment. Most other published reports focus primarily 
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The pace of relative decline 
experienced by direct fossil 
fuel employment over the 

past decade is consistent, if 
maintained, with the 

complete phase-out of fossil 
fuel jobs in time to meet 

Canada’s net-zero 
commitment by 2050.

Figure 1.

Direct Fossil Fuel Jobs as Share Total Payroll 
Employment, 2001-2024

Source: Calculations from Statistics Canada Table 14-10-0202-01 as described in text.



or solely on petroleum-related jobs, a narrower scope than we have adopted. 
PetrolLMI (2021) estimated 168,000 direct jobs in petroleum activities in Canada in 
2020. Kaplan (2023) reported just 147,000 petroleum jobs in 2021. McKenzie and 
Gordon (2025) estimate that direct oil and gas employment (including refining and 
pipelines) declined by 35,000 positions in the ten years ending in 2023 – although 
their estimate of the remaining level of employment (184,000 in 2023) is higher than 
the other reports (perhaps because of the broader sectoral scope they adopted). The 
Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers (CAPP, 2025) claims 140,000 jobs ex-
isted in oil and gas extraction and services in 2023, also reflecting a significant de-
cline over the previous decade.15  Across these varied sources, then, the conclusion 
reported above that direct fossil fuel employment (and petroleum-related employ-
ment in particular) represents a small (around 1%) and shrinking share of total em-
ployment in Canada is robust.

The relative importance of fossil fuel jobs varies widely across different parts of 
Canada, in line with the uneven distribution of fossil fuel resources. Figure 2 illustrates 
the proportion of employment attributable to direct fossil fuel activities by province. 
Alberta is the most dependent on direct fossil fuel activity, which accounts for over 
6% of all payroll employment in that province. The other major oil-producing prov-

inces (Saskatchewan 
and Newfoundland 
and Labrador) also 
have fossil fuel em-
ployment shares 
higher than the 1% 
national share. Other 
provinces have 
lower reliance on di-
rect fossil fuel work 
(including B.C., de-
spite its gas indus-
try). The regional 
concentration of 
fossil fuel jobs in 
particular parts of 
Canada obviously 
complicates both 
the economics and 
the politics of en-
ergy and climate 
policies.

16

15 The CAPP (2025) report also claims that a total of 900,000 jobs in Canada’s economy in total “were a result of 
the oil and gas extraction industry,” based on application of a simplistic (and unbelievable) 6-to-1 employment 
multiplier to reflect indirect and induced jobs related to petroleum production.

Figure 2.

Fossil Fuel Employment Shares by Province, 
2024

Source: Calculations from Statistics Canada Tables 14-10-0202-01 and 36-10-0489-01.



On the basis of detailed 2016 census data, previous analysis (Stanford, 2021) consid-
ered the extent to which direct fossil fuel employment is clustered in particular 
communities. Of 152 census-defined communities (including both Census Metropoli-
tan Areas, CMAs, and Census Agglomerations, CAs), direct fossil fuel employment 
accounted for over 5% of total employment in just 18 communities. The most fossil-
fuel-dependent communities were Wood Buffalo, Alta. (including Fort McMurray), 
where 32% of jobs were in direct fossil fuel roles, and Estevan, Sask., where direct fos-
sil fuel work made up 21% of local employment. Another interesting finding of this 
community disaggregation is that over half of direct fossil fuel jobs in Canada are lo-
cated in larger cities. This will facilitate future transitions since cities have more 
diverse labour markets, allowing current fossil fuel workers to more easily find alter-
native roles (if needed) consistent with their skills and experience.

Consistent results are reported by Chejfec, Samson, and Jackson (2025), who evalu-
ate the economic vulnerability of 293 different communities (including CMAs, CAs, 
and smaller communities) to energy transitions. On the basis of multiple criteria, in-
cluding the concentration of large polluting facilities, reliance on emissions-intensive 
industries, and sensitivity to shifts in export markets, they identified 68 communities, 
representing 10% of the Canadian population, that are especially susceptible to risks 
from greenhouse gas emissions policies and the energy transition. Their definition of 
‘susceptibility’ includes industries (such as manufacturing and transportation) not di-
rectly within the scope of fossil fuel employment, and hence their analysis captures a 
larger variety of potential future transitions. Nevertheless, similar to Stanford (2021), 
this report concludes that the number of communities highly exposed to the effects 
of energy transitions and greenhouse gas policies is relatively small. This suggests 
that through concentrated attention and supports (hopefully drawing on a national 
commitment to supporting smooth 
transitions), potential disruptions in 
these relatively vulnerable commu-
nities can be mitigated.

Several demographic features of 
the fossil fuel workforce are also 
relevant to transition planning. The 
average age of fossil fuel workers is 
higher than the average for the 
overall economy: about 41 years old 
on average in 2021, compared to 
38.6 years for the overall workforce 
(see Table 2). Some 58% of direct 
fossil fuel workers were over 40 
years of age in 2021, and will thus 
reach normal retirement age within 
the next 25 years. In other words, 
most workers in direct fossil fuel 
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Table 2.

Average Age of Direct Fossil Fuel 
Workers, 2021

Sector 
Average 

Age 
Share Over 40

Oil and gas extraction 43.6 60.1%

Oil and gas services 39.6 54.7%

Electricity generation (FF share) 41.7 59.1%

Natural gas distribution 41.7 58.4%

Refined petroleum products 41.2 58.9%

Coal mining 41.3 58.8%

Oil and gas pipelines 40.8 54.8%

Total Fossil Fuel 41.1 58.1%

Total Economy 38.6 54.7%

Source: Calculations from Statistics Canada Table 98-10-0448-01.



roles will retire before the transition to Canada’s net-zero target in 2050 is com-
pleted.

The fossil fuel industry is highly skewed in gender terms. Over 80% of workers in di-
rect fossil fuel jobs are male, although the proportion of women employees has 
grown gradually in recent years. There has also been growth in the proportion of 
racialized and Indigenous workers. Kaplan (2023) reports that 22% of oil and gas 
workers identified as “visible minority” in 2021 (versus about one-third for the overall 
labour force in Canada), and 7% as Indigenous (twice as high as the 3.5% Indigenous 
share of the overall labour force). The fossil fuel workforce thus has a smaller propor-
tion of racialized workers, but a higher proportion of Indigenous workers, than the 
overall labour force.16

While the quantity of direct fossil fuel jobs is small as a share of total employment in 
Canada, the quality of these positions is better-than-average, offering superior earn-
ings potential and stability. Only 6% of direct fossil fuel workers are self-employed, 
compared to 15% of total employment in Canada. 9% are employed in temporary po-
sitions, compared to 13% in the overall labour force. Only about 3% of fossil fuel work-
ers are employed part-time, compared to 18% in the overall labour market.17

Average earnings are much higher in direct fossil fuel roles than economy-wide aver-
ages. The upstream oil and gas industry is one of the highest-paying sectors in 

Canada’s economy, with average 
weekly earnings of close to $3000 
in 2024, more than twice the aver-
age in the broader labour market 
(Table 3). Earnings in other fossil 
fuel sub-sectors range between 
$2100 and $2300 per week, also 
significantly higher than economy-
wide averages. High earnings re-
flect both higher hourly wages, less 
incidence of part-time work, and 
long hours of work for full-time em-
ployees.

However, earnings across fossil fuel 
industries have weakened in real 

terms in the last decade, reflecting the impacts of industry downsizing and restrictive 
compensation policies. Nominal earnings growth in upstream oil and gas extraction 
and petroleum refining averaged just 1% per year over the last decade: less than one-
third the pace of wage growth in the overall economy. Nominal wage gains for petro-
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16 Labour force averages for employment by visible minority and Indigenous status from Statistics Canada Tables 
14-10-0438-01 and 14-10-0365-01.

17 Calculations in this paragraph from Statistics Canada Tables 98-10-0448-01 and 36-10-0489-01.

Table 3.

Average Weekly Earnings

Sector 2024 
10-Year Change

Nominal Real

Oil and gas extraction $2,964 11.0% -13.7%

Mining Services $2,268 26.1% -1.9%

Electricity Generation $2,204 19.3% -7.2%

Natural Gas Distribution $2,105 19.6% -6.9%

Petroleum Refining $2,106 10.0% -14.4%

Total Economy $1,261 34.8% 4.9%

Source: Calculations from Statistics Canada Table 14-10-0204-01.
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leum workers lagged far behind inflation over this period, resulting in a substantial 
decline in real weekly incomes — which fell by 14% in both sectors. Real earnings de-
clined in other fossil fuel sectors, as well. In contrast, average real earnings in the 
overall labour market grew by almost 5% in the same period.

The higher average quality of most jobs in direct fossil fuel work makes employment 
transitions more challenging. It is not sufficient to ensure that existing fossil fuel 
workers are able, if necessary, to find alternative employment.18  They are equally con-
cerned about the quality of replacement jobs: including job security and compensa-
tion.19  This concern is evident in the quantitative and qualitative survey data dis-
cussed in following sections.

Union representation varies widely across different sub-sectors of direct fossil fuel 
work. Union density is high in the utility sector, including electricity generation and 
natural gas distribution; over 60% of employees in utilities are covered by a union 
contract. Union representation is also relatively strong in petroleum refining. Union 
coverage is lower in upstream petroleum extraction. Average union density in 
Canada’s broader mining sector equals about 20% — and is lower still in the petro-
leum extraction sector. Union density in both utilities and mining has declined by 
about 10 percentage points over the last two decades, attesting to an erosion of or-
ganized voice for fossil fuel workers at a moment in history when it is especially im-
portant.20

B. Dynamic Channels of Adjustment in Fossil Fuel Employment
The preceding data highlights two aspects of direct fossil fuel employment in 
Canada, that will be surprising to many observers. First, the share of direct fossil fuel 
employment in overall employment in Canada is low: now below 1%. That stands in 
contrast to overstated claims from industry advocates that the industry plays a much 
larger role in employment opportunities for Canadian workers. Second, the relative 
importance of direct fossil fuel employment is falling steadily, due both to declining 
absolute fossil fuel employment and to growth in the broader labour market. The ero-
sion of the relative employment share over the past decade is consistent with the 
complete phase-out of direct fossil employment in the next quarter-century — and 

18 As discussed below, in a planned gradual transition most of the reduction in direct fossil fuel employment would 
be achieved through retirements, rather than through transfer to alternative employment.

19 Evidence on income losses experienced by workers displaced from fossil fuel jobs (for various reasons, mostly 
unrelated to climate policy) confirm that this concern is justified. Chen and Morissette (2020) review the income 
trajectory for workers laid off from coal mining jobs between 1995 and 2015, and find that while a large majority 
found new work within one year of layoff, the median decline in real incomes after one year of layoff was 32%. 
Mehdi and Chan (2025) report that workers affected by mass layoffs in high-emissions industries (including 
manufacturing and transportation sectors, as well as fossil fuel sectors) experienced a 20% decline in real earnings 
three years after layoff. In both studies proportionate income losses for the selected sample were comparable to 
income declines experienced by displaced workers in other industries, indicating that the problems of fair 
transitions for laid-off workers are not unique to the energy industry, but rather are faced by workers in any 
industry experiencing layoffs.

20 Statistics Canada data on union representation is published only at the two-digit level of sectoral disaggregation 
(in Table 14-10-0070-01), and hence estimates are not available for the specific fossil fuel sub-sectors described 
above.



hence compatible with the goal of reach-
ing a net-zero emissions status by 2050.

The decline in direct fossil fuel employ-
ment over the last decade is also instruc-
tive in contemplating how the gradual 
phase-out of fossil fuel work might occur 
(alongside the phase-out of most fossil 
fuel production and consumption). First, it is important to note that the decline in 
fossil fuel employment over the past decade cannot be attributed to climate policy. It 
has occurred even though the total amount of fossil fuel production and consumption 
has continued to grow in Canada (see Figure 3). Canada’s total oil production in-
creased 35% between 2014 (the peak of Canadian fossil fuel employment) and 2024. 
Natural gas production increased 24% in the same time.21 The industry is producing 
more output, with less employment. This has enhanced profitability in the petroleum 

industry, but re-
duced the impor-
tance of the industry 
in overall employ-
ment in Canada.22

The employment 
losses in fossil fuel 
industries in Canada 
(coincident with in-
creased production) 
resulted from the in-
dustry’s own choices 
about employment, 
not from climate 
policy. They reflect 
the falling labour in-
tensity of produc-
tion techniques in 
petroleum extrac-
tion – including the 
shift from conven-
tional oil production 
to bitumen mining 
and processing, the 
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The decline in fossil fuel 
employment over the past 

decade cannot be attributed 
to climate policy. 

Figure 3.

Canadian Production of Oil and Gas, 2010-2024

Source: Calculations from Canadian Energy Regulator, “Estimated Production of Canadian Crude Oil and 
Equivalent” and “Marketable Natural Gas Production in Canada.”

21 That statistic measures marketable gas production only, and does not include flared and fugitive gas (which 
contribute disproportionately to greenhouse gas emissions due to the high warming properties of methane).

22 The petroleum extraction and refining sectors generated gross operating profits of $192 billion from 2021 
through 2024, smashing previous records for industry profitability; calculations from Statistics Canada Table 33-
10-0225-01. 



use of more automated technologies (such as self-driving trucks in bitumen mining), 
and general cost-cutting by the industry. For the most part, this downsizing occurred 
in an unplanned, decentralized, and unsupported way. With the exception of transi-
tion plans applied to the phase-out of coal-fired electricity generation, workers af-
fected by the decline of direct fossil fuel employment over the last decade have had 
to fend for themselves, supported only by general programs (such as conventional 
Employment Insurance benefits).

This unplanned, unsupported dislocation of petroleum workers has had especially 
negative ramifications for the overall labour market in Alberta. That province has ex-
perienced unemployment higher than the national average every year since 2016, and 
has also experienced by far the slowest wage growth of any province in that period.23

This reflects both the loss of relatively higher-paying petroleum jobs, and the general 
tendency toward wage-suppressing poli-
cies and practices in Alberta in recent 
years.24

While acknowledging the economic and 
social repercussions of these job losses, it 
is also important to note that the elimina-
tion of close to one-fifth of direct fossil 
fuel jobs in Canada over the past decade 
occurred alongside a general strengthen-
ing of the broader labour market in the 
same period. Indeed, in the years leading 
up to the COVID pandemic in 2020, 
Canada’s labour market demonstrated ro-
bust job-creation and wage growth. By 
2019, the national unemployment rate de-
clined to its lowest rate in the history of 
modern labour force statistics. The COVID 

pandemic, of course, shocked labour markets considerably — yet national employ-
ment recovered rapidly (again, despite continuing job losses across the broader fossil 
fuel sector), achieving still lower unemployment rates in 2022 and 2023. Unemploy-
ment has increased in the last two years as a result of high interest rates, and tariff at-
tacks from U.S. President Trump. Nevertheless, the fact that overall labour market 
performance remained strong as fossil fuel employment declined in both absolute 
and relative terms, confirms that the Canadian labour market is not very dependent 
on this relatively small source of employment. It also highlights the importance of 
broader labour market conditions to achieving successful employment transitions. 
When overall employment conditions are robust, and the labour market is generating 
abundant new openings, concerns about employment transitions are naturally mod-

23 Calculations from Statistics Canada Table 14-10-0464-01.

24  For more details on wage trends in Alberta compared to other provinces, see Stanford (2025).
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relatively small source of 
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erated. Workers know there are opportunities in other firms, industries, or communi-
ties. Labour mobility and voluntary severance increase when employment conditions 
are robust, since workers have more options (and more confidence) when risks of dis-
employment are moderate.

We have shown that the scale of the employment transition associated with the grad-
ual phase-out of fossil fuel production and use over an extended (25-year) period is 
not large by historical standards. The relative decline in direct fossil fuel employment 
over the last decade (amidst overall labour market conditions that, absent the pan-
demic and its aftermath, were historically strong) has been consistent with the pace 
of phase-out required to meet net-zero targets by 2050. Moreover, there are numer-
ous channels through which labour market adjustment continually occurs. While busi-
ness headlines are usually dominated by net changes in top-line employment or un-
employment, under this visible ‘surface’ of the labour market occur large changes in 
labour supply and employment patterns that are rarely seen or appreciated. Like a 
swimming duck that appears calm on the surface, but whose legs are paddling madly 
under the water, the labour market is always in motion, adjusting and readjusting em-
ployment in ways that will be very helpful in adjusting to the gradual elimination of 
fossil fuel work. Some of the most important of these channels of labour market ad-
justment are discussed below:

RETIREMENT: As noted above in Table 2, workers in direct fossil fuel work are older than 
the average of the Canadian workforce. Fifty-eight percent were over 40 years of age 
in 2021, and hence will reach normal retirement age before the 2050 net-zero dead-
line. In a planned, supported transition plan, most of these workers could complete 
their careers before their industry reaches net-zero production levels. To make the 
most of this potential channel of adjustment, retirements need to occur gradually 
over time and across different workplaces, and retiring workers should not be re-
placed by younger workers (recruited into an industry that has little future). Offering 
incentives for earlier retirement can amplify the effectiveness of this channel of ad-
justment, especially when specific actions (such as workplace closures) require a 
faster employment reduction than could be absorbed through normal demographic 
ageing. Ideally, these incentives could be offered across multiple facilities (not just fa-
cilities that are closing), thus opening up positions in still-operating workplaces that 
could be filled by younger workers transferring from closing facilities. By the same to-
ken, in some cases workers may need to be encouraged to stay past planned retire-
ment dates to ensure closing facilities have enough staff to continue operating until 
scheduled closure. With proper planning and inter-facility mobility, normal retirement 
can do most of the heavy lifting associated with a phase-out of direct fossil fuel jobs.

NORMAL JOB CHURN: The extent to which labour supply and employment outcomes 
constantly change is underappreciated in conventional statistical and media report-
ing. In a typical month, the total amount of employment in Canada changes by a 
modest amount: over the last year, by an average of about 30,000 positions (up or 
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down) per month. The net change in employment, therefore, is very small relative to 
the overall size of the labour market: over the last year, employment changed each 
month (up or down) by an average of about 0.15%.25  However, that net change repre-
sents the balance between much larger gross changes in employment, with hundreds 
of thousands of jobs created, and hundreds of thousands eliminated, each month. 
Like that paddling duck, under the surface the labour market is continually adjusting 
as individual workers and employers make decisions about their labour supply and 
demand preferences.

Unfortunately, Statistics Canada does not publish regular data on these gross labour 
market flows: that is, describing the total number of changes occurring in the labour 
market each month.26  Occasional studies, however, confirm the impressive scale of 
regular month-to-month shifts. For example, Bourbeau (2019) found that over 6% of 
Canadian workers change their employment status every month. At present popula-
tion levels, this represents a gross monthly churn of 1.25 million people — seven times 
larger than the total stock of direct fossil fuel jobs. In this context, facilitating a net 
sectoral shift in employment of under 1% of total employment over a 25-year period is 
very much a non-event in macroeconomic terms. This huge monthly churn includes 
people moving into and out of the labour force, moving from employment to unem-
ployment (or vice versa), moving from one job to other, or changing employment sta-
tus (eg. part-time to full-time, or from temporary to permanent, or vice versa). All of 
these dimensions of adjustment endow the labour market with an impressive flexibil-
ity to respond to economic changes. This is not to downplay the hardship experi-
enced as a result of involuntary displacements — such as mass lay-offs, the avoidance 
of which should be a central goal of transition planning. Rather, we merely wish to 
highlight the huge scale of normal, mostly voluntary changes in employment that oc-
cur every single month in Canada’s economy. Harnessing those regular channels of 
mobility could assist mightily in achieving the phase-out of fossil fuel work without 
involuntary displacement.

Other sources of data attest to the surprising extent of ongoing job churn in Canada’s 
labour market — and the higher-than-average mobility demonstrated by Canadian 
fossil fuel workers (especially those in upstream petroleum extraction). Figure 4 illus-
trates a measure of job churn generated from Statistics Canada’s annual survey of 
business dynamics in Canada (which reports how businesses adjust over time 
through entry, growth, shrinkage, or exit). This data provides a useful perspective on 
gross job-creation and job-destruction by industry. On average, private sector firms in 
Canada experience a combined rate of job churn (counting gross job-creation and 
gross job-destruction) of almost 20% per year. In other words, almost one job in five 
in Canada is created or destroyed each year. The combined churn rate is higher in the 
broader mining and oil and gas sector27  — with a churn rate of almost 23% per year 

25 Calculations from Statistics Canada Table 14-10-0287-01. 

26 Statistical agencies in some other countries (including the U.S. and Australia) do publish regular gross market 
flow data.

27  The data from this survey are not disaggregated further than the two-digit industry level.
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over the last decade, comparable to construction and agriculture. However, other fos-
sil fuel sectors experience lower-than-average job churn. Notable in this context are 
jobs in the utility sector (in-
cluding electric and natural 
gas utilities), which have the 
lowest job churn of any sec-
tor — reflecting their rela-
tively unionized and supe-
rior compensation condi-
tions. Certainly for up-
stream oil and gas produc-
tion, which accounts for 
60% of direct fossil fuel em-
ployment, it is clear that 
rapid changes in employ-
ment are a normal feature 
of working life. Again, this is 
not to downplay the hard-
ships associated with invol-
untary displacement, but 
rather to emphasize that if 
these normal dimensions of 
rapid labour force adjust-
ment can be harnessed and 
directed toward an end-goal of gradually phasing out fossil fuel employment, then 
that transition will be all the more achievable without painful displacement.

A corollary to the rapid job churn that normally characterizes many fossil fuel activi-
ties (especially upstream oil and gas), is the fact that average job tenure in these in-
dustries tends to be lower than most other sectors. Across Canada’s workforce, about 
17% of employed workers have been in their job less than one year.28  That is the flip 
side of the finding that average churn (counting gross job-creation and job-destruc-
tion) in private sector workplaces is about 20% per year. While these two statistics 
are not precisely related in arithmetic terms,29  they both attest to the rapid turnover 
and flux in employment patterns that is a regular feature of Canada’s labour market. 
Job tenure is shortest in high-turnover low-wage industries such as hospitality (where 
over 30% of workers had been in their jobs less than one year in 2024, with average 
tenure for hospitality employees of only 53 weeks). Tenure is longest in more stable, 
higher-wage industries, where workers tend to stay in their roles for longer — such as 
utilities, public administration, education, manufacturing and finance (all with average 
tenure over two years, and relatively low proportions of newly-hired workers). The 

Figure 4.

Average Annual Job Churn by Sector,
2013-2022

Source: Calculations from Statistics Canada Table 33-10-0164-01.
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broad resources sector (which in this database includes forestry, fishing, mining, and 
upstream oil and gas30 ) has job tenure outcomes broadly consistent with labour mar-
ket averages: average tenure of 103 weeks, and 16.4% of workers with less than one 
year of service. 

Another dimension of ongoing churn in the pattern of employment is the prevalence 
of temporary employment in Canada. In many cases employers prefer to hire staff on 
a temporary basis to better align employment with fluctuating production schedules, 
or to reduce the cost of certain benefits and entitlements (like pension contributions) 
that come with permanent staff. Over the last decade, temporary employment has 
averaged some 12.7% of total employment in Canada.31  Temporary employment in 
the broad resources sector (once again, including forestry, fishing, mining, and up-
stream oil and gas) has been similar: 12.5% over the last ten years. Temporary employ-
ment is less common in utilities and manufacturing.

Across all of these dimensions, it is clear that Canada’s labour market is in constant 
motion — and fossil fuel labour markets in even faster motion. Given such a rapid 
pace of turnover in employment, a planned and gradual transition is made more feasi-
ble by harnessing normal turnover and attrition patterns (so long as voluntarily va-
cated positions are not backfilled with new recruits).

INTERREGIONAL AND INTERPROVINCIAL MIGRATION: Many fossil fuel jobs (especially those in 
remote regions, such as the bitumen cluster in northeastern Alberta) are filled by 
workers who have traveled from other provinces to fill those jobs. Some regularly 
commute long distances to perform the work (including fly-in-fly-out systems32 ), 
while others establish semi-permanent residences in the region where they work, 
while retaining more permanent home and family ties wherever they came from.33  In 
addition, Canada regularly experiences relatively large interprovincial and interre-
gional population flows. In the last five years, over 1.5 million Canadians (close to 4% 
of the national population) migrated to another province.34  These interregional and 
interprovincial flows constitute another important channel of adjustment to changes 
in the structure of employment. Workers who migrated to certain fossil-fuel-depen-
dent regions (such as northeastern Alberta) may choose to relocate back to their 
provinces and communities of origin, either on retirement or in the event that appeal-
ing alternative employment opportunities become available.35  This reversal of previ-

30 No more detailed sectoral breakdown is available in this dataset.

31 Calculations from Statistics Canada Table 14-10-0072-01.

32 Research by the Oil Sands Community Alliance (2018) indicated that some 15 oil sands facilities in northeastern 
Alberta relied on fly-in-fly-out staffing arrangements, operating out of 7 private airports. Fly-in-fly-out workers 
also accounted for an estimated 40% of all traffic through the Fort McMurray commercial airport.

33 Using matched employment and tax data files, Laporte, Lu and Shellenberg (2013) estimated there were 
100,000 ‘inter-provincial’ workers in Alberta in 2008 who lived in another province.

34 Calculations from Statistics Canada Table 17-10-0021-01.

35 Savoie (2024) reports that the Maritime provinces are recording their fastest population growth since the 
1950s, fueled by both international immigration and returning interprovincial migrants.
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ous internal commuting and migration flows would provide added impetus to eco-
nomic growth in the receiving regions (the converse of the challenges caused by out-
migration in earlier periods). By the same token, of course, the outmigration of popu-
lation would create additional economic and social challenges for remote fossil-fuel-
dependent communities; with smaller and less diverse local labour markets to gener-
ate alternative employment opportunities, they will require targeted support to main-
tain the economic and social viability of the community. Whichever direction they are 
flowing, Canada’s strong internal migration patterns constitute another powerful 
source of flexibility and adaptation whenever employment patterns change.

RETRAINING FOR OTHER JOBS: By some indicators, Canadian workers are the best 
trained in the world.36  Moreover, their appetite for further training and skills acquisi-
tion continues through their working lives. More than half of Canadian workers report 
they have participated in some form of training in the past 12 months (Future Skills 
Centre, 2023). Close to one-third of Canadian workers participate in job-related train-
ing or skills programs each year, outside of conventional post-secondary education 
institutes (Statistics Canada, 2023). Apart from the inherent value of lifelong training 
for workers’ productivity and enjoyment at work, it also provides workers with addi-
tional mobility when contemplating future career paths. Workers with more up-to-
date training and qualifications are better positioned to access alternative jobs, in the 
event their previous role was eliminated. Survey data indicates that 61% of partici-
pants in training expect it will enhance their chances for promotion, or getting hired 
into a better job (Future Skills Centre, 2023). Empirical research on the impacts of 
training and retraining programs on future employability of participants confirms that 
training (especially when tailored around demonstrated employer needs) contributes 
to greater labour mobility across industries and occupations, and enhances employa-
bility for those seeking new work (Myers, Harding and Passoli, 2021).  Stronger train-
ing opportunities of all kinds — from incremental on-the-job training opportunities 
throughout workers’ careers, to more formal and longer-term programs through vo-
cational and post-secondary institutions — are thus an important determinant of 
labour market adjustment.

INTER-INDUSTRY MOBILITY: Canadian workers change their industry relatively frequently. 
Based on longitudinal labour force data, Chen and Fougère (2010) show that over 
10% of workers typically move from one industry to another in any given year. Inter-
industry mobility is stronger when labour market conditions are strong — allowing 
workers to feel more confident to voluntarily leave one job for another. This is thus 
another important channel for adjustment as the energy transition proceeds.

In contemplating the prospects for movement into other industries for workers leav-
ing a position in the fossil fuel sector, it is important to consider the full range of in-
ter-industry mobility that is possible as the labour market adjusts to this gradual 

36 According to OECD data, a higher share of Canadian adults have received tertiary education (63.3% in 2023) 
than any other OECD country; see OECD Data Explorer, “Adults' educational attainment distribution, by age 
group and gender.”
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change. The phase-out of fossil fuel production and use will occur contemporane-
ously with the expansion of renewable energy systems, so there is a natural tendency 
to want to directly connect these two labour market changes. And indeed, ample evi-
dence confirms that the shift to renewable energy will have a net positive impact on 
employment, since renewable energy systems in general are more labour-intensive 
than most fossil fuel activities (which support very few jobs per unit of output due to 
very capital-intensive production techniques).37

Emphasizing the positive employment prospects in renewable energy and related in-
dustries helps counter false claims that the transition away from fossil fuels will jeop-
ardize Canada’s overall labour market performance. However, planning for off-fossil-
fuel transitions should take a broader view of the inter-industry alternatives available 
– rather than assuming transitioning fossil fuel workers would naturally move toward 
jobs in other energy-related activities. After all, direct fossil fuel jobs account for un-
der 1% of total employment; as renewable energy systems grow, they will account for 
a slightly larger share (given their greater labour inputs), but still small relative to the 
overall breadth of the labour market. Options for transitioning fossil fuel workers are 
much more expansive in other sectors of the economy, many of which (such as non-
fossil resources, construction, manufacturing, and transportation) embody similar 
skills and working conditions. Many fossil fuel workers in rural regions work in agricul-
tural operations (many owned by themselves) on a part-time basis (Velo et al., 2025), 
so transitional support for expanding that aspect of their work, or other forms of self-
employment, could also be effective in those regions.

*   *   *   *   *

Through all of these channels, therefore, Canada’s labour market demonstrates a 
ready and continuing capacity to adapt to change. Millions of individual decisions are 
made every year, by both employers and workers, that impart an ongoing dynamism 
and flexibility to the labour market that serves it well in the face of ongoing techno-
logical and economic change. People enter and exit the labour force; they change 
jobs and industries; they move across regions and provinces; they learn new skills; 
and eventually they retire. All of these dimensions of flexibility allow employment to 
adjust to changes that, in the past, have been much larger in relative terms than the 
coming phase-out of direct fossil fuel work.38  The point here is not that the labour 
market, even with this flexibility, can autonomously handle anything thrown at it. 
Rather, the key lesson is that the labour market is a complex and dynamic part of the 
economy — in which change occurs constantly, and across many dimensions. Plan-
ning an employment transition, that we know must happen, over an extended period 
of time, can harness these dimensions of change to lubricate and support transition 

37 Evidence that new employment in renewable energy, energy conservation, and emissions-reduction initiatives 
will outweigh jobs lost from the phase-out of fossil fuels is provided by: C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group 
(2021), International Energy Agency (2021), Clean Energy Canada (2021), and Bridges and Stanford (2025).

38 Stanford (2021) surveys several previous examples of major changes in employment patterns that were 
proportionately larger than the coming phase-out of fossil fuel work: including the decline in Canadian 
manufacturing after 2001, and the crises in the Atlantic cod fishery and the B.C. forestry sector.
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with an eye to minimizing or even eliminating involuntary displacement and hardship. 
Ample advance notice; encouraging retirements; encouraging voluntary severance; 
encouraging geographic mobility; encouraging occupational and sectoral mobility; 
and encouraging retraining — these are all actions, building on the demonstrated flex-
ibility of Canada’s labour market, that would facilitate a gradual, supported, and fair 
transition away from fossil fuel work.
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P
ART I OF THIS REPORT documented that the scale of employment transition asso-
ciated with the eventual phase-out of most uses of direct fossil fuels (in line 
with Canada’s commitment to reach a net-zero economy by 2050) is smaller 

than often assumed. Less than 1% of employment in Canada today is located in direct 
fossil fuel activities, and that share has been falling over the past decade at a pace 
consistent with its ultimate phase-out by 2050. Moreover, Canada’s labour market 
demonstrates an underappreciated capacity to adapt to change — at all times, and in 
response to the full range of economic, demographic, and personal determinants. In-
deed, 6% of Canadian workers change their employment status in any given month. 
Normal job churn (the creation and destruction of jobs) affects one job in five every 
year, and 17% of Canadian workers have been in their current job less than a year. 
Canadians move to other regions or provinces frequently, and move between indus-
tries even more frequently. With demographic ageing, most existing workers in fossil 
fuel jobs will retire before the date for Canada’s net-zero target is reached. Canadians 
are highly skilled, yet continually invest in attaining further knowledge and qualifica-
tions, and this further enhances their mobility and employability. All these forces help 
explain how fossil fuel employment could decline so significantly after 2014, concur-
rent with labour market indicators that (with the exception of the COVID pandemic) 
remained historically strong.

These findings provide cause for optimism regarding the feasibility of a gradual, 
planned transition away from direct fossil fuel work. Phasing out 175,000 jobs over a 
25-year period implies a shift of some 7000 jobs per year — one-thirtirtieth of one 
percent of current employment. Moreover, over half of that phase-out can be readily 
managed through gradual retirement of the existing workforce (since most fossil fuel 

Part II: Fossil Fuel Workers’ 
Preferences and Priorities



workers will reach retirement age before 2050). That implies something in the order 
of 3000 employment relocations per year, to absorb those fossil fuel workers whose 
jobs could conceivably end before they retire. In gross job-creation terms, the Cana-
dian labour market produces that many new jobs in less than one-half of a typical 
working day. Even in net terms (measuring the balance between gross job-creation 
and job-destruction), it typically produces that many net new jobs every four days. 
Macroeconomically, spread evenly over a long gradual timeline, replacing 175,000 
jobs in Canada is a non-event. The path of a gradual transition would be further 
smoothed with a suite of support measures, enlisting all the channels of labour mar-
ket adjustment noted above.

However, what is a non-event in macroeconomic terms may nevertheless constitute a 
momentous challenge at the individual level, for workers facing the possibility that 
their own job might disappear because of the phase-out of the industry in which they 
work. Given the preponderance of business, political, and media commentary high-
lighting the purported risks climate policy poses to employment and prosperity, these 
concerns are understandable. To better understand how fossil fuel workers confront 
these challenges, we delved further into their attitudes regarding the likely future tra-
jectory of their industry, their personal job prospects, and the sorts of employment 
and income supports they view as most useful in helping to navigate the changes 
that are coming. This section of the report summarizes the findings of original quanti-
tative and qualitative research into fossil fuel workers’ opinions regarding the chal-
lenges of the future transition.39

A. Quantitative Survey Data
This section reports results from an online 
survey tool to investigate Canadian energy 
workers’ attitudes towards the coming 
changes in the sector. The intended sam-
ple for the survey was workers and former 
workers in any direct fossil fuel sector in 
Canada, including the sub-sectors listed above: oil and gas extraction, oilfield ser-
vices, bitumen production, petroleum refining, pipelines, natural gas distribution, coal 
mining, and the portion of electricity generation corresponding to fossil fuel combus-
tion. Among the topics surveyed were:

• attitudes about climate change and fossil fuels;

• attitudes towards coming changes in employment;

• opinions regarding various transition mechanisms and funding;

• whether (and how) fossil fuel workers felt they had meaningful input 
into the design and implementation of transition plans and supports.  

39 A similar project to measure opinions and attitudes among energy workers in the U.S. about the coming energy 
transition, and how to support workers through it, is described by Cha et al. (2021). For perspectives of highly 
qualified workers, Doyle (2021) reports on a survey of petroleum engineers regarding their attitudes to the energy 
transition and their future employability. Attitudes of trade unionists in Norway to transition challenges and 
opportunities are analyzed in Houeland and Jordhus-Lier (2022).
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Most respondents accept 
that climate change is 

human-caused, and that 
fossil fuel use must diminish. 



The survey used the Qualtrics platform, and consisted of 29 questions. The complete 
set of questions is provided in Appendix A. It was initially promoted to prospective 
respondents through the Centre for Future Work website and newsletter in Decem-
ber 2022.40  Invitations to participate were also distributed via email lists and social 
media streams from a number of sources, including research centres, trade unions 

and federations, and personal ac-
counts. Banner ads on Facebook 
inviting participation were also 
used to promote the survey.  

Since it was based on voluntary 
choices to participate, the survey 
was non-random, and its results 
should be interpreted accordingly. 
A total of 90 responses were 
recorded. Nine respondents did 
not work in the fossil fuel sector 
and hence were directed to the 
end of the survey, leaving a total 
of 81 responses for analysis. Table 
4 provides a breakdown of re-
sponses by gender, age, job ten-
ure, and sector. The sample was 
diversified across all these dimen-
sions, although relative to real-
world employment data the sam-
ple was overweight in men, re-
spondents from Alberta, and peo-
ple who work in petroleum refin-
ing. There were no respondents 
from Quebec. Over 80% of the re-
spondents were members of a 
union; this is a large overrepresen-
tation, and reflects the channels 
used for distributing survey invita-
tions (which relied in part on out-
reach through unions).

The following discussion summa-
rizes notable findings from the 
quantitative survey.

CLIMATE CHANGE AND FOSSIL FUELS:
Most respondents accept that climate change is human-caused, and that fossil fuel 
use must diminish. However, a significant minority deny that human activity and pol-
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40 See Centre for Future Work (2022).

Table 4.

Composition of Online Sample

Gender Age

Male 71 Under 30 33.6%

Female 6 30-39 29.8%

Non-binary 2 40-49 26.3%

Not disclosed 2 50-59 25.3%

60-65 22.3%

Over 65 21.4%

Province Years Of Service

British Columbia 5 Less than 5 years 8

Alberta 62 5-9 years 14

Saskatchewan 2 10-19 years 32

Manitoba 1 20-29 years 10

Ontario 7 30 years and more 4

Quebec 0 No answer 13

Maritimes 2

Newf.& Lab. 2

Current or Past Sector of Employment1

Conv. oil and gas 21 Coal mining 5

Oil and gas services 15 Electricity gen. 8

Bitumen 15 Natural gas dist. 8

Petroleum refining 43 Pipelines & other 8

Total Sample 81

Source: Original survey data as described in text.

1 Multiple responses possible so total exceeds 81.
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lution is contributing to cli-
mate change, and/or be-
lieve that fossil fuel produc-
tion and use can continue 
unabated in the future. As 
indicated in Figure 5, about 
60% of respondents agree 
that human activity (and 
fossil fuel use in particular) 
is causing climate change, 
and that fossil fuel use will 
be reduced in the future 
(10% of respondents said 
fossil fuel use will decline 
quickly, 50% said it will de-
cline gradually). However, 
27% of respondents deny 
that human activity and 
pollution are causing cli-
mate change, and 36% be-
lieve that fossil fuel use will 
continue as at present. The 
significant presence of cli-
mate change denial among 
fossil fuel workers perhaps 
reflects the prevalence and 
impact of industry-led ef-
forts to undermine or dimin-
ish awareness of climate 
change, its causes, and its 
consequences – efforts 
which are often targeted at 
fossil fuel workers.

Despite the majority ac-
knowledgment that fossil 
fuel production and use 
must gradually decline, 
most respondents neverthe-
less expect that they per-
sonally will still be working 
in fossil fuel jobs for the 
foreseeable future. As illus-
trated in Figure 6, almost 
60% of respondents expect 

Figure 5.

Attitudes to Climate Change 
Among Fossil Fuel Workers

Source: Original survey data as explained in text.

Figure 6.

Expectations of Future Employment Status 
in Five Years

Source: Original survey data as explained in text.



to be working in the fossil fuel industry, in the same or a similar job, in five years. An-
other 10% expect to be working in a different fossil fuel job. Close to 20% expect to 

change industries, working 
in renewable energy, envi-
ronmental remediation, or 
non-energy industries. 12% 
of respondents expect to 
retire within five years.

While most fossil fuel work-
ers realize their industry will 
shrink in the future as a re-
sult of climate actions, few 
expect this to cause immi-
nent changes in their own 
employment circumstances. 
This seeming contradiction 
perhaps reflects uncertainty 
about when climate policies 
will actually begin to impact 
fossil fuel production. This 
uncertainty is understand-
able in light of the continu-
ing expansion of Canadian 

fossil fuel production noted above, and the widening gap between Canada’s stated 
climate commitments and the disappointing pace of actual emissions-reduction 
progress.

Whatever its causes, workers’ expectation that their personal employment circum-
stances are unlikely to quickly change is associated with a surprisingly modest level 
of concern over the future of employment opportunities in continued fossil fuel pro-
duction. As illustrated in Figure 7, a slightly larger share of respondents rated future 
job opportunities in fossil fuel work as 
great or good (44%), than those who 
rated them concerning or very concerning 
(41%). 

EMPLOYMENT ALTERNATIVES: Respondents ex-
pressed interest in a great diversity of al-
ternative jobs, should they ultimately 
change careers in the future. The greatest 
interest was expressed in working in re-
newable energy activities (see Figure 8). However, strong interest also was expressed 
in many other economic sectors — including in non-fossil-fuel resources, fossil fuel re-
mediation work, construction, manufacturing, and science and technology fields. 
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Figure 7.

Expectations of Future Job Prospects in 
Fossil Fuel Industry

Source: Original survey data as explained in text.

Respondents expressed 
interest in a great diversity 
of alternative jobs, should 

they ultimately change 
careers. 



These are industries which 
are relatively compatible 
with the existing fossil fuel 
workforce’s skills and expe-
riences. Industries which at-
tracted little interest as 
sources of future employ-
ment include hospitality, 
health care, and wholesale 
and retail trade (no doubt 
partly reflecting lower 
wages and poor job secu-
rity common in those sec-
tors). These findings rein-
force the point made above, 
that when considering alter-
native employment oppor-
tunities for workers transi-
tioning out of fossil fuel 
work, it is important to con-
sider the full spectrum of 
other industries — not just 
jobs in alternative or renewable energy fields. There is no reason to assume that 
workers leaving fossil fuel roles will naturally be interested in opportunities in renew-
able energy. These survey results confirm that fossil fuel workers would indeed con-
sider a much wider range of alternative opportunities.

In considering the prospect of moving to another job, fossil fuel workers confront 
several concerns and potential barriers. Table 5 reports the concerns highlighted by 

survey respondents, that could in-
hibit their willingness to consider 
alternative employment. The big-
gest concern expressed was inade-
quate pay in a new role, with half of 
respondents indicating it was a ma-
jor worry, and another quarter as 
somewhat worrying. Availability of 
jobs, and security of alternative em-
ployment, were also significant 
concerns, with over two-thirds of 
respondents indicating great or 
some worry about those aspects of 
seeking a new role. Perhaps surpris-
ingly, the need to undertake new 
training for a new role was the least 
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Figure 8.

Expectations of Future Job Prospects in 
Fossil Fuel Industry

Source: Original survey data as explained in text. Shows absolute counts (not percentages) since 
multiple responses were possible.

Table 5.

Concerns Inhibiting Movement to 
Another Prospective Job

Concern
Degree of Worry

Major 
Worry

Some 
Worry

No 
Worry

May Be 
Retired / n.a.

No jobs available 41.0% 27.9% 19.7% 11.5%

Inadequate pay 50.8% 24.6% 11.5% 13.1%

Insecure job 32.8% 36.1% 19.7% 11.5%

Need training 21.3% 23.0% 44.3% 11.5%

Need to relocate 21.3% 39.3% 27.9% 11.5%

Source: Original survey data as described in text.



35

pressing worry expressed by respondents, with almost half indicating they had no 
worry about this issue. Perhaps this is because they feel they already possess the req-
uisite skills, or they would not see undertaking additional training as a significant hur-
dle. Respondents were divided on whether a need to relocate for new work was a 
major worry: one-fifth saw it as a major worry, two-fifths as a moderate worry, while 
28% were not worried at all. This diversity of opinion regarding relocation likely re-
flects the regional dispersion of existing fossil fuel work. As noted above, over half of 
direct fossil fuel jobs are located in major cities; the uncertainty and cost associated 
with relocation is less likely to be a concern for those workers, who have a greater 
probability of finding appealing alternate employment in their own communities.

TRANSITION PLANNING AND

SUPPORTS: Regarding how 
transition to other jobs (or 
into retirement) could be 
achieved, a modest majority 
(55%) of respondents 
agreed that a planned 
downsizing, through which 
reductions in fossil fuel em-
ployment are managed over 
time through retirements 
and voluntary employment 
transitions (rather than lay-
offs) is possible (Figure 9). 
39% of respondents did not 
believe that such a transi-
tion is possible. Part III of 
this paper will review expe-
riences whereby planned 
phase-out of certain fossil 
fuel activities was indeed 
accomplished without invol-
untary displacement. However, many fossil fuel workers in Canada have yet to be con-
vinced that such an approach could work in their industry. It will require more work to 
concretely describe the dimensions of a planned transition, and build confidence 
among workers that such a plan could be implemented reliably in practice, to dissi-
pate this skepticism.

The survey asked respondents what types of income replacement and other supports 
would be most relevant and valuable in thinking about their own future employment 
transitions. They were presented with a wide range of potential supports, covering re-
tirement, retraining, relocation, and income security. There was wide interest in most 
of these options, as illustrated in Figure 10. Training assistance for workers in new 
jobs ranked highly across all categories of potential new employment: including re-

Figure 9.

Is a Planned, Supported Transition Without 
Lay-Offs Possible?

Source: Original survey data as explained in text.



training for other jobs in the 
fossil fuel industry itself, 
jobs in renewable energy, 
and jobs in entirely different 
sectors. Another popular 
policy support is income 
protection for workers who 
take new roles, to preserve 
their pre-transition level of 
income. Widespread sup-
port also exists for several 
other potential transition 
measures — including relo-
cation assistance, early re-
tirement incentives, prefer-
ential hiring for other jobs 
within the current industry, 
enhanced employment in-
surance protection, and tu-
ition assistance. Career 
counselling generated rela-
tively little interest among 
respondents.

Retirement-related incentives of various 
forms are a common feature of restructur-
ing and transition plans, for obvious rea-
sons. By helping older workers retire ear-
lier than normal, they reduce the number 
of involuntary displacements experienced 
by younger workers (who have less senior-
ity and hence would more likely face lay-
offs without higher-seniority workers leav-
ing voluntarily). As noted above, most fos-
sil fuel workers will retire before the 2050 
target date for net-zero status, and so re-

tirement incentives will play a critical role in facilitating employment transitions as 
fossil fuels are phased out. Our survey asked respondents for their views on specific 
forms of retirement incentives (see Table 6). Early retirement programs which offer a 
bridging benefit until normal pension benefits kick in are the most supported option. 
Improving basic pension benefits, and offering direct lump sum or similar voluntary 
severance incentives, are also broadly supported. Enhancing employment insurance 
benefits to provide a partial de facto bridge to normal retirement age are the least 
preferred (likely because the level of benefit support from EI is considered inade-
quate).
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Figure 10.

Interest in Potential Employment Transition 
Supports

Source: Original survey data as explained in text.

Most fossil fuel workers will 
retire before the 2050 

target date for net-zero 
status, and so retirement 

incentives will play a critical 
role in facilitating 

employment transitions. 



GOVERNANCE AND FUNDING FOR TRANSITION: Our survey investigated fossil fuel workers’ 
views regarding how future transition plans should be designed, governed, and 
funded. First, we asked which stakeholders in society bear the greatest responsibility 
for supporting fossil fuel workers through the coming transition (see Figure 11). Re-
spondents were clear that the federal and provincial/territorial governments, along 
with fossil fuel employers, bear the core responsibility for providing transition sup-
port. Over 60% of respon-
dents agreed that these 
stakeholders hold a great 
deal of responsibility for the 
transition, with another 25-
35% indicating they are 
somewhat responsible. Re-
spondents generally felt 
that local governments, 
other businesses (outside of 
the fossil fuel sector), and 
fossil fuel consumers are 
not very (or not at all) re-
sponsible for supporting 
the transition. Trade unions 
are seen to hold an interme-
diate level of responsibility: 
with 40% indicating they 
are very responsible for 
supporting workers through 
the transition, and another 
40% somewhat responsible.
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Table 6.

Support for Early Retirement Incentives

Form of Benefit Very 
Important

Somewhat 
Important

Not Very 
Important

Not At All 
Important

Early retirement with 
bridging benefit 41.0% 27.9% 19.7% 11.5%

Higher basic pension 
benefit 50.8% 24.6% 11.5% 13.1%

Other retirement 
incentives (eg.lump sums) 32.8% 36.1% 19.7% 11.5%

Enhanced EI benefits 
bridging to retirement 21.3% 23.0% 44.3% 11.5%

Source: Original survey data as described in text.

Figure 11.

Responsibility for Supporting Fossil Fuel 
Workers through Transition

Source: Original survey data as explained in text.
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Regarding funding for tran-
sition supports, respon-
dents also agreed that the 
greatest responsibility lies 
with the federal govern-
ment and with fossil fuel 
employers (see Figure 12). 
Intermediate responsibility 
for funding transition pro-
grams lies with provincial 
and territorial governments 
(or through inter-govern-
ment cooperation), and 
through special taxes on 
fossil fuel sales (such as a 
carbon tax). There was least 
support for funding these 
programs from local gov-
ernments, or requiring indi-
vidual workers to cover the 
cost themselves.

WORKERS’ VOICE AND TRANSITION PLANNING: Respondents expressed an overwhelming 
opinion that fossil fuel workers currently have very little say in how their jobs will 

change over coming years, 
and how transition mea-
sures and related policies 
will be determined. Fully 
two-thirds of respondents 
feel that fossil fuel workers 
have no say at all in the fu-
ture of their jobs (see Fig-
ure 13). Another one-quar-
ter believe fossil fuel work-
ers have very little input. 
This very strong finding in-
dicates the extent to which 
existing policy dialogues 
and policy initiatives have 
failed to genuinely connect 
with fossil fuel workers. It 
also highlights the glaring 
need to develop better 
mechanisms so workers 
have genuine input and in-

Figure 12.

Who Should Fund Employment Transition 
for Fossil Fuel Workers?

Source: Original survey data as described in text. Shows absolute counts (not percentages) since 
multiple options could be selected.

Figure 13.

How Much Say do Fossil Fuel Workers Have 
Over Future Changes to their Jobs?

Source: Original survey data as explained in text.
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fluence over how their jobs will change in the future, and how they will be supported 
through that change.

The sobering lack of worker voice and in-
put is felt especially strongly with regard 
to two stakeholders in particular: the fed-
eral government and environmental orga-
nizations. Almost three-quarters of re-
spondents indicated fossil fuel workers are 
not listened to at all by either of those 
stakeholders (see Table 7). Somewhat 
more receptivity was identified by respondents regarding provincial and local govern-
ments, employers, and other community stakeholders (such as education institutions 
and non-profit organizations) — although a majority of respondents still felt workers 
are not listened to at all by those groups. The outlier in this question was trade 
unions: 34% of respondents say unions listen to fossil fuel workers carefully, and 45% 
listen somewhat, a stark difference from negative attitudes regarding the other insti-
tutions. Recall that the sample for this questionnaire is overweighted among union 
members; that likely contributes to the strong sense that unions listen to fossil fuel 
workers much better than other stakeholders. Nevertheless, the fact that respondents 

have a high degree of confidence 
that their opinions and preferences 
are being heard by unions, rein-
forces the importance of organized 
worker input (including through 
formal collective bargaining ar-
rangements) for shaping stronger 
transition plans.

We then asked respondents how 
they could gain more say over the 
coming employment transition. Two 
forms of action — electoral partici-
pation and collective bargaining — 
stood out as offering the greatest 
potential for exercising more input 
from fossil fuel workers over the 
transition (see Figure 14). 85% of 
respondents see collective bargain-
ing between unions and employers 

as very important or somewhat important in ensuring worker input and influence in 
transition design. 77% of respondents see voting for political leaders as very or some-
what important (with this option recording the highest indication as ‘very important’, 
at 61%). There was intermediate support for non-electoral advocacy (such as writing 
letters or attending protests) as a means of channeling worker input. There was little 

Respondents expressed an 
overwhelming opinion that 
fossil fuel workers currently 
have very little say in how 

their jobs will change.  

Table 7.

How Well are Fossil Fuel Workers 
Listened to by Various Stakeholders

Institution
Listened to 

carefully
Listened to 
somewhat

Not listened 
to at all

Federal government 0.0% 26.8% 73.2%

Provincial government 14.3% 30.4% 55.4%

Local government 5.4% 41.1% 53.6%

Fossil fuel employers 8.9% 39.3% 51.8%

Trade unions 33.9% 44.6% 21.4%

Universities and colleges 8.9% 35.7% 55.4%

Community & non-profit 
organizations

8.9% 41.1% 50.0%

Environmental groups 10.7% 16.1% 73.2%

Source: Original survey data as explained in text.



40

confidence in the impact of 
personal appeals to em-
ployers, or starting indepen-
dent businesses, as chan-
nels for fossil fuel workers 
to achieve more influence 
over the transition process; 
well over half of respon-
dents rated these channels 
as not very important, or 
not at all important.

THINKING ABOUT THE FUTURE: 
The survey concluded with 
a general question about 
fossil fuel workers’ degree 
of optimism regarding the 
future. The responses to 
this question were evenly 
divided, with a slight lean 
toward pessimism (Figure 
15). 36% of respondents felt 
very optimistic or some-
what optimistic about the 
future, while 39% felt some-
what or very pessimistic. 
This divided opinion is con-
sistent with similar splits in 
responses to other forward-
looking questions in the 
survey (such as the moder-
ately optimistic attitudes re-
spondents expressed about 
personal employment secu-
rity noted above, despite 
respondents’ general agree-
ment that their industry will 
likely downsize in the fu-
ture).

*   *   *   *   *

Figure 14.

Actions to Strengthen Worker Input into 
Future Transition Plans

Source: Original survey data as explained in text.

Figure 15.

Attitudes About the Future

Source: Original survey data as explained in text.
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In summary, these quantitative survey results convey a complex mixture of both 
sobering and hopeful findings. On one hand, fossil fuel workers are surprisingly con-
fident about their personal employment security, and not strongly pessimistic about 
the future — even through a clear majority of them understand that fossil fuel pro-
duction and use is causing climate change, and that fossil fuel use must be curtailed 
accordingly. They express interest in a wide range of alternative vocations, reaching 
far beyond the energy industry (even renewable energy) into other sectors and occu-
pations. A clear majority believe that a planned and supported transition, avoiding in-
voluntary displacements, is possible. And workers are interested in the whole suite of 
transition supports that could be implemented to support that plan: including early 
retirement incentives, relocation and retraining supports, and income insurance pro-
grams.

On the negative side, respondents overwhelmingly believe they currently have little 
or no voice in how fossil fuel jobs will change over the coming years, and how the 
transition will be managed and supported. Of note, few felt the federal government 

and the broader environmental movement 
were listening at all to fossil fuel workers’ 
concerns and priorities. Less severe alien-
ation was expressed regarding other insti-
tutions — including provincial govern-
ments, employers, and educational institu-
tions.

One particularly bright light in these quantitative results is the positive regard with 
which respondents view trade unions. Respondents see unions as the stakeholder 
most attuned to workers’ concerns and preferences. They also indicate that collective 
bargaining between unions and employers offers the greatest potential for ensuring 
that workers’ interests and priorities are respected as the transition unfolds. This is 
important evidence supporting the conclusion that strengthening workers’ collective 
voice in transition planning, including through the power to negotiate binding com-
mitments in collective agreements, is vital for developing employment transition 
plans that can win stronger support from fossil fuel workers.

B. Qualitative Interviews
To obtain additional context and nuance into fossil fuel workers’ attitudes regarding 
the future of their jobs and their industry, and the prospects and challenges for 
achieving successful employment transitions, a program of qualitative interviews with 
20 key informants was undertaken. The in-depth interviews were conducted (most by 
video, one by telephone) between November 2022 and February 2023; interviews 
were transcribed for subsequent analysis and coding. Those interviewed had knowl-
edge and experience in the fossil fuel sector, and with transition issues. Interviews 
ranged from 30 to 90 minutes in length. The interview format was open-ended and 
informal, allowing participants to raise or focus on topics of particular interest or con-
cern.

Respondents see unions as 
the stakeholder most 
attuned to workers’ 

concerns and preferences.   



Twelve interviewees were individuals involved with labour organizations – including 
four different unions, and four federations of labour/central labour bodies. National 
union officials and staff, executives and staff from labour federations, local union of-
ficers, union activists, and those recently retired from union positions were inter-
viewed. The remaining interviews were with staff or activists from research centres, 
coalitions, or community organizations.

Interviewees came from across Canada, including British Columbia, Alberta, Ontario, 
Quebec, New Brunswick, and Newfoundland and Labrador. The participants also rep-
resented a variety of fossil fuel-related sub-sectors, including mining, oil and gas ex-
traction, pipelines, refining, and natural gas distribution. Some also had worked previ-
ously in roles in the broader energy industry, renewable energy firms, and even the 
environmental movement.

Analysis of the interviews identified several important sub-themes that are discussed 
below, each illustrated with a selection of relevant direct quotations:

CLIMATE CHANGE AND THE FUTURE OF FOSSIL FUELS

“I don’t believe in climate change, but that summer killed all the fish and I can no longer 
go to my cabin to fish.  Fishing is the 90% of my life.  The weather events of the summer of 
2021 were so bad that fishing was affected, meaning I can’t do what I love which is fish-
ing.”

— Retired Union Staff

“We've really been living [the climate crisis] in the last couple of years. Wildfires, heat 
dome, cold snap… So our members are really feeling those impacts, both in their lives and 
communities, but also in their workplace.”

— Labour Federation Staff

“We live in a conservative environment, and… so there certainly are a lot of people who 
don't believe climate change is happening. But I truly believe the majority believe that it is 
happening.”

— Local Union President

“People get defensive because this is their livelihood and they see any attack on the in-
dustry as attacks on themselves and how they look after their families and their retire-
ment.”

— National Union Staff

“A lot of [members] do understand that the world is changing, they look at the history of 
the world… There's always been evolutions in the world of technology. I mean, there's not 
too many horse and buggy operations left.”

— National Union Staff
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“People are quite aware of extreme weather events occurring… They might not call it cli-
mate change. They might not link it to extraction of oil and gas. But you can't deny that 
shit is happening because it's affecting you.”

— Community Organization Staff

Climate change is a polarizing topic among fossil fuel workers. Consistent with the 
quantitative evidence presented above, there is general agreement that changing 
weather patterns are having a major impact on the way of life for fossil fuel workers. 
These impacts are felt directly in workers’ lives and communities, but also in their 
workplaces. Concerns around climate change are gaining prominence. This shift in at-
titudes has been reinforced by noticeable changes in weather.  

Climate change was identified as an issue on which the labour movement needs to 
educate and lead its members. Several informants stressed that unions and federa-
tions need more, and stronger, policies relating to jobs, justice, and the environment, 
and to do more active outreach with their members on these issues.

Regardless of broader public debate over the causes of climate change, interviewees 
agreed that their members and colleagues are aware of the linkages between ex-
treme weather events and their living conditions and income security. This sentiment 
is felt most strongly when weather events directly affect individual lives – for exam-
ple, by affecting activities such as fishing and hunting. Among union members, how-
ever, not all were convinced that the economy needs to transition away from fossil fu-
els.

Corporate greenwashing, and companies which use climate policies as an advertising 
opportunity, sparked criticism from several interviewees. Some petroleum companies 
claim to be divesting and becoming ‘carbon neutral’, all the while continuing to con-
tribute to climate change, and opposing genuine climate measures.

At the same time, some informants saw environmentalists as adversaries who often 
paint the situation as more dire than it is, or unfairly target fossil fuel workers as the 
villains. Some respondents also complained that the environmental movement as-
sumes fossil fuel industries must simply be shut down, rather than proposing more 
concrete and innovative strategies that would include transition plans for affected 
workers.

In general, however, most of the union informants considered the environmental 
movement a strategic partner, while noting that a balance between climate goals and 
the needs of fossil fuel workers must be found. Several informants expressed confi-
dence that unions are engaging proactively in these debates, wanting to advance cli-
mate goals while protecting the interests of workers and union members.
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ALTERNATIVE JOBS IN RENEWABLE ENERGY

“I am not concerned about the jobs, I am concerned about the quality of the jobs.”

— Research Centre Staff

“A member said I could go to school at night for eight months to get a certificate to make 
half the money.”

— Retired Union Staff

“Oil and gas companies are going to follow the money and… be transitioning their opera-
tions, with or without legislation. They know that that is the future. But how do we make 
sure that … this is not a way to sort of contract flip their employees? [That] they bring 
their workers and their collective agreements with them into these new jobs?”

— Labour Federation Leader

“In the solar industry it's the Wild West and it's really a race to the bottom in that indus-
try. There's a lot of weekend warriors with a… van and they're installing solar and not nec-
essarily licensed in a lot of cases to do that.”

— Local Union Staff

“Most people that work in the energy sector aren't there because they just love the smell 
of crude oil. They're there because it's a good paying job and they want to have a good 
paying job.”

— Community Coalition Member

“I’ve had a lot of arguments with my environmental friends over the years about why they 
don't pay attention to these shitty jobs that they are lobbying for… It doesn't seem to be a 
big issue for them, [or] why these renewable energy jobs [would be] much better located 
in the public sector.”

— Retired Union Staff

“Making sure that these [are] good jobs… can fundamentally change the politics around… 
net zero low carbon energy.”

— Labour Federation Leader

“I was trying to organise a plant a number of years ago that built solar panels, where they 
were making 15 bucks an hour. You can't raise a family on that. That's why they're trying 
to organise.” 

— National Union Staff

“In the recession, the oil and gas recession, that was 2014-2015, actual workers were 
[saying] like, okay, what the hell, we lost our jobs. They are not coming back. Let's try to 
move towards renewables.”

— Community Organization Staff
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“A lot of these wind farms and solar farms, they take place in rural communities and 
there's a very, very strong incentive on those companies to hire locally.”

— Retired Union Staff

The prospect of new jobs in renewable energy is often raised as a key element of 
transition planning. As noted above, however, there are employment opportunities in 
many other sectors (including non-fossil resources, construction, manufacturing, and 
transportation) that are also of interest to fossil fuel workers considering alternative 
careers. So the common temptation to directly connect disappearing jobs in fossil 
fuel roles, with new jobs in renewable energy, is more complicated than often as-
sumed. Transition planning needs to adopt a broader perspective on inter-industry 
employment mobility.

Employment opportunities in renewable energy generated mixed reactions among in-
terviewees. Many believe those jobs tend to be low-paying, short-term, seasonal, con-
tract, or gig work. The renewable energy industry is not known for high quality union 
jobs. Other concerns include that, after an initial burst of jobs in construction of new 
renewable facilities, there will be few long-term jobs due to low labour requirements 
in operations and maintenance. (This concern, of course, applies equally to fossil fuel 
work, especially capital-intensive operations such as bitumen production.)

Earnings in renewable energy roles are estimated by our informants to be 25-50% 
lower than current rates of pay in high-wage fossil fuel roles. That would imply sig-
nificant reductions in incomes, with little chance of improvement. This concern rein-

forces the interest (noted above) in strong 
income security provisions as part of ef-
fective transition planning.

Fossil fuel workers are seen to possess 
highly transferable skills, that would be 
compatible with movement into renew-
able energy roles. However, the pay in 
those new jobs must be lifted in order to 
be comparable to current rates of pay, and 
appropriately recognize the skills and ex-
perience of transitioning workers. For ex-
ample, electricians readily possess skills 
and certifications required for installing 
solar and wind energy facilities. However, 

the pay in those roles is presently low compared to fossil fuel sectors, and concern 
over the long-term stability of employment in renewable energy roles is also intense.

To strengthen the appeal of jobs in renewable energy, they must be permanent and 
well-paying.  Since governments heavily subsidize renewable energy projects, they 
should link those subsidies to commitments around job quality, pay, and union repre-
sentation.
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At present union density in the renewable energy sector is low, but union informants 
believe the labour movement can change this through unionization and collective 
bargaining. Now is the time to organize workers in renewable energy, to set standards 
that will apply as the sector grows.

Interviewees expressed general enthusiasm regarding the employment potential of 
new energy technologies, such as hydrogen, biofuels, and electric vehicles. There is 
also potential for value-added jobs, such as in manufacturing the equipment used in 
lower-carbon energy facilities, and jobs in energy-conservation projects (such as pub-
lic transit infrastructure and energy-saving building retrofits). The clean up of or-
phaned and abandoned wells could also play a role in employment transitions, with 
current rates of pay maintained.  

SPEAKING WITH WORKERS, USING THE RIGHT LANGUAGE

“We want to get away from [the phrase] ‘just transition’. It just seems like a red flag to our 
members, especially in Alberta and BC, … because they think that is a code word to elimi-
nate their very well-paying jobs.”

— National Union Staff

“Our members in the energy sector were leaders on coining the term ‘just transition,’ and 
putting together principles… The first highly visible impactful use of their voices was en-
couraging the federal government to endorse the Kyoto Protocol, so that that was great 
work by our energy sector.”

— Retired Union Staff

“I'm concerned about… the radicalization of workers in the energy sector, like towards the 
right... If we don't talk to them, then they're… getting the convoy kind of messaging, or 
they're getting the messaging from all these [social media] folks. … And so if we're not 
counterbalancing what they're hearing on the ground, then it’s bad.”

— National Union Staff

“We have union members who are engaged and understand the challenges ahead of 
them. And… workers have a view that we need to be creating good new jobs and protect-
ing job quality for people who have them… There's solidarity on that.”

— Labour Federation Staff

“We began our work on just transition by meeting our members throughout [the prov-
ince]... We designed a policy declaration with them on just transition. We organised our 
affiliates… to have policies on just transition, which the last ones adopted… last year. So 
all of the major unions now have just transition policies, and then we worked on explain-
ing them and unpacking the just transition definition. We created a guide on just transi-
tion. We created a project about just transition laboratories…, to have study cases inside 
workplaces.”

— Labour Federation Leader
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“Even the words we use, I think, are inappropriate. We use, you know, ‘just transition’. 
Transition. But the real message is, we're not going to have it anymore.”

— Retired Union Staff

“Workers are in fear to talk about [transition], … whether they support or do not support 
the transition, whether they want a different job [or not]. Workers… don't feel comfort-
able talking because the fear is losing their jobs. So that fear trumps everything… And the 
more we talk about the transition, the more workers get anxious because it's like, okay, so 
where's my job going? So what am I going to do? Am I going to make the same amount of 
money? And that is a narrative that is being used by the fossil fuel industry to say, well, 
you're not going to get a job with that [wage].”

— Community Organization Member

“You start talking just transition, and they either go on the defensive, or they close their 
ears and basically say that's just silly nonsense talk… If we want to act like ostriches and 
put our heads in the sand and pretend like… things are not changing, we're being foolish. 
I'd rather… teach the next group to keep their heads up and make sure that we're not left 
behind.”

— Local Union President

The phrase “just transition” was first proposed and used by trade unionists. Canada’s 
former Communications Energy and Paperworkers union (CEP, which later co-
founded Unifor) was among the first to popularize the term. For several of our infor-
mants, however, that language is now viewed unfavourably. Workers see a connection 
between the phrase and the threat of job loss. There is sensitivity amongst fossil fuel 
workers about climate change and transition as it relates directly to their job security.  
It cannot be considered a just or fair transition if the worker bears the cost.  

The Fédération des travailleurs et travailleuses du Québec (FTQ) has taken a more 
proactive approach to building support for the concept of just transition. The FTQ 
met affiliate unions and union members across Quebec to explain the concept, and 
worked to shift the connotation between the term and job loss. An accompanying 
popular education guide was created. It is hoped that once the phrase is unpacked 
and explained, it can then become a motivating and uniting principle.

All agreed on a need to change the conversation among fossil fuel workers. Recent 
debates over climate change, so distorted by industry-financed misinformation and 
lobbying, have contributed to a defensiveness among many fossil fuel workers. Many 
attempt to deny the reality that their industry has a limited lifespan, and blame any 
uncertainty or job displacement on a distant government, rather than on the realities 
of the global energy transition and the greed of their own employers. Ideally, fossil 
fuel workers can be won over to supporting a planned transition if they see it as a 
success and an opportunity. They will support a planned transition if it enhances their 
economic prospects, in comparison to what would happen in an unplanned and 
forced last-minute shut-down of their industry.
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GENERATIONAL IMPACTS

“The older workers say, don’t worry about me, I'll be fine, I'm going to retire, you look after 
the young guys. The young guys say, don't worry about me, I'll be fine, I'll be able to trans-
fer my skills, look after the old guys. Very Canadian story of caring for each other.”

— Community Organization Member

“Average age of my workforce is 40, that’s too old for retraining and too young to retire.”

— Local Union President

“As a young worker, [I am] not optimistic at all. Governments are going to hack and slash 
to make the climate targets work. That’s my job. What does the future look like? [It’s] a 
long way to retirement.”

— Local Union President

“I only have roughly three years left before I retire, but obviously I want to be able to make 
sure my local and… my members are protected [by] coming up with some sort of idea or 
plan to make sure that we just don't go to the wayside.” 

— Local Union President

Several interviewees spoke of the uneven generational impact of the coming employ-
ment transition. It is expected that the wind-down of fossil fuel production will have a 
smaller impact on older workers than on younger ones. Most older workers believe 

their jobs are relatively secure until normal 
retirement age, but they are concerned 
about the future for the younger workers. 
Interestingly, however, some of the 
younger workers interviewed expressed 
concerns for older workers, worrying they 
are less able to adapt to new work ar-
rangements and skills.

There was strong support (discussed fur-
ther below) for the use of retirement in-
centives to encourage older workers to 
leave their jobs sooner, thus reducing the 
likelihood of involuntary layoffs for 

younger workers. Additional measures such as the ability for workers to move be-
tween facilities (so that when one facility closes, senior workers at other facilities can 
retire early as well, making room for younger workers to transfer from the closing fa-
cility) could further reduce involuntary dislocation.

While these measures could reduce the risk of lay-offs for particular groups of work-
ers, respondents also spoke of their commitment to, and concern for, the broader 
community. Especially in smaller or remote regions where fossil fuel facilities serve as 
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economic anchors, merely being able to absorb downsizing through voluntary retire-
ment incentives still leaves the broader community vulnerable to the loss of their 
mainstay industry. In this context, transition plans need to include efforts to transform 
the economic base of industries and entire communities, not just protect or compen-
sate the individuals who lose work.

WHO HAS VOICE?

“One thing that we heard when we were out meeting with coal workers and communities 
and … local chambers of commerce, was that they were concerned about losing the prop-
erty taxes if a plant or a mine closed. But what they were more worried about was what 
happens to their community if all of these workers and their families move away. And 
what that means for all the other stuff there, whether they're volunteer firefighters or the 
hockey coaches or their spouses or the teachers and health care workers and pharma-
cists.”

— Labour Federation Leader

“Provincially, it certainly feels like workers’ voices are not heard. I mean, we're not even 
engaged in these discussions right now.”

— Labour Federation Leader

“The range of affiliates who are really engaged on just transition as the labour move-
ment's answer to climate change has grown in the last while. So I think people really un-
derstand that these transitions are underway, and they know what happens if it is just left 
to employers to guide it.”

— Labour Federation Staff

“Where is the voice for the worker? Because soon as an energy worker steps up for them[
self], there's always an environmentalist, who says, well…, it's self-interest because you 
make your living there… We need to change for saving the planet; we need to make the 
changes. I don't disagree. I mean, I have eight grandchildren. I want this planet to… con-
tinue. So, you know, there's a proper balance.”

— Union Staff

Some interviewees, but not all, felt that the voices of workers and communities are 
not being heard in current debates about the industry’s coming transition. Significant 
frustration was conveyed because energy unions have been talking about an indus-
trial strategy and transition planning for a long time, but there is widespread concern 
their arguments have not been heeded. Many felt that energy corporations hold 
power and money, and therefore have both the loudest voice and the greatest influ-
ence over both industry evolution and government policies. Some respondents also 
noted that environment movements also have a strong voice with some governments.

However, this pessimistic sentiment was tempered by a countervailing view that 
workers’ voice can and will be heard at the collective bargaining table (discussed fur-
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ther below). The power of unions and their ability to negotiate binding commitments 
in a collective agreement are seen as a potent vehicle for making workers’ voices 
both heard, and listened to. Joint workplace committees (on health and safety, train-
ing, and environment policies) are another effective tool for ensuring that workers’ 
voice is heard, and effective.

Some interviewees noted that through lobbying and political advocacy, unions have 
been able to project workers’ voices into political and policy debates over energy 
transition, beyond the collective bargaining table. This view was strongest in Quebec, 
where tripartite mechanisms of dialogue and codetermination are well established.

The federal Supply and Confidence Agreement between the NDP and the Liberals 
(which lasted from 2021 through 2024) certainly brought more attention to the needs 
and concerns of workers in federal transition policies (such as the 2024 Canadian 
Sustainable Jobs Act, discussed further below). However, that progress is incomplete, 
and overshadowed at times by the charged and divisive debate over federal carbon 
pricing and other climate measures. Indeed, as noted above, respondents to our 
quantitative survey expressed zero faith that workers were listened to by the federal 
government — seemingly at odds with the extensive consultation and multipartite 
features of the federal transition legislation. That indicates that unions’ efforts to in-
ject labour concerns into high-level government policies are not well known or appre-
ciated at the rank-and-file level of fossil fuel workplaces.

Some interviewees expressed concern 
that unions themselves do not accurately 
or fully reflect the sentiments of average 
members. Union policies on climate 
change and transition may be ahead of 
the beliefs of the members, creating risk 
of a gap between union policy and the 
views of average members on this contro-
versial issue. At the same time, some infor-
mants felt members want their unions to 
show enough courage and confidence to 
acknowledge the coming changes, and 
confront them (through education, advo-
cacy, and especially collective bargaining). 

Some suggested that unions and employers should work together, formulate a plan, 
and then jointly meet with governments to push for policies that would support the 
industry’s evolution. A joint voice can be louder. Similarly, formal multipartite struc-
tures for transition planning are also seen as helpful in amplifying workers’ voice: that 
voice will be heard more clearly if all parties are in the room.

Nevertheless, while government commissions and consultations can be valuable, the 
best place for workers’ voice to be effective is at the bargaining table. Through col-
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lective bargaining, unions win genuine power to advance workers’ interests through 
binding commitments, rather than consultation and token expressions of concern.  

COLLECTIVE BARGAINING

“You know, at the most basic level, …workers’ voices are heard at the bargaining table.”

— Local Union President

“The basic problem has been, you're not going to negotiate very much in the way of 
worker transition in energy unless there actually is an economic transition going on in the 
in the energy systems… Because otherwise, it's just a kind of a theoretical proposition. If 
workers are displaced because of the implementation of climate policies, you will do this 
or you will do that. But in reality, that hasn't been happening.”

— Retired Union Staff 

“If you're not at the table, you're likely on the menu.”

— Retired Union Staff

“We can't expect the government to protect our members. They're not going to bargain 
the protections that we need. We can hope that they'll set in place certain minimal stan-
dards, and set in train a process for helping members out in the energy sector and other 
sectors. But I think a lot of the work has to start with trade unions, [and] also their mem-
bership.”

— National Union Staff

“Bargaining is how we make a job, a good job.”

— Labour Federation Leader

There was a strong conviction among informants that the transition away from fossil 
fuels is a collective bargaining issue. Workers and their unions need to be able to ad-
dress transition issues through binding and contractually negotiated protections and 
commitments, rather than hoping for general input and consideration from employers 
and governments.

Preferably this collective bargaining should occur through pattern bargaining across 
the whole sector. Unions can achieve greater power and consistency through pattern 
bargaining; and sector-wide arrangements have great potential to oversee phased 
downsizing and inter-location mobility during a phase-out process. The experience of 
other successful transition programs (such as the phase-out of Ontario coal-fired 
electricity generation, or the gradual shut-downs of coal mining in Germany, the 
Netherlands, and Spain, all discussed below) reinforce the importance of industry-
wide planning in achieving successful transitions without involuntary lay-offs.

Respondents argued that the time to negotiate provisions that support and protect 
workers during the coming transition is now. Some unions are negotiating language 
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protecting their members during transitions and restructuring in the energy industry 
— in many cases building on examples of job security, severance, and restructuring 
language long applied in other industries (such as manufacturing). The fact that pe-
troleum and other energy companies have been earning record profits since the 
COVID pandemic makes this a good time to bargain new provisions: employers’ abil-
ity to pay is not in doubt. Moreover, by putting a priority on bargaining transition lan-
guage, unions indicate to their members, employers, governments, and the public at 
large that they are preparing for positive change, and committed to protecting their 
members through that change. 

Transition planning is an obvious bargaining issue, but it will be a challenge to convert 
the general goal of a planned, supported, gradual transition into concrete, binding 
contract language. Unions can use their collective strength to win commitments for 
investments in new jobs and technologies; for stronger job security, notice, and sever-
ance rights; income supports and early retirement incentives; access to training and 
redeployment; and other measures to protect workers as the industry phases down. 

TRANSITION PLANNING AND SUPPORTS

“A transformative approach within sectors versus a compensatory approach is needed. 
Focusing on compensating workers for lost remuneration for their lost jobs and the loss of 
dignity from not being able to work anymore cannot be the whole thing. We want to 
transform jobs within the energy, forestry, and other sectors to take advantage of new 
technologies.”

— National Union Staff

“What we're trying to do is push both the feds and the province to take a stronger leader-
ship role in just transition, and not get trade unionists who are concerned about just pay-
ing their bills and having a job feeling like they should desert their jobs and walk away… 
when there's nothing else out there.”

— Labour Federation Leader

“There's a menu of [mechanisms]. I don't think you can... make a hierarchy. It would de-
pend on who you're talking about, where they are, and what the circumstances are.”

— Retired Union Staff

“I would say that there are probably pockets of resistance, but the vast majority of our 
members are keenly interested in being a part of a just transition strategy rather than just 
have something decided for them and deal with the fallout from that.”

— Labour Federation Leader

“Our members…, if their jobs are impacted by a planned phaseout of fossil fuels, they're 
looking for an industrial strategy that includes good family-supporting jobs and income 
protections for affected workers. So how do you get there?”

— Retired Union Staff
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“Incentives, tax credits, etc., should be tied to the provision of good unionised, sustainable 
jobs. With that equity lens as well. Here… we call them community benefit agreements.”

— Labour Federation Leader

“From a [union] perspective, what we're interested in is the workforce: the members and 
the fact that they cannot and should not be discarded like a used piece of equipment with 
respect to whatever changes. The workforce in the fossil fuel industries is highly skilled, 
highly knowledgeable.”

— Union Staff

“Especially in Canada and North America, for a long time, we've really lacked any sort of 
muscle memory to put in place productive industrial strategies that centre worker and 
community voices.”

— Retired Union Staff

“Whenever there is going to be… pockets of government money for things like skilling, 
there's going to be a whole line up of for-profit providers popping up like mushrooms 
ready to spend that money. And we've seen how that doesn't really deliver in the past.”

— Labour Federation Leader

“It's really got to be about having a job at the end. At the end of this transition, there has 
to be a job.”

— Labour Federation Leader

“I had this member, a president of a [local]…, who came to me saying, I don't want you to 
tell me how… to better lose my job. I want to not lose my job.” 

— Labour Federation Leader

“I drive a truck. I made six figures. I'm not going to make six figures driving a truck any-
where else. Now, I can still potentially drive a truck, but, you know, it's going to be a lot 
less. And how does that impact me?”

— Union Staff

“I have a worker that… lives in Newfoundland, [and] has to go to Fort Mac to work. But 
what if we find jobs in their own communities? ... They're staying with their family so 
[they’re] improving their way of life. You might be cutting a little bit on their wages, but 
they're staying with their families in their communities.”

— Community Organization Staff

“We understand from a work perspective that we build everything. So we built and oper-
ated and maintained coal plants, but also wind, solar and nuclear. And we advocate for 
green buildings, we advocate for new standards so that there's work opportunities at-
tached to that. [Members] will not see their jobs disappear, but actually be part of… more 
opportunities for working in in our sector as technology changes.”

— Local Union Staff
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Two key transition mechanisms received consistent and strong support from intervie-
wees: training (especially for younger workers, discussed further below), and pension 
and benefit bridging to retirement for older workers. However, it was also stressed 
that offering a full suite of transition mechanisms and supports is important, so work-
ers are provided with broad choices about how to navigate the transition in the way 
that best suits them and their families.

Funding for the transition plan should come from governments and employers. 
Proper income safety nets are also important as the energy sector evolves to a differ-
ent employment structure.  

Early access to pensions, combined with maintaining supplementary health benefits 
without penalty for those retiring early, is the strongest transition option for older 
workers. Once again, retirement incentives should be funded by the companies. Sev-
eral interviewees mentioned the German model, whereby the transition away from 
coal mining was managed successfully in part due to the existence of a strong state 
pension system (which could provide reliable early retirement options for affected 
workers).

Some younger interviewees stressed the importance of encouraging older workers to 
retire – to reduce the workforce through voluntary retirements (rather than lay-offs of 
younger workers). However, they emphasized that early retirement incentives must 
offer retirement with dignity, through enhanced bridging benefits and other protec-
tions.

Some interviewees expressed concerns about unions’ limited ability to negotiate im-
proved pensions. This is especially true for local unions that are part of multi-site or 
industry-wide pension plans (whose terms cannot generally be modified for particu-
lar workplaces). This reinforces the importance of industry-wide or sectoral negotia-
tions around transition and associated benefits. Past experience indicates it is vital 
that government support improved pension options, including by integrating their 
operation with other public income security programs (such as Employment Insur-
ance).

TRAINING AND RETRAINING

“My highest priority would be retraining… There's no reason why we can't retain these 
jobs, even if the company pivots away from carbon-based fuels or… oil and gas as the de-
mand for that goes down, [and] electrification goes up. You know, if a company is to invest 
into electric generating a little bit more, there's no reason why our members can't do that. 
That's within their existing skill set.”

— Local Union President

“I have a very strong opinion about who should be providing training, based on my experi-
ence over the years in training and transition programs… It is our public community col-
leges and vocational schools... For any transition measure, whether it's a national pro-
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gram, a provincial program or even a local or regional program, the first place to go is to 
open up discussions with the community college network in their communities, where 
they will find highly skilled, unionized staff who know how to provide appropriate, mean-
ingful, credible, certifiable training.”

— Retired Union Staff

“[Training should] start with union training centres… We work with our employers so we 
know what we're training people for. So there's going to be jobs at the end, not just train-
ing for the sake of it.”

— Local Union Staff

Companies need to – and will – invest in retraining existing workers. Training requires 
time and money, including up to two years of income support while training (prefer-
ably integrated with extended EI benefits) and paid tuition. Without ability to cover 
living expenses during training, many workers will be unable to take advantage of 
training opportunities, even with free tuition. All agreed that employers should pay 
for training, possibly with assistance from governments.

Training and re-training should be deliv-
ered through existing training structures, 
such as the college system, union training 
and apprenticeship centres, or a combina-
tion of both. Interviewees expressed 
strong opposition to for-profit training 
companies. College offerings need to be 
current and easily accessible to workers, 
both geographically and in terms of 
scheduling, availability, and curriculum.  

Any training or re-training must be useful, interesting, and linked directly to employ-
ment opportunities at the conclusion of training. Training should not be a patchwork 
system, left up to individual workers to seek training and then find their own jobs af-
terward; instead, workers should be given opportunity for clear, supported, integrated 
pathways to training and jobs. Where possible, retraining should begin while workers 
are still employed. Training programs should culminate in transferable certification, 
not employer-specific credentials.

Strong labour market information and data – describing the present state of the 
labour market, and likely future trends – is necessary, but presently lacking in most 
provinces. Labour market studies paired with a good labour market information and 
training system are important tools in identifying training needs and future jobs. The 
labour market partnership system in Quebec is an example of a successful joint 
model for planning and managing employment transitions and training.
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IMPLEMENTATION AND PLANNING

“I don't lobby, but my national union does and it is up to me to hold them accountable, to 
make sure that they are maintaining the pressure on all levels of government, to make 
sure that we're getting a seat at the table and that we're not forgotten.”

— Local Union President

“Part of our work has been to lobby the government to establish a just transition working 
committee. So we've identified that is where the world is moving. But what we're not see-
ing is any action.”

— Labour Federation Official 

“The funding should come from industry and it should come from government as well, es-
pecially the federal and provincial government, municipal governments, maybe a little 
less so in that regard. But, you know, the employers have a part to play as well because 
they're… a huge part of the reason why we are where we are.”

— Local Union President 

“It's super crucial [to do] longer term planning, because… if you have the details, you can 
look at your workforce, you can look at a 2030 date and you can plan backwards from 
that and see what's necessary instead of just waiting. And that's the whole point of all 
this. It's about planning for the future instead of waiting for it to come and reacting.”

— Research Centre Staff

“It's important that we try and lead and educate our members on it. But there will be this 
crash, this clash anyway of where people's livelihoods are threatened. And so I think it's 
fair to say we try and play a fine line where we're not trying to destroy livelihoods. We are 
trying to create new livelihoods for people.”

— Labour Federation Staff

“Transition is scary for every part of this process. And so transparency is required and col-
laboration is required because without that, it's not going to work.”

— Union Organizer

There was unanimity among interviewees that planning for the transition should be 
multipartite and not be left up to corporations alone. The federal transition legisla-
tion, and labour’s role within the planning and implementation of the program, is a 
promising development. It is imperative that there is meaningful dialogue with fossil 
fuel workers throughout the entire planning and implementation process, and that 
unions are part of the process, helping to shape the legislation.  

Indeed, informants agreed it is essential that unions be part of transition planning, at 
the main table, not invited after the fact – and with opportunities to back up agreed 
protections and benefits through collective bargaining and binding contract lan-
guage. Only the union is focused on defending workers’ interests; workers cannot rely 
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on governments and corporations to look after their best interests. Labour federa-
tions can also play a crucial role coordinating labour’s input; to be most effective, 
labour needs to speak with one voice.  

Many informants noted they are ready and starting to take action, believing that the 
time for talk is drawing to a close. Several raised the possibility of industrial action to 
support labour’s demand for a planned and supported transition. If governments and 
corporations are not listening, then it is time to take stronger action.

Many interviewees raised that other constituencies, such as social justice, indigenous 
communities, regional representatives, youth, and non-unionized workers, should also 
be part of transition planning. There was no consensus on whether the environmental 
movement itself should be part of the planning process. 

Several informants stressed that a comprehensive industrial strategy, alongside cli-
mate policy, is extremely important to a successful transition, to ensure that the econ-
omy is producing high-quality, value-added, sustainable jobs to replace those disap-
pearing as fossil fuels are phased out.

Interviewees felt that government levels and departments need to work together, not 
in silos, although there were regional differences in attitudes toward intergovernmen-
tal cooperation. Some respondents from Alberta had little use for politicians and gov-
ernments, and were opposed to any federal intervention, while those from central 
Canada tended to favour partnerships involving the federal government. Reneging on 
previous commitments when governments change is a major concern, given the po-
larized nature of debates over climate policy. Similarly, respondents expressed con-
cern about conservative governments, and the potential for some workers and union 
members to become radicalized by right wing ideologies.

There is apprehension that the federal government has talked a lot, but little action 
has been seen. Some provinces lag behind the federal government on transition plan-
ning, and focus mostly on supporting corporations rather than implementing multi-
partite transition processes.  Governments have leverage and influence with compa-
nies and need to use it – including by attaching strong conditions to transition pro-
grams to ensure good, union jobs at the end of the process.

Union interviewees expressed distrust towards the companies and concerns about 
whether the companies would use government subsidies for their intended purpose – 
pointing to massive profits earned in recent years which were neither shared with 
workers nor reinvested in long-run, sustainable energy projects. Money given to com-
panies by governments does not trickle down to workers and communities, nor does 
it necessarily translate into binding commitments to sustainable transition. A few in-
terviewees were concerned that corporations would ‘walk away’ from the industry en-
tirely if forced to pay for transition programs.
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There were varied views among interviewees on how to fund the transition process. 
Some felt that governments have given enough to companies through subsidies and 
should now use their powers to force the industry to fund the transition. Not all ap-
proved of governments subsidizing corporations, while others saw this as an essential 
role of governments to elicit commitments to a transition plan. Some suggested the 
federal government establish a dedicated transition fund. For the most part, it was 
accepted that corporations will require government incentives to move away from oil 
and gas.

There was a sense among several respondents of “having been here before.” The suc-
cessful phase-out of coal-fired electricity generation in Ontario is an example of a 
well-managed transition, while the transition from coal mining in Alberta and the col-
lapse of the cod fishery in Newfoundland were held up as examples of poorly man-
aged change. All parties need to learn from past experiences and apply these lessons 
to the present.

In addition to supporting the workers, communities currently dependent on fossil fuel 
production may also need government support in transitioning to a post-fossil-fuel 
economy. The renewable energy sector needs to make strong commitments to com-
munity benefits (including secure, well-paying, unionized jobs), and help communities 
benefit from the energy transition. It is important governments support regional ad-
justment and diversification. Without transitional support from governments, commu-
nities will naturally remain under the thumb of fossil fuel companies which currently 
support jobs and incomes; better alternatives need to be presented, in order to win 
over broader community support for a planned transition.

ATTITUDES ABOUT THE FUTURE

“A lot of the other companies like mine need to start thinking about being an energy com-
pany, not just oil and gas. There's a lot of promise out there. We've got the capital. We 
have the skilled workers, the qualified and confident workers. We have all of that. So 
there's no reason why we shouldn't have jobs going into the future, even if there's greater 
electrification and less carbon based fuels being used.”

— Local Union President

“[The] extraction industry will be here in 50 years”

— Local Union President

“A worker said to me, I’m a farmer, I only work at the mine to support the farm. Giving me 
a tuition voucher isn't going to do a thing. If you could help me buy a bigger combine or 
hire someone else to work on the farm, that would be helpful.”

— Research Centre Staff
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Our push while transitioning to green energy is for well-paying jobs that will continue to 
provide a disposable income for the worker, not just pay bills, but also buy the trinkets 
and toys.”

— National Union Staff

“Was it 20 years ago we found the hole in the ozone layer? … We had to get off the CFC. 
And it worked, right? … Obviously we found other products… to put in our refrigerators, 
to put in our cars, … because we still need air conditioning… Hey, if we work together, we 
can deal with an issue.”

— National Union Staff

“The bargain we made with oil and gas was that we'd keep it cheap for companies to ex-
ploit provided they provided good jobs for people. [But] we're seeing more and more that 
there's less jobs per output from the oil and gas sector. So there's less people actually 
working and the jobs become a bit more boom and bust and tenuous.”

— Community Coalition Member

“The natural human part is we don't like change, you know? … Not even the fact that it's 
coming at us…, until you're faced with it. You're going to have to deal with it.”

— Union Staff

Although most of those interviewed were generally hopeful about the future for 
themselves and their communities, it was widely accepted that coming changes in 
the energy sector are creating anxiety around job and income security among fossil 

fuel workers. Some informants doubted 
that major employment changes would be 
realized for many years, and that fossil fuel 
production and processing would con-
tinue for a long time. Some expressed 
concerns about lack of reinvestment in the 
industry, despite recent record profits for 
petroleum producers and refiners; compa-
nies are distributing profits as dividends, 
share buybacks, and takeovers, rather 
than investing in future technology. This 
divestment indicates that even the petro-
leum companies acknowledge the indus-
try’s limited time horizon.  

Several informants pointed to automation (such as the widespread use of self-driving 
trucks in bitumen mining) and other technological change to explain lower employ-
ment in the sector. Indeed, automation was named as the greatest threat to job secu-
rity – more than climate policy. It was also acknowledged that the impact of job loss 
falls more heavily on racialized, women, and indigenous workers.
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Several informants indicated that workers are more personally committed to their oc-
cupation, than to their industry. They are more open to performing similar jobs in 
other sectors, rather than contemplating entirely new occupations (which would im-
ply greater disruptions in competency and working conditions). It is especially easy 
for workers with skilled trades designations to move into similar jobs in other, unre-
lated sectors – and thanks to Canada’s Red Seal program (which facilitates inter-
provincial mobility for qualified trades), relatively easy to work in other provinces, as 
well.  All agreed, however, that to be attractive those new jobs must offer comparable 
pay, benefits, and union protection.

There was strong conviction among our informants that the transition planning 
process cannot start soon enough. The longer the industry waits, the more sudden 
and disruptive the eventual phase-out will be. Unions need to educate their member-
ship, to strengthen the willingness to get ahead of change, rather than resisting and 
denying it. Employers will continue to create new jobs (since they will not just pas-
sively go out of business as fossil fuel use declines, they will find other industries to 
invest in), but doing what, and under what terms and conditions?

C. Summary and Conclusions
The findings from the quantitative survey and the qualitative interviews are quite con-
sistent. The majority of fossil fuel workers acknowledge that change is inevitable in 
their industry, and they are interested in being active partners in transition. They are 
confident that Canada’s economy has the capacity to facilitate a gradual transition 
without major displacement. Surprisingly few fossil fuel workers were worried about 

their personal job and economic security; 
they were more concerned about the on-
going well-being of their communities, 
and the next generation of workers. This is 
partly because most of them will retire be-
fore the transition is complete.

While fossil fuel workers acknowledge the 
transition is happening, they strongly re-
ject the tokenism that in their view typifies 
many recent consultation processes. They 
demand real voice and bargaining power 
to shape the process, and win binding 

commitments and protections (rather than symbolic expressions of concern). Particu-
larly compelling across both the quantitative and qualitative data is the strong en-
dorsement of unions and collective bargaining. 

Although there is strong interest in renewable energy opportunities, that is not the 
only alternative career path that interests fossil fuel workers considering their future 
personal transitions. A wide range of other industries elicit interest as possible 
sources of alternative employment, particularly those that encompass skill-sets that 
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are broadly comparable to the work they presently do (such as non-fossil-fuel re-
sources, manufacturing, construction, transportation, and professional and scientific 
services). In this light, workers seem more ‘loyal’ to their occupation or their trade, 
than to their industry.

By far the dominant concern regarding employment transitions, in both the quantita-
tive and the qualitative results, relates to compensation, working conditions, and 
union representation in alternative employment (whether in renewable energy or 
other industries). A critical prerequisite for winning support for transitions, therefore, 
will be ensuring that alternative jobs offer comparable pay and job security – and also 
provide transitioning workers with income insurance to sustain their incomes after 
moving to a new job. To this end, union representatives are determined to improve 
union coverage, pay, and working condition in renewable energy sectors.  
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I
N AN ECONOMY AS DIVERSE AND TURBULENT as Canada’s, major employment transitions 
are nothing new. Throughout Canada’s history, the labour market has had to tra-
verse major shifts in the sectoral and geographical location of employment. In-

deed, several of those past transitions and restructurings were proportionately larger, 
and much more sudden, than the (preferably) gradual phase-out of fossil fuel em-
ployment that must occur over the next quarter-century. Indeed, painful downturns in 
resource-related employment are a regular feature of the boom-and-bust pattern that 
typifies Canada’s primary industries, which have frequently experienced closures of 
remote mining facilities (and even entire towns), and strong cyclical swings in overall 
employment in response to commodity prices, resource discovery and depletion, or 
corporate financial conditions.

The collapse and closure of the East Coast cod fishery in the 1990s, and the serial 
crises afflicting the B.C. forestry sector in recent years (due to U.S. tariffs, pine beetle 
infestations, forest fires, and deforestation), stand out as telling examples of un-
planned, catastrophic transition events. Those painful experiences were made worse 
by the failure of industry and government to prepare for resource shocks that in 
some cases were predictable. Equally dramatic – and also largely unsupported – was 
the shock to Canadian manufacturing employment that occurred in the 2000s: some 
600,000 jobs disappeared from Canadian manufacturing between 2000 and 2010, 
three times more than total direct fossil fuel employment in Canada today. Ironically, 
that collapse in manufacturing employment was itself partly a consequence of the 
boom in petroleum production and export that occurred at the same time. Rapid 
growth in petroleum investment and exports in the 2000s pushed Canada’s exchange 
rate to unsustainable heights (exceeding par with the U.S. dollar for a while), critically 
damaging the competitiveness of manufacturing and thus accelerating job loss. Rela-
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tive to their respective regional economies, all of those crises (fisheries, forestry, and 
manufacturing) were larger in proportional terms than would be a 25-year phase-out 
of direct fossil fuel employment in Canada.41

Past experience with employment transi-
tions and restructurings has highlighted 
the multiple challenges of supporting 
workers and communities through down-
sizing and mass job loss. Unions, employ-
ers, and governments have often stepped 
in with emergency assistance in cases of 
severe restructuring.42  Common features 
of support plans for such circumstances 
include:

• Severance payments for workers who lose their jobs.

• Voluntary severance incentives to encourage workers to leave their 
jobs voluntarily, when restructuring events are on the horizon.

• Various measures to allow workers to qualify earlier for pensions, 
including bridging benefits, top-ups, and lump-sum early retirement 
incentives.

• Preferential hiring or bumping rights to allow affected workers to 
obtain employment in other locations of the same firm, or in some 
cases other companies in the same region or industry.

• Offering employment in end-stage decommissioning or remediation 
activities related to closure of facilities.

• Fiscal, infrastructure, and technology supports for alternative 
community economic development initiatives in regions affected by 
restructuring or downsizing (especially relevant for more remote 
communities).

• Financial support for retraining, including tuition grants and cash 
incomes while participating in further education.

• Relocation assistance (also especially relevant for affected workers in 
more remote communities), including moving costs, assistance in 
selling residences, and/or assistance in locating housing and other 
amenities in a new community.

41 Some 32,000 inshore fishers and fish plant workers lost employment after the 1992 moratorium on the cod 
fishery, representing 15% of the provincial labour market at that time. The broad B.C. forestry sector (including 
foresters, pulp and paper workers, and workers in other wood product manufacturing) lost 45,000 jobs in the 
decade after 2000, equivalent to 3% of initial total provincial employment in 2000. Manufacturing accounted for 
16% of Canadian employment in 2000, falling to 10% ten years later. As described above, the phase-out of direct 
fossil fuel employment would be equivalent to the transition of under 1% of current total Canadian employment 
over a much longer time frame than the cod or forestry downturns. See Stanford (2021, pp. 44-51) for more 
details on these previous transition events.

42 See Campbell (1993) and White (2003) for critical surveys of some of these experiences.
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All of these avenues of restructuring and transition support can play a valuable role in 
supporting an orderly, gradual, and supported transition away from fossil fuel em-
ployment. The more options that are provided to affected workers in managing their 
personal paths through a broader transition, the better are the chances that they will 
achieve a positive post-transition outcome.

A. State of Play in Canadian Energy Transition Planning
Recognizing the inevitability of the coming energy transition, jurisdictions around the 
world are developing and implementing innovative programs to support associated 
employment transitions. Some instructive examples of planned and supported transi-
tions43  include:

• PHASE-OUT OF BLACK COAL MINING IN GERMANY: A carefully planned and 
gradual 20-year phase-out of black coal mining reduced 
employment in that sector from 81,000 in 1997 to zero by 2018, with 
no involuntary layoffs. Affected workers had options for early 
retirement, direct employment in alternative activities (including 
services and manufacturing), or generous voluntary severance 
incentives.44

• OTHER COAL PHASE-OUTS IN EUROPE: Several other European countries, 
including the Netherlands and Spain, have implemented supported 
phase-out programs to end coal mining in their countries – again, 
without involuntary lay-offs.45

• COAL-FIRED ELECTRICITY AND ASSOCIATED COAL MINING IN AUSTRALIA: A new 
transition planning system and regulatory body (the Net Zero 
Economy Authority) has been established in Australia to pre-
emptively plan successful employment transitions following the 
closure of coal-fired electricity generation and associated mining. It 
is backed with compulsory arbitration powers provided to the 
national labour tribunal to define regions and employers affected by 
a transition, and to enforce requirements on employers for notice, 
negotiation, and redeployment.46

Canada has some experience with planned transitions associated with phase-out of 
fossil fuel facilities. The two most important precedents are the phase-out of coal-
fired electricity generation in Ontario between 2005 and 2014, and the phase-out of 
coal-fired electricity generation (and directly associated coal mining) in Alberta from 
2015 to 2024.

43 Useful summaries of international energy employment transition planning are provided by the International 
Labour Organization (2015), Zinecker et al. (2018), Heffron (2021), and Corkal and Beedell (2022).

44 For more details on the German plan, see Sheldon et al. (2018).

45 See Stanford (2021, pp. 94-97) for more details.

46 See Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (2024) and Yassin and Jackson (2025) for more detail on the 
goals, structure and powers of this Authority. 
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The Ontario phase-out involved the staged closure of five coal-fired generation facili-
ties (encompassing 19 generating units) over a nine-year period, completed by 
2014.47  Three of the facilities were closed; two were converted to alternative fuels 
(using biogas feedstock). Planning for the phase-out was made more feasible since 
all units were owned and operated by a single publicly-owned provincial utility. Gen-
erating units were closed in sequence under a transition plan which integrated capac-
ity from new non-coal generating units to maintain sufficient capacity for the overall 
provincial system. Workers at closing facilities were offered a range of transition op-
tions, including early retirement access and rights to transfer to work at other facili-
ties in the company’s large network. Those supports were enshrined in provisions in 
collective agreements negotiated between unions and the utility. No involuntary lay-
offs resulted from the phase-out, which still constitutes the largest single reduction in 
greenhouse gas emissions achieved yet in Canada.

In 2015 the Alberta government (then governed by the NDP) committed to a similar 
phase-out of coal-fired electricity generation in that province (Government of Al-
berta, 2018). Six coal-fired generation stations were to be closed or converted to nat-
ural gas. Planning for that transition, however, was more challenging, for several rea-
sons. Alberta’s electricity system is mostly privately owned, and fragmented among 
competing generating firms. This made it more difficult to coordinate the orderly 
shut-down of generation facilities (since each private generator had its own prefer-
ences regarding when it would be most profitable to cease production). To enlist 
these firms in the phase-out plan, $1.1 billion in compensation was paid to the private 
generators (financed in part via the companies’ own payments under the province’s 
then-carbon tax system; see Bellefontaine, 2016). Unlike Ontario (which imported 
coal for electricity generation from other provinces or countries), the coal burned in 
Alberta came mostly from nearby mines, some of which were dedicated to supplying 
paired electricity generation facilities; those mines also faced closure as a result of 
the phase-out.

The provincial government implemented a multi-dimensional transition plan to sup-
port workers affected by the phase-out beginning in 2018. Strong advocacy from the 
trade union movement in Alberta was essential in convincing the government to in-
clude an employment transition dimension to the phase-out (as described in Velo et 
al., 2025). A Coal Workforce Transition Program allocated $40 million to affected 
workers, involving several dimensions (Government of Alberta, 2018):

• Income supplements equal to 75% of former pay for up to 45 weeks, 
to maintain coal workers’ income as they transitioned to new 
employment.

• Bridging benefits equal to 75% of former pay for up to 72 weeks to 
support coal workers’ income until they qualified for normal 
pensioned retirement.

47 See Ministry of Energy and Mines, Ontario (2018) and Environment and Climate Change Canada (2018) for 
more details on the phase-out.
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• Relocation assistance to coal workers who moved over 40 kilometres 
from their existing home, up to $5000 per worker.

• A tuition voucher worth $12,000 for coal workers who enlisted in 
recognized further training programs.

• Career counselling services offered free-of-charge to all affected 
workers.

In addition, a parallel Coal Community Transition Fund provided $5 million in funding 
to support alternative economic development and infrastructure initiatives in 11 af-
fected communities.

Another dimension of Alberta’s off-coal strategy was to accelerate the development 
of alternative electricity generation, especially wind energy facilities. Wind energy 
generation in Alberta tripled between 2016 and 2024 (when the last coal-fired plant 
closed).48  The success of this wind expansion, along with the conversion of former 
coal plants to natural gas fuel, allowed for the faster-than-planned closure of coal-
fired generation: the last coal-fired plant was converted in 2024, five years ahead of 
original schedule. More recently, however, the expansion of renewable energy capac-
ity in Alberta has stopped as a result of regulatory barriers erected by the subse-
quent UPC provincial government (Newbigging, 2025). Moreover, even when renew-
ables were growing, there was no explicit effort to directly connect job openings in 
wind energy developments with workers leaving coal-fired generation plants and coal 
mines. In that regard, while the strong investment growth in renewable energy played 
a useful role in creating jobs and strengthening the provincial economy, those bene-
fits were not directly integrated into off-coal transition planning.

Experiences were mixed for workers affected by Alberta’s coal phase-out (Choud-
hury, 2024; Velo et al., 2025). Many had relatively smooth transitions into retirement 
or alternative work, but some workers (too young to retire) were not able to find 
comparable employment; some remain unemployed or outside of the labour force, 
while others found poorly-paid or insecure work, or new jobs requiring long com-
mutes (to other parts of the province). The Alberta experience suggests that the eco-
nomic risks facing current fossil fuel workers are exacerbated when they work in a de-
centralized, privatized industrial context. That makes it more challenging to schedule 
phase-outs gradually, and connect displaced fossil fuel workers with new opportuni-
ties in alternative occupations or firms, compared to cases (such as the Ontario coal 
phase-out) where more centralized planning is possible. Moreover, individual retrain-
ing and career counselling (important parts of the Alberta plan, especially for 
younger workers) are unlikely to lead to acceptable employment outcomes, since 
even retrained displaced workers face challenges obtaining comparable quality em-
ployment in a competitive, insecure labour market. Therefore, the Alberta experience 
highlights the importance of offering concrete paths to alternative employment op-
portunities, backed by strong employment and/or income guarantees.

48 Calculations from Canada Energy Regulator (2023).
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The federal government played a backup role in supporting workers affected by the 
phase-out of coal-fired electricity generation in Alberta, and in three other provinces 
(Saskatchewan, New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia) which still rely on coal-fired elec-
tricity. Its engagement was connected to a 2018 federal regulation governing emis-
sions from electricity generation, that required the phase-out of unabated49  coal-
fired generation across Canada by 2030. The full phase-out was projected to affect 
3,000‒4,000 workers in total, working at 12 generating stations and nine associated 
coal mines. Power generation facilities in Saskatchewan and New Brunswick are oper-
ated by provincial Crown corporations, and the power system in Nova Scotia is cen-
trally owned by a regulated private company; this structure could facilitate more ef-
fective planning (including cross-location mobility of workers) than in the Alberta 
case.

To help address the impacts of the phase-out on affected workers, the federal gov-
ernment established a Task Force on Just Transition for Canadian Coal Power Work-
ers and Communities (Environment and Climate Change Canada, 2018). Following the 
task force’s report, the federal government committed to support workforce adjust-
ment and transition in affected communities. This support was delivered through two 
program channels:

• The Canadian Coal Transition Initiative, providing $35 million in 
support for retraining and other adjustments for workers, including 
creation of a new Canada Training Benefit to subsidize tuition costs 
and other retraining expenses.

• A complementary $150 million Infrastructure Fund ($105 million for 
Alberta and Saskatchewan, and $45 million for New Brunswick and 
Nova Scotia) to subsidize new diversification and infrastructure 
investments in affected communities.

Natural Resources Canada was given lead responsibility for overseeing both tranches 
of the program, complemented by Employment and Social Development Canada 
(which focused on training programs). Two federal regional development agencies — 
Prairies Economic Development Canada and the Atlantic Canada Opportunities 
Agency — helped design and deliver specific interventions in their corresponding 
provinces.

However, a review of these support programs by the Auditor General of Canada was 
scathing in its judgment that they did not meet intended goals (Office of the Auditor 
General, 2022). The audit found that the federal government was not genuinely pre-
pared to make these adjustment programs successful, and had no explicit implemen-
tation plan or governance structure to realize the program’s objectives. The imple-
menting agencies mostly relied on previously existing programs to deliver incremen-
tal resources to specific communities affected by the coal closures. In the first year of 
the Transition Initiative, the federal government announced 15 local transition projects 
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(mostly transition centres to provide career counselling and advice to affected work-
ers). The outcomes and present status of the Infrastructure Fund investments are not 
clear from federal documents.

Outside of Alberta, the off-coal transition has yet to be completed in any of the re-
maining three provinces,50  suggesting that additional displacement is likely to be ex-
perienced. Without action by the federal and provincial governments to address 
weaknesses in the initial plan, the remaining phase-outs will likely cause more disloca-
tion for workers and communities.

Therefore, neither the federal initiative nor the more comprehensive Alberta plan con-
stitute successful role models for future transition planning. It is clear that both plans 
lacked sufficient resources and accountability measures to truly accomplish the goal 
of avoiding involuntary displacement. None had a specific focus on job-creation in al-
ternative facilities or industries, to provide an immediate ‘upside’ for displaced work-
ers. And none featured ongoing governance or accountability structures that would 
allow workers and their unions to participate actively in program design and delivery, 
evaluate progress, or enforce concrete performance targets and outcomes.

In addition to these interventions focused on the phase-out of coal-fired electricity 
generation, the more general goal of active planning for energy employment transi-
tions has also received significant policy attention at the federal level in recent years. 
In 2019, the Liberal government committed to create a Just Transition Act, to support 
workers and communities in the transition to a low-carbon economy. A lengthy con-
sultation process was held to gather input from various constituencies – including 
both conventional and renewable energy companies, provincial and municipal gov-
ernments, trade unions, environmental groups, and others. This process led to the 
pronouncement of an interim Sustainable Jobs Plan in 2023 (Natural Resources 
Canada, 2023), and then passage of the Canadian Sustainable Jobs Act in 2024 (Nat-
ural Resources Canada, 2024c). The Act has several components:

• Creating a Sustainable Jobs Secretariat to coordinate interventions 
across federal departments.

• Committing to develop annual Sustainable Jobs Action Plans in 
various sectors and regions, engaging input from business, 
community, union, and Indigenous constituencies.

• Creating a Sustainable Jobs Partnership Council to engage those 
constituencies in ongoing dialogue about prospects and challenges 
in enacting the action plans.

• A Sustainable Jobs Training Fund to subsidize training initiatives in 
clean energy and related roles.

The plan also envisions establishment of Regional Energy and Resource Tables in 
each province and territory. Through those councils, affected stakeholder groups 

50 In fact, the Saskatchewan government is now indicating its intention to sustain coal-fired generation beyond the 
2030 phase-out deadline, raising the question as to whether the federal timetable will be attained (Graney, 2025).



would consult with federal and provincial governments to monitor developments in 
energy-related employment (both conventional and sustainable energy sectors), 
track progress of training and other supports, and provide input to transition plans in 
specific sectors or regions. At time of writing these tables were being established in 
10 of the 13 provinces and territories; Alberta and Quebec were undertaking unique 
parallel processes (with federal blessing), while Saskatchewan was refusing to partici-
pate at all.

The federal Sustainable Jobs initiative emphasizes multi-partite consultation mecha-
nisms at both the national and provincial/regional levels, and federal financial support 
for training and retraining initiatives. There is little sign, however, that these initiatives 
will encompass genuine transition planning goals or powers. In the first place, other 
than the federal deadline for phasing out coal-fired electricity generation by 2030, 
there are no timetables or commitments around reducing fossil fuel production in the 
first place – and in most cases (including oil, bitumen, and natural gas) fossil fuel pro-
duction continues to grow. This raises an underlying question of what exactly is being 
‘transitioned’. Clearly the whole federal process is premised on an implicit assumption 
that fossil fuel use will decline and eventually mostly cease (as renewable energy and 
energy conservation initiatives reshape the energy system), but that aspirational goal 
is yet to be codified within binding objectives, plans, or timetables. In that context, 
establishing transition mechanisms of the sort described in the Act will remain a 
rather hypothetical exercise until a clear plan for reducing fossil fuel use is confirmed.

The absence of any direct connection to job-creation opportunities in other industries 
(including but not limited to sustainable energy industries) is another major gap in 
the federal approach to transition. As noted above, assuming sensible macroeco-
nomic governance, Canada’s flexible labour market will indeed generate abundant 
opportunities for alternative employment as the energy transition unfolds. But to pro-
vide confidence in the minds of individual fossil fuel workers that they will be able to 
personally attain decent alternative employment, more concrete and verifiable com-
mitments must be made to match former fossil fuel workers with alternative work in 
other vocations. Ideally that would involve employment or income guarantees made 
as part of the transition plan.

Finally, while it is constructive for governments to establish multipartite mechanisms 
of consultation involving various stakeholders (including unions), that is a far cry from 
providing workers with genuine power to actively shape the direction of transition 
planning. Being consulted is different than having genuine authority to influence out-
comes, and veto changes that are unacceptable. The quantitative and qualitative sur-
vey results reported above confirm that fossil fuel workers have high confidence in 
the value of union representation and collective bargaining to shape transition plan-
ning. With the exception of intra-firm transition and restructuring occurrences (such 
as the off-coal transition at Ontario Power Generation, or programs negotiated at in-
dividual petroleum companies described further below), there has to date been an 
absence of genuine worker voice and bargaining power in Canadian energy transition 
planning. That shortcoming, and possible remedies for it, are addressed in the follow-
ing section.
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B. Workers’ Voice and Transition Planning
To date, energy transition planning in Canada has been long on verbiage and aspira-
tion, but short on concrete levers and commitments to shape the outcome of transi-
tions in ways that benefit workers. Programs to date have highlighted support for re-
training, and established numerous forums for multipartite consultation and dialogue. 
The Alberta coal transition plan also included some funds for early retirement pen-
sion bridging opportunities and other transition actions. But with the exception of the 
successful, centrally planned phase-out of coal-fired electricity generation in Ontario 
(which featured intra-firm job transfer guarantees to other roles within the Ontario 
Power Generation network), these initiatives have not directly connected transition-
ing fossil fuel workers with job openings in other locations — including jobs resulting 
directly from the expansion of sustainable energy projects (such as the growth of 
wind power that occurred in Alberta alongside the phase-out of coal-fired power). 
And while workers and their unions have been invited to many consultation pro-

cesses, their power and authority to 
meaningfully shape transition plans and 
demand specific outcomes has been lim-
ited. The failure of Canadian climate policy 
to establish binding timelines and policies 
to actually reduce fossil fuel production 
and use over time (with the exception of 
ending coal-fired power generation) also 
imparts a sense of superficiality to discus-
sions about employment transitions.

Several researchers and policy analysts have proposed strategies for making transi-
tion planning in Canada more concrete and effective, often drawing on the experi-
ences of successful international examples. Hulse (2023) suggests that the lack of 
binding objectives (regarding either reduced fossil fuel use or employment targets) 
and accountability mechanisms undermines the effectiveness of the regional planning 
tables and other consultative bodies established under the Canadian Sustainable 
Jobs Act. Gordon and Callahan (2023) also stress the importance of clear and effec-
tive governance and accountability mechanisms to ensure transition plans are more 
than performative. Corkal and Beedell (2022) propose to rectify this failing by em-
bedding transition planning within a legally binding and enforceable set of commit-
ments regarding both reduced use of fossil fuels (and resulting emissions reduction) 
and employment guarantees for affected workers. Mertins-Kirkwood and Duncalfe 
(2021) suggest linking transition planning to new federal-provincial funding arrange-
ments (reminiscent of the Canada Social Transfer), including new federally-funded in-
come security benefits for displaced workers and regular transfer payments to sup-
port provincial and regional infrastructure and diversification investments. Arnold et 
al. (2022) also appeal for linking transition planning to concrete commitments around 
alternative employment. This will be especially important, they argue, for protecting 
workers in rural and regional communities, Indigenous workers, and racialized work-
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ers, all of whom face bigger obstacles in 
achieving decent alternative jobs in a 
highly competitive labour market. Brown 
and Jeyakumar (2022) stress the impor-
tance of including transition funding as a 
core part of emission reduction policies, 
and propose prioritizing communities 
most affected by fossil fuel phase-out with 
investment and procurement opportuni-
ties tied to clean energy developments.

To help make transition planning more 
concrete and trustworthy, the role of trade 
unions in negotiating concrete and en-
forceable guarantees around various as-
pects of the transition process seems es-
pecially important. This importance was 
one of the strongest findings of the quantitative and qualitative survey data de-
scribed above. Unifor is the largest trade union in Canada’s broad energy sector (en-
compassing members in upstream and downstream petroleum, natural gas distribu-
tion, electric utilities, and mining), and it has developed an agenda for negotiating 
new provisions in collective agreements to govern how employment transitions occur 
in a variety of energy workplaces (Unifor, n.d.). This agenda for negotiating better 
transitions includes several themes:

• Establish joint union-employer committees for mitigating emissions 
in the workplace.

• Establish joint public and private financial and regulatory supports 
for reducing emissions in value-added manufacturing and processing 
activities.

• Expand investments in upgrading extraction and pipeline 
infrastructure to curtail methane and other chemical leaks 
throughout the supply system.

• Establish minimum in-house employment levels to ensure capacity 
for ongoing monitoring, inspection, and replacement of 
infrastructure when leaks are detected.

• Ensure that new investments in HVAC systems and chemical 
production use new technologies to lower emissions.

• Build research partnerships to expand job creation in low-carbon 
chemical and gas projects related to hydrogen, ammonia, biofuels, 
and plastics production.

Unifor maintains a pattern bargaining system in the energy sector, through which the 
union strikes a precedent-setting contract with one large employer, and then strives 
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to replicate its major features through subsequent bargaining by other Unifor energy 
locals. In this regard, these principles (if established) could spread across segments 
of the energy industry where Unifor has a presence (including upstream petroleum 
extraction, petroleum refining, natural gas processing and distribution, and others). 
Similar goals could be pursued in collective bargaining in other industrial sectors 
which will also be affected by the energy transition — such as manufacturing, trans-
portation, and some services.51  An encouraging example of this cross-sectoral trans-
mission of negotiated transition principles is a first collective agreement bargained in 
2025 by Unifor members at the new NextStar electric vehicle battery manufacturing 
plant in Windsor (Dayal, 2025). The plant will employ 750 workers when fully opera-
tional, and the new agreement provides for industry-leading wage gains, pensions, 
supplementary benefits, occupational health and safety, and representation provi-
sions. By negotiating upward the quality of jobs in renewable energy industries, these 
efforts help to assuage concerns regarding the transition away from fossil fuel jobs.

Other unions including CUPE, Move Up, the United Steelworkers, and several building 
trades unions are also working to unionize workers in renewable energy workplaces, 
and establish basic norms of job quality, compensation, and safety in this growing in-
dustry.52  Some unions have actively promoted investments in energy transition 
projects as a pathway to employment opportunities for their members. Calvert 
(2023) discusses one example of this strategy: the union for insulation workers and 
its campaign to accelerate energy-saving building retrofits, tied to the creation of 
unionized construction jobs. Community Benefits Agreements are another approach 
to lifting labour standards in publicly-funded or publicly-subsidized projects (includ-
ing those related to the energy transition). These agreements mandate project devel-
opers to meet specified performance requirements related to affirmative action hir-
ing, union representation, apprenticeship opportunities, payment of prevailing wages, 
and other conditions (see Galley, 2015; James, 2020; and Calvert, 2025 for examples). 
In all these cases, the goal is to use binding mechanisms (enforced through collective 
bargaining and/or public policy) to lift the quality of jobs in renewable energy and 
other transition-related employment settings, thus making movement into those roles 
relatively more appealing.

The importance and benefits of organized workers’ voice in workplaces and indus-
tries has been well-established in broader labour relations research.53  Organized and 
safe channels of voice, representation, and bargaining allow workers to provide input 
that improves the performance of workplaces; address workplace concerns before 
they erupt in conflict; facilitate notice, consultation, and planning regarding work-
place changes; and enhance confidence among workers that they can influence the 

51 For example, Unifor represents many workers in auto dealership and repair businesses, for which the transition 
to electric vehicles will have major employment impacts, and hence where strong transition planning will be 
important. For more analysis of the coming transition challenge in this sector see Dupuis et al. (2021).

52 A useful collection of materials related to these union efforts, and other policy regarding the role of unions in the 
energy transition, is maintained by York University Digital Library (2022). 

53 See Stanford and Poon (2021) for a survey of the benefits and applications of workers’ voice in the Canadian 
context.



conditions of their work, rather than simply quitting their jobs (so-called ‘exit voice’) 
when change seems impossible. Strong voice mechanisms contribute to retention, 
productivity, and job satisfaction.

The benefits of collective worker voice are highly relevant to the coming energy tran-
sition. The quantitative and qualitative evidence above confirms that fossil fuel work-
ers currently feel their opinions and preferences are not well-considered in transition 
planning and consultation. Yet they have strong confidence in the value of union rep-
resentation and collective bargaining, with its ability to establish binding provisions 
governing the key dimensions of transition – including notice, consultation, negotia-

tion, severance, training, and income secu-
rity. In this context, establishing structures 
and processes of genuine collective voice 
for workers in transition planning has 
great potential to both enhance the effec-
tiveness and fairness of future transitions, 
and maintain the support and cooperation 
of fossil fuel workers through that process.

The following eight recommendations would strengthen fossil fuel workers’ voice and 
power in the design, implementation, and evaluation of transition plans to oversee the 
future wind-down of fossil fuel production and use in Canada. Some of these recom-
mendations would apply at the level of individual workplaces, while others are rele-
vant to industry-wide transition planning involving government and other stakehold-
ers. In the case of unionized workplaces, many of these recommendations could be 
implemented relatively directly; indeed, some already occur in some form in some 
unionized workplaces, and they can be extended and strengthened through future 
collective bargaining. In non-unionized workplaces, on the other hand, employers 
would generally need to be incented or compelled to enact the workplace-specific 
structures and processes described below – since most employers are reluctant to 
voluntarily approve genuine rights to consultation, negotiation, and veto for their 
workers unless required by unionization or regulation.

Some of these recommended processes would be activated in the event of a defined 
transition-related event, which would be declared by government in cases of down-
sizing, wind-down, or other restructuring events associated with phase-out of fossil 
fuel production and/or use under the provisions of broader climate policy actions. 
Workplace-specific processes would apply to any firms above a certain size threshold 
(perhaps 25 workers), unless implemented voluntarily or through unionization at 
smaller firms.

1. JOINT TRANSITION COMMITTEES: Joint worker-management committees 
should be established in workplaces falling within the scope of fossil fuel 
phase-out planning. These would operate similarly to the joint occupa-
tional health and safety committees already mandated by law in most 
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provinces. In unionized workplaces, local unions would appoint the 
worker representatives; in non-unionized workplaces, special elections 
would need to be held to select representatives. Joint committees 
would exchange information, establish communication channels with the 
broader workforce, and create regular opportunities for dialogue. Once 
transition plans were negotiated, ratified, and initiated (as discussed fur-
ther below), the joint committees would then have responsibility for 
overseeing their implementation at each workplace — including the op-
eration of on-site referral and support centres (also discussed further 
below).

2. MINIMUM NOTICE REQUIREMENTS: Employers affected by an identified transi-
tion-related event should be required to provide at least six months’ no-
tice to the workforce (communicated through the joint committee, and 
through local union structures in the case of unionized facilities) of an-
ticipated changes in staffing levels, shift arrangements, and other em-
ployment changes resulting from the transition action. Adequate notice 
gives affected workers more time to plan their personal responses to 
those changes, and more time for supporting policies to be negotiated. 
Ideally, workers could have several years of notice of coming transition 
events, on condition that government has confirmed long-term phase-
out plans for each sector or sub-sector; employers should be required to 
stick to those timetables (rather than closing facilities later or even ear-
lier54  for financial reasons).

3. REQUIREMENT TO NEGOTIATE: In workplaces affected by an identified transi-
tion-related event, employers should be required to negotiate special 
provisions for workplace adjustment, severance, and redeployment — in-
cluding options for early retirement or voluntary severance, and poten-
tial transfer of employment to other facilities of that firm or in the re-
gional industry. In the case of unionized facilities, these agreements 
might involve modifications or extensions of existing collective agree-
ments, and hence would have to be ratified by union members at the 
workplace. In the case of non-unionized workplaces, negotiations could 
occur through the joint transition committee, subject to endorsement by 
a vote of the affected workers. Any special government financial sup-
port (such as stranded asset compensation, subsidies for new invest-
ments or remediation, etc.) made available to companies involved in 
those transition events should be contingent on the successful negotia-
tion and ratification of a transition plan with the local workforce; funds 
should not be released to the companies until those agreements are in 
place.

54 Some coal-fired electricity plants in Alberta closed earlier than announced under the provincial phase-out plan, 
when it became financially attractive to shift to lower-cost natural gas sooner than planned. While this faster 
phase-out had environmental benefits, it resulted in the premature displacement of workers who had been told 
they had more time to prepare for these closures. If earlier shut-downs are contemplated, workers should be 
provided with full income assurance until original planned timelines are reached.
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4. STRONG EMPLOYMENT AND INCOME GUARANTEES: For any identified work-
place transition event (resulting from a phase-out or wind-down policy), 
affected workers should be given strong guarantees of continued em-
ployment (performing alternate duties at their facility, or transferred to 
other facilities) or income security. The latter could include access to 
early retirement opportunities — which were strongly favoured by re-
spondents in the quantitative and qualitative survey research reported 
above. Other income security measures could include extended sever-
ance or Employment Insurance top-ups (to preserve pre-transition in-
comes for specified periods), and/or income guarantees to top-up earn-
ings in a new position.

5. ON-SITE PRESENCE FOR TRANSITION SUPPORT SERVICES: Most transition plans 
involve various programming and supports for workers affected by a re-
structuring event or workplace closure. These supports can include ca-
reer and job-hunt counselling, help in accessing government income 
supports (such as Employment Insurance or other benefits), arranging 
for early retirement or pension bridging packages, and accessing train-
ing opportunities. Experience has shown these supports are delivered 
most effectively when delivered via tailoured on-site program services, 
preferably staffed by support workers with direct experience in that 
workplace and industry. Examples include on-site adjustment and refer-
ral centres, often run in partnership with local unions, that have been es-
tablished at various manufacturing facilities, mining operations, and 
other workplaces that have experienced restructuring in the past (suc-
cessful examples are described in Kellogg, 1997, Vrankulj, 2010, and Velo 
et al., 2025). Providing accessible, respectful, and informed guidance 
and support for workers traversing a transition, is far preferable to re-
quiring them to deal with distant telephone or online referral and admin-
istrative systems, which can be frustrating, inflexible, and demoralizing.

6. COMMUNITY BENEFIT AGREEMENTS: All publicly-subsidized investments in 
clean-up and amelioration, renewable energy generation and transmis-
sion, infrastructure, and other transition-related projects should be re-
quired to negotiate a Community Benefit Agreement to mandate com-
mitments to local hiring (including from targeted communities, such as 
Indigenous, racialized, or young workers), training and apprenticeships, 
union recognition, payment of prevailing wages, health and safety stan-
dards, and more. The B.C. Infrastructure Benefits program (Calvert, 
2025) provides a valuable example of the concrete improvements in 
wages, working conditions, and employment equity that can be attained 
through this approach.

7. EMPLOYER NEUTRALITY ON UNIONIZATION: The most regular and reliable 
forms of collective worker voice in workplaces are achieved with certi-
fied bargaining unit representation. To underpin more effective channels 
for input, negotiation, and enforcement of strong transition plans, there-
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fore, broader unionization of fossil fuel workers would be helpful.55 A 
simple way to encourage this (or at least to prevent employers from 
blocking it) would be to require employer neutrality during union orga-
nizing drives at workplaces covered by designated transition plans. 
Without employer opposition or interference in union organizing drives, 
many fossil fuel workers would opt for union representation. Especially 
when facing the uncertainty associated with future employment transi-
tions, they will be all the more interested in being protected by union 
representation and a binding collective agreement.

8. INDUSTRY-WIDE TRANSITION PLANNING AUTHORITY: At the macroeconomic 
level, sufficient employment opportunities will certainly exist to absorb 
any labour displaced by the phased, gradual wind-down of fossil fuel 
production and use. Replacing employment for less than 1% of the 
labour force over a 25-year phased period, more than half of whom will 
retire in the course of that transition, requires only modest reallocations 
of workers to new jobs: in the order of 3000 jobs per year on average. 
But converting that macroeconomic potential into concrete employ-
ment and income guarantees for those workers requires a higher order 
of planning capacity and financial support, that is able to coordinate 
across individual private firms. Many of the adjustments in a comprehen-
sive transition plan (including the ability to transfer to work in other fa-
cilities, and income top-ups for workers in new jobs) extend beyond the 
normal boundaries of private firm-level decision-making. They hence re-
quire the exercise of strong overarching transition planning capacity on 
the part of government.56 Effective industry-wide transition planning 
needs the power to collect information from fossil fuel employers (about 
their future employment plans, and the demographic and occupational 
features of their workforce); establish timelines for phased closures; allo-
cate funds for alternative job creation projects; and ensure new oppor-
tunities are offered first to workers displaced from fossil fuel activities.57

This industry-level planning capacity would supplement the voice and 
bargaining power provided to workers at the workplace level through 
the provisions described above. Workers and their unions would need to 
have strong voice and negotiating rights in formulating those industry-
level plans, primary responsibility for which would rest with government.

These eight recommendations would represent a fundamental departure from the 
norm in private-sector industries, where decisions regarding investment, operation, 

55 See Stanford and Poon (2021, pp. 56-63) for discussion of non-union collective voice systems and their 
limitations.

56 A similar approach to employment transition planning is proposed for the U.S. by Pollin and Callaci (2019), who 
argue similarly it could be accomplished without involuntary disemployment of affected workers.

57 The new Net Zero Economy Authority in Australia provides a timely and instructive example of how such a 
higher-level planning authority can be established; see Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, 
Government of Australia (2024) and Yassin and Jackson (2025).
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and employment are assumed to be the domain private business. Hence, these re-
forms will certainly be resisted by private business as an intrusion into their unilateral 
decision-making authority. The mission of unions, of course, is to balance the unilat-
eral managerial authority of employers through collective representation, bargaining, 
and dispute settlement mechanisms which carry contractual force. In unionized fossil 
fuel workplaces, those mechanisms already empower workers with genuine voice and 
bargaining power. However, the magnitude of the transformations coming with the 
phase-out of fossil fuels require that these existing forms of worker voice be ex-
tended to new issues and new rights. In non-union fossil fuel workplaces, the need for 
stronger worker voice is even more pressing.

So long as the task of reducing green-
house gas emissions is identified as a 
broad public interest priority (rather than 
being left to private market actors), a 
broader role for imposing regulation and 
planning oversight over private firms is en-
tirely legitimate. This will also necessitate 
the allocation of significant public re-
sources to facilitate a steady and less dis-
ruptive transition (delivered in various 
forms, including subsidies or compensa-
tion to fossil fuel producers; subsidies for 
carbon abatement; subsidies or public in-
vestment in renewable energy projects; 

and public provision of infrastructure). All those public subsidies and investments fur-
ther justify a stronger role for public regulation and planning to guide the overall 
transition process in line with the broader public interest. Empowering fossil fuel 
workers to have a genuine and effective say in planning the transition, and enforcing 
commitments to protect their interests through it, should be a core feature of all tran-
sition plans. The recommendations described above would go a long way toward en-
suring the priorities and interests of fossil fuel workers are indeed centred in transi-
tion planning, in more concrete and reliable ways than has been the case to date in 
Canada.
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T
HANKS TO A COMBINATION OF TECHNOLOGICAL IMPROVEMENTS, competitive pressures, 
and active climate policies, the global economy is steadily shifting away from 
reliance on fossil fuels as the major source of energy for industry, transporta-

tion, and consumption. Climate policies have been fiercely contested in Canada, the 
U.S., and some other jurisdictions; where fossil fuel industries wield greater economic 
and political influence, they predictably try to derail any policies that curtail their 
sales, profits, and power. But despite setbacks (such as are being experienced in the 
U.S. under President Donald Trump), there is no doubt the transition to renewable en-
ergy sources will continue. They are cheaper, cleaner, and less subject to economic or 
geopolitical instability. And despite resistance from fossil fuel interests, most people 
acknowledge that fossil fuel use is causing climate change, with enormous risks to 
well-being and even survival of themselves and future generations. That consensus 
will ultimately prevail, expressed both via individual energy choices and democratic 
political outcomes.

Direct fossil fuel employment constitutes a surprisingly small share of total employ-
ment in Canada: under 1%, and falling. A transition away from fossil fuel employment 
is already well underway. Indeed, for the last decade, relative fossil fuel employment 
has been falling at a pace consistent with its complete phase-out by 2050 (the dead-
line for net-zero commitments by Canada and other countries under the Paris Agree-
ment process). However, the current phase-out of fossil fuel employment is not, so 
far, the result of climate policy. Instead, the decline of fossil fuel employment is occur-
ring despite significant increases in total production of most fossil fuels in Canada. 
Recent fossil fuel disemployment reflects the decisions of fossil fuel employers, which 
have found ways to expand production and profits with fewer workers. Business and 
political commentators who condemn climate policies for supposedly ‘jeopardizing’ 

Conclusion
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the livelihoods of fossil fuel workers, are curiously silent regarding the dislocation 
those workers have experienced because of corporate decisions. At any rate, a transi-
tion away from fossil fuel employment is clearly proceeding, regardless of the twists 
and turns of climate politics in Canada. For the most part, unfortunately, that transi-
tion has not been supported by planning, supports, or meaningful voice and bargain-
ing power for fossil fuel workers. Some 38,000 displaced fossil fuel workers have 
been left to their own devices to navigate a challenging labour market, with little pro-
tection or support.

Both the economics and the politics of the energy transition will be more manage-
able and constructive if all stakeholders – government, business, workers and their 
unions, communities, educational institutions, and broader civil society — can engage 
pro-actively in planning and supporting this transition, rather than delaying and deny-
ing it. This paper has argued that giving fossil fuel workers meaningful voice and bar-
gaining power (including the power to negotiate and enforce programs that protect 
their interests through the transition) will help to overcome the fear and divisiveness 
that has undermined Canada’s emissions reduction progress in recent years. Most 
fossil fuel workers acknowledge the inevitability that their industry will eventually dis-
appear. Empowering them with genuine voice and bargaining power to shape the 
path toward that end point, not only will produce a transition that is fairer and less 
chaotic — it will also help to strengthen the social consensus required to ensure that 
it happens as quickly and safely as possible.
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INTRODUCTION & DEMOGRAPHICS

Do you work in:

• Oil and gas exploration and production

• Oilfield services

• Coal mining

• Petroleum and coal refining

• Coal or gas-fired electricity generation

• Oil and gas pipelines

• Natural gas utility

• I do not work in a fossil fuel industry

Are you:

• Male

• Female

• Non-binary or trans

• Prefer not to say

How old are you?

Where do you live?

Appendix: Quantitative 
Survey Questions
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WORK

How long have you worked in the Canadian fossil fuel sector?

Are you currently working, or have you worked in the past, in any of the following 
fossil  fuel industries?  Please select all that apply.

• Oil and gas extraction

• Bitumen or oil sands mining and processing

• Oil and gas services

• Petroleum products refining

• Coal mining

• Electricity generation

• Natural gas distribution

• Other

Are you currently working, or have you worked in the past, in a renewable energy in-
dustry  (such as solar energy, wind energy, geothermal power, hydroelectricity, bio-
fuel, or energy  efficiency and building retrofits)?  

• Yes

• No

• Don't know or unsure

 How do you travel to your job?

• Back and forth from your home everyday

• By car or bus to your job for several days at a time

• Fly in / Fly out

• Work remotely or work from home or hybrid

 Are you a member of a trade union?

• Yes, please specify union

• No

 Are you active in your union?  Please select all that apply.

• Attend union meetings

• Participate in other union activities (such as lobbying, 
demonstrations, conventions)

• Participate in union education or health and safety programs

• Presently an elective union officer of representative

• Held elected union office in the past
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THE COMING ENERGY TRANSITION

Do you believe that human economic activity and pollution is contributing to climate  
change?

• Yes

• No

• Don't know or unsure

Do you believe that the world economy will use less fossil fuel as part of the response 
to  climate change?

• Yes, quickly

• Yes, gradually

• No, we can continue to use fossil fuels

• Don't know or unsure

 Thinking ahead five years do you see yourself (please select all that apply):

• Working in the fossil fuel industry doing the same, or similar, job

• Working in the fossil fuel industry doing a different job

• Working in a new, or renewable, energy sector (such as wind, solar, 
geothermal, hydroelectric, other)

• Working in an industry which repairs environmental damage

• Working in a non-energy industry

• Being retired

 How do you feel about the future of job opportunities in the fossil fuel industry?

• Great

• Good

• Neither good nor concerned

• Concerned

• Very concerned

Do you believe that a planned downsizing, where reductions in the fossil fuel work-
force  are managed over time through retirements and voluntary employment transi-
tions rather  than lay-offs, is possible?

• Yes

• No

• Don't know or unsure
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The following industries do not produce or process fossil fuels.  Would you be inter-
ested in  working in any of these sectors?  Please select all that apply.

• Non-fossil fuel resources (such as other mining, forestry)

• Renewable energy industries (such as solar, wind, or geothermal)

• Clean-up of former fuel sites (such as mines or abandoned wells)

• Construction

• Manufacturing

• Transportation

• Wholesale or retail trade

• Hospitality services (such as food service, restaurants, hotels)

• Science and technology

• Information, telecommunications, and media

• Finance or real estate

• Education

• Health care

• Public administration or government

• Other service industries

• Not interested in any other industries

• Not applicable / May be retired

If your existing job was at risk, would you be interested in any of the following op-
tions?  Please select all that apply.

• Training or retraining for another job in the fossil fuel industry

• Training or retraining for another job in a new, or renewable, energy 
sector

• Training or retraining for a job not in a fossil fuel industry

• Tuition assistance or tuition reimbursement

• Enhanced EI benefits while searching for, or transitioning to, a new 
job

• Enhanced severance pay to leave your existing job voluntarily

• Incentives to support early retirement

• Income protection to maintain your current income at your present 
rate of pay, even in a new job

• Preferential hiring for other jobs within the same company or sector

• Career counselling

• Relocation assistance, including moving and resettlement costs to a 
new location

• Other, please specify 

• Not applicable / May be retired
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Would any of the following factors discourage you from taking work in another indus-
try? (Choices under each item include: Major worry, A bit worried, Not worried at all, 
Not applicable/May be retired)

• No jobs available  

• Inadequate pay in new jobs    

• Need additional training  

• Would have to relocate to another city or town  

• Unsure if a new job would be secure  

The following options have been proposed to support existing fossil fuel workers to 
transition into retirement.  How important would these supports be in encouraging 
you to transition to retirement. (Choices under each item include: Very important, 
Somewhat important, Not very important, Not at all important)

• Larger basic pension benefit

• Early retirement with bridging benefits (such as an increased 
pension for several years, continued access to health care benefits, 
etc.) until you reach normal retirement age

• Other incentives to retire early (such as lump sum payments, or full 
pay, for the first six months of retirement)

• Enhanced EI for a specified period of time leading into retirement

HOW TO MANAGE CHANGE

Which groups in society have the most responsibility to support fossil fuel workers as 
fossil fuel production declines? (Choices under each item include: Most responsibility, 
Least responsibility, Not at all responsible

• Federal government  

• Provincial or territorial government  

• Local government  

• Fossil fuel employers  

• Fossil fuel users and consumers  

• Other businesses  

• Trade unions  

Please indicate how measures to support fossil fuel workers to move into other jobs 
or early retirement should be funded (please select all that apply).

• Federal government

• Provincial or territorial government

• Local government

• Government levels working together

• Special revenues or taxes collected on fossil fuel sales
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• Fossil fuel employers

• Yourself as an individual

Should governments offer financial support to: (Choices under each option include 
Yes, No, Don’t know/Unsure).

• Companies to support diversification into new lines of work?

• Local communities and regions to diversify their local economies?  

VOICE

Do you feel you have a say in how fossil fuel jobs will change over the coming years?

• No say at all

• Not much of a say

• Some say

• A great deal of say

How well are your opinions and priorities regarding changes in fossil fuel employment 
listened to by the following groups? (Choices under each option include: Listened to 
most carefully, Least listened to, Not listened to at all)

• Local government  

• Fossil fuel employers  

• Trade unions  

• Universities and colleges  

• Community and non profit organizations  

• Environmental groups  

How important do you think the following activities will be for ensuring you have 
more say  in how the changes in fossil fuel jobs will be managed in the future? 
(Choices under each option include: Very important, Somewhat important, Not very 
important, Not at all important)

• Voting for different political leaders  

• Writing letters, signing petitions, protesting  

• Making individual appeals to your employer

• Collective bargaining between your union and your employer

• Starting your own business  

How optimistic do you feel about the future?

• Very optimistic

• A little bit optimistic

• Neither optimistic nor pessimistic

• A little bit pessimistic

• Very pessimistic
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CONCLUSION

Would you be interested in participating in a one-hour online group discussion about 
these issues?

• Yes

• No

If yes, please provide your contact information:

Any comments? 
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