
Best Practices 
for a Just Transition 
in Vancouver

PREPARED BY 
Vanessa Sun
UBC Sustainability Scholar, 2021

August 2021

PREPARED FOR
George Patrick Richard Benson
Manager, Economic Transformation 
(Decarbonization and Just Transition)
Vancouver Economic Commission



Best Practices for a Just Transition in Vancouver 1

This report was produced as part of the Greenest City or Healthy City Scholars 
Program, a partnership between the City of Vancouver and the University of  
British Columbia, in support of the Greenest City Action Plan and the  
Healthy City Strategy.

This project was conducted under the mentorship of City staff. The opinions  
and recommendations in this report, and any errors, are those of the author,  
and do not necessarily reflect the views of the City of Vancouver of the University  
of British Columbia. 

The following are official partners and sponsors of the Greenest City or  
Healthy City Scholars Program:

Acknowledgements

The author acknowledges that the work for this project took place on the unceded 
ancestral lands of the xwməθkwəy̓əm (Musqueam), Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish), Stó:lō 
and Səl̓ílwətaʔ/Selilwitulh (Tsleil- Waututh) Nations. The author would also like to 
acknowledge the many Indigenous peoples who have been caretakers of the land 
since time immemorial. The ongoing discussion and efforts related to reconciliation 
are just the beginning of a long journey, with much more work to be done. 

The author would like to thank the Sustainability Scholars Program for this 
opportunity to work on this project, and Karen Taylor and Sarah Labahn for 
providing guidance and support. The author would also like to thank George Benson 
for being a supportive mentor who has constantly provided opportunities of growth 
and development. Lastly, the author would like to thank all the members of the 
External Advisory Group who graciously shared their knowledge and feedback to 
strengthen this report. 



Best Practices for a Just Transition in Vancouver 2

Executive Summary

Introduction

In 2020, the City of Vancouver approved the Climate Emergency Action Plan 
(CEAP) to ensure Vancouver reduces carbon pollution by 50 percent below 
2007 levels by 2030. An increasingly recognised part of moving to a zero 
emissions world is to provide a “just transition” for workers who may be 
impacted by this socio-economic transformation. The Vancouver Economic 
Commission (VEC) was tasked within CEAP to develop an economic plan 
that supports businesses and workers to successfully and prosperously 
decarbonize. Through this Zero Emissions Economic Transition Action 
Plan (ZEETAP), VEC plans to support and accelerate Vancouver’s economic 
transition to a zero carbon future in ways that enhance socio-economic 
equity.

The purpose of this project was to research and assess global best practices 
to inform a just transition in Vancouver. The following report consists of 
a high-level definition of what a just transition could mean for Vancouver 
and a jurisdictional scan of just transition practices happening elsewhere, 
especially at the local or regional level. Additionally, the report presents a 
brief overview on Vancouver’s labour market context and provides a deep 
dive into understanding how two of the largest emitting sectors – buildings 
and transportation – are currently undergoing labour market transitions, 
and what need(s) must be met to achieve a just transition. In particular, 
the report reviews transition planning in cities with a similar governance, 
economic, and/or environmental landscape to Vancouver. It concludes 
with recommendations, including an outline of a regional “Just Transition 
Council,” that VEC and other stakeholders may assess and expand as part of 
the development of ZEETAP.

Methodology

The research methods include a comprehensive scan of existing literature 
on the just transition, interviews with global cities’ planning and 
local stakeholders, and participation in C40’s Inclusive Climate Action 
Academy on equitable job access in a green and just recovery. Findings 
and recommendations were filtered through an External Advisory Group 
consisting of union representatives, industry representatives, academics, 
and local government representatives.
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Key Findings

•	 There is no universal definition or approach to a just transition. 
The purposes of the project found a blended definition of existing 
definitions to be most ideal: 
 

“A just transition is a worker-inclusive approach that aims to minimize 
the impacts of environmental policies on workers in affected 
industries. Additionally, the just transition will move towards an 
equitable future, ensuring that new opportunities in the ‘green 
economy’ will include those previously excluded from the high-carbon 
economy. A just transition is met when everyone has social protection, 
all jobs are decent, emissions are low or at zero, and communities are 
thriving and resilient.” 
 

•	 Alignment on just transition work with different levels of government is 
key. However, many cities – and notably Vancouver – often move more 
swiftly than senior orders of governments on climate action. This speed 
discrepancy poses challenges, which are exacerbated by the lack of 
significant regional market planning. 

•	 Vehicles and buildings are the two largest contributors to greenhouse 
gas emissions in Vancouver and Metro Vancouver, and account for two 
of the larger and more fragmented sectors of employment. Because 
of this, a just transition in these sectors must consider independent 
workers not represented by a union or other organizations.

•	 Any just transition planning in Vancouver must also address or at least 
navigate the ongoing shortages of skilled workers in many sectors, 
particularly as retirements and a lack of younger and diverse workers 
(especially women and people of colour) who feel comfortable entering 
these trades and industries.

•	 The limited examples of just transition planning have often been 
done at a national level, and have been focused on coal and fossil 
fuel reliant communities. The most relevant local or regional just 
transition examples for Vancouver include New York City, Oslo, and Los 
Angeles, all of which are still at very early stages of development or 
implementation.
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•	 Across all case studies, important principles for success include:

•	 Importance of clear, accountable governance structures to inform 
key stakeholders and aid effective decision making

•	 Cross-departmental collaboration within and between 
government(s)

•	 Inclusion of workers from historically marginalized communities 
from the earliest stages of planning and research to ensure 
inequalities will not be reinstated in new labour market patterns 
and structures.

•	 Understanding of the data (and its gaps) and the demographics of 
workers and future trends of the transitioning sector(s)

Recommendations

Based on the literature review, interviews with global cities and local 
stakeholders, and discussion with an External Advisory Group, this report 
recommends: 

1.	 VEC build buy-in with key stakeholders on the concept of a Regional 
Just Transition Council based on the outline proposed in the report  
for VEC; 

2.	 VEC and the City of Vancouver engage with First Nations to better 
understand their interest in future labour market planning with respect 
to climate action;

3.	 VEC identifies and works with industry and community leaders to 
support marginalized groups’ entry to the workforce in key sectors, 
especially construction; and

4.	 VEC takes an active advocacy position by creating alignment  
between all levels of government on just transition initiatives in  
Metro Vancouver.
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Next Steps

Since the discussion of a just transition has only recently begun to gain 
localtraction, there is still a great deal of research to conduct. With so few 
successful case studies regarding a just transition outside of a coal or fossil-fuel 
reliant communities, there are many research gaps the VEC can address moving 
forward, including:

1.	 Approaches to integrating environmental justice and a “transition 
to justice” in labour market planning in Vancouver, to better serve 
communities that have and continue to face various forms of 
marginalization.

2.	 Understanding how the impacts of just transition planning and 
approaches in Metro Vancouver will be felt in the rest of British Columbia. 

3.	 Understanding how to engage the finance sector in just transition 
planning, particularly larger institutional investors. 

4.	 Identifying ways to leverage and align with existing work done locally 
or provincially that may not be listed under but is still relevant to just 
transition work, such as the CleanBC Workforce Readiness Plan, Skills 
Certification Program, and Vancouver Regional Construction Association 
(VRCA) Construction Workforce of Tomorrow project.

5.	 Working with school boards in the region, and post-secondary 
institutions, to review and audit programs and courses of significance for 
decarbonization; and to conduct future labour market projections of the 
green economy and integrate these in clear, accessible communications to 
workers.

Conclusion

The just transition is ultimately an umbrella term for a variety of practical 
programs to help workers gain the skills and keep (or gain) the support 
necessary during periods of immense change. However, it is more than a 
haphazard collection of courses or funding schemes; it is also a deep and 
profound moral commitment central to any successful climate policy.  
We cannot reduce emissions and prevent the worst impacts of climate change 
unless we can guarantee a better life on the other side of that transformation. 
While Vancouver’s labour market faces a peculiar series of challenges that make 
its journey to a just transition different from many others, there exists enough 
commonality that we can learn and respond with the benefit of what others 
have experienced. Vancouver has long been a leader in climate action, and has 
secured notable successes in protecting workers — now is the time to bring 
those together. As Brian Kohler, Canadian union activist, memorably stated in 
1996: “The real choice is not jobs or environment. It is both or neither.”


