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The Environment at Work

What is Work?

A great deal of harm is being done in the modern world by belief in the virtuousness of WORK, and that the road to happiness and prosperity lies in an organized diminution of work. First of all: what is work? Work is of two kinds: first, altering the position of matter at or near the earth’s surface relatively to other such matter; second, telling other people to do so. The first kind is unpleasant and ill paid, the second is pleasant and highly paid.

Russell, B. ‘In Praise of Idleness’ (1932) in Richards, V. (Ed) (1990) Why Work – Arguments for the Leisure Society, Freedom Press, p. 25.

… [Work] sentences the great majority of workers to spending their working lives in a way which contains no worthy challenge, no stimulus to self-perfection, no chance of development, no element of Beauty, Truth, or Goodness. The basic aim of modern industrialism is not to make work satisfying but to raise productivity; its proudest achievement is labor saving, whereby labor is stamped with the mark of undesirability.” 

Schumacher, E.F. (1979) Good Work, Cape, p. 27.

What is the Problem?

Amongst the many difficulties confronting this country, two stand out: unemployment and environmental degradation. 

Secrett, C. (1994) Working Future? Jobs and the Environment, Friends of the Earth, p. 5

In their concern to protect jobs, they ignore the possibility that some technologies are potentially too dangerous and costly to be continued.


Pepper, D. (1986) ‘Radical Environmentalism and the Labour Movement’, in Weston, J. (ed) (1986) Red and Green: The New Politics of the Environment, p. 129.

Workers will not be moved to destroy their own livelihood by some vague niceties about saving the planet.


Mellor, M. (1992) Breaking the Boundaries: Towards a Feminist Green Socialism, p. 243.

The Good News

…as we prepare for a low carbon future for our environment thousands of jobs will come for investing in energy efficiency and in environmental technology products and processes, from carbon capture to innovative low-carbon fuels, where Britain can be a world leader creating new jobs for the future. 

Gordon Brown (10/09/07) Speech to the TUC Congress.  

The Bad News

The sticker on the hard hat says: "Honk if you smell of wee". It sits in a cubbyhole in the lodge of the Hurn Recycling Centre, Dorset. The men who work there stand on the line for nine and a half hours at a time, picking out contaminants from a stream of recyclable waste that shoots past on a conveyor belt. They don't, generally, have much to laugh about. The noise of the engines is too loud to talk over and, anyway, their mouths are covered by plastic masks.

Emma Brockes (22/5/02) “Cash for trash”, Guardian, society, pp. 6-7.

Just Transition – The Solution?

Environmental measures have and will lead to certain jobs being placed under threat… So devising alternative employment strategies must be a central part of the process… [It will] mean fewer jobs in car and truck manufacturing and road building.  But there will be more building buses, trams and trains.

Dalton, AJP. (1994/5) “Jobs or the Environment,” Hazards 49, Hazards, p. 10.

Solutions to environmental problems [must] address the interests of workers and the communities where they live. The cost of change should be fairly distributed throughout society. No worker should be asked to choose between his/her livelihood or the environment. Sustainable employment must be part of the solution along with a sustainable economy and healthy ecosystems. Just Transition is about planning for these changes in a fair and equitable way.

Canadian Labour Congress Canadian Labour Congress (2000) Just Transition for workers During Environmental Change, viewed at http://canadianlabour.ca/updir/justransen.pdf (17/6/07), p. 1.

Just Transition is about many things.  It’s about fairness and environmental justice.  It is about quality employment in an economy based on sustainable production and infrastructure.  It is about communities as the focus of Just Transition programs – communities as centres of diverse, labour-intensive industries, with strong public sector to support them.  It is above all, about alternative employment in a sustainable economy.  

Ibid, p. 4. 

What about Work

The individual is forcing the change.  People are shopping around, not only for the right job but for the right atmosphere… This new generation in the workplace is saying “I want a society and a job that values me more than the gross national product.  I want work that engages the heart as well as the mind and the body, that fosters friendship and that nourishes the earth.


Roddick, A. (1988) "The Responsibilities of Profit," One Earth Magazine.

The Green criticism of traditional economic structures, both socialist and capitalist, is that they trap people into unnecessary work. The main criticism of waged work is not that it is exploitative, yielding profits for those who control it, but that it is meaningless with no room for personal expression or autonomy. For Ted Trainer, ‘few people work at activities yielding them increased knowledge or valuable experience or personal growth’. People are trapped by the ‘work ethic’ into ‘sorrowful drudgery’ and endless wasteful production. According to André Gorz, most people waste their lives to earn their pay, and the most important political task now is to liberate ourselves for work.

Mellor, M. (1992) Breaking the Boundaries – Towards a Feminist Green Socialism, Virago, pp. 272-273.
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