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1.  BACKGROUND

C
ities produce around 70% of 
global greenhouse emissions 
and consume about two thirds 

of the world’s energy. Urban areas also 
concentrate more than half of the world’s 
population, and that figure is expected 
to increase to 68% by 2050.1 Cities and 
urbanisation inevitably have a strong 
impact on the climate, ecosystems and 
biodiversity. As they concentrate and 
intensify human-induced warming locally, 
they contribute to more frequent hot 
extremes and heatwaves.2 Natural disasters, 
epidemics and pandemics, war and conflict 
additionally impose serious challenges to 
local communities and to public service 
workers, especially first responders and 
frontline workers, many of whom depend 
on local and regional governments (LRGs). 
These emergencies are made worse by the 
negative impacts of “man-made disasters” 
such as austerity/budget cuts, privatization, 
outsourcing, short staffing, and lack of 
regular trained staff.3

While at the heart of climate change and 
disasters, cities and local communities are 
often the most severely affected by their 
consequences. Through local policies and 
actions, many cities and regions are leading 
in CO2 emission cuts and are experimenting 
innovative ways to mitigate and adapt to 
the already dramatic consequences of the 
climate crisis. Many are employing so-called 
“nature-based” solutions; testing new forms 
of transition into renewable energies; and 
stepping up disaster risk reduction (DRR) 
and preparedness to respond to extreme 
weather events and disasters. 

LRGs are central to the implementation 
of several climate- and disaster-related 
global policy frameworks, such as the 
United Nations (UN) Conference of the 
Parties (COP) Agreements, the Sendai 
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 
(DRR), the New Urban Agenda (NUA) and 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
which all encompass commitments related 
to climate, disasters and environmental 
protection. Even in countries where central 
governments are reluctant to implement 
climate commitments, some LRGs are 
moving forward with daring local de-
carbonisation plans, taking climate change 
mitigation and adaptation actions, piloting 
greener forms of mobility and waste 
services, designing, and implementing pro-
climate/green urban policies, sometimes in 
dialogue and collaboration with residents. 

Yet, none of these initiatives and policy 
measures can be implemented without the 
many frontline workers in LRGs services 
who make them happen with their daily work 
and dedication. Ranging from water and 
sanitation to waste collection and disposal 
services; from urban planners and engineers 
to green space/landscaping services; 
from firefighters and first emergency 
responders to park rangers and many more, 
bringing de-carbonisation, DRR policies 
and environmental measures to life on the 
ground requires more than ever adequate 
numbers of well trained, properly equipped 
LRG workers in decent working conditions, 
with full access to trade union rights and 
occupational safety and health (OSH).  

https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement
https://www.preventionweb.net/files/43291_sendaiframeworkfordrren.pdf
https://www.preventionweb.net/files/43291_sendaiframeworkfordrren.pdf
https://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/NUA-English.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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2.  The climate crisis, cities  
and local public services

T
he SDGs require states to 
substantially shift towards renewable 
energy by 2030 to curb climate 

change and related natural or man-made 
disasters, and to enhance energy access 
and efficiency. The severity of the climate 
crisis the world faces was emphasized 
by the latest Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) Report on the 
science of climate change published in 
August 2021. The Report shows that every 
world’s region is already facing the impact 
of climate change, and that poor and 
vulnerable communities – including slums 
and informal settlements - are most at risk 
from its often-devastating effects. Some of 
the climate changes that have happened are 
now irreversible, while others looming ahead 
are inevitable. 

2.1 CITIES’ CONTRIBUTIONS TO 
THE CLIMATE CRISIS
 
Cities and urbanization contribute to climate 
change in many ways:

 z Urban sprawling: when it is not well-
designed and planned and with little/
inadequate public transport or access 
to public services, urbanisation means 
more vehicles on the road emitting 
greenhouse gasses. The unbridled 
expansion of urban areas enhances 
energy consumption, greenhouse 
gas emissions, climate change and 
environmental degradation.

 z Energy consumption: with so many 
people living in cities, these use large 
amounts of energy. Besides, when that 
energy is generated from burning fossil 
fuels, this dramatically contributes to 
greenhouse gas emissions.

 z Buildings: are often not designed in 
ways that are energy efficient, which 
has a deeply negative energy footprint 
on the climate. Building retrofitting is still 
rarely implemented and poorly financed.

 
 z Building materials: such as concrete 
and steel - instead of sustainable, local 
natural materials - as well as the building 
processes used to construct urban 
areas also contribute significantly to 
CO2 emissions. 

 z Water use: cities use large volumes 
of water – which puts more strain on 
compromised water resources.

 z Waste: the vast amounts of waste 
generated in cities contributes to 
greenhouse gas emissions through the 
release of methane gas.

 z Heath generation: cities are hotter than 
rural areas because of the effect of 
the concentrated amount of concrete, 
tar, roads, vehicles and buildings. 

https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg1/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGI_Full_Report_smaller.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg1/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGI_Full_Report_smaller.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg1/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGI_Full_Report_smaller.pdf
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This has huge impacts on the health 
of communities as well as on public 
service workers.

 z Transport-related pollution and 
congestion: lack of equitable access 
to mass public transport from rural and 
peri-urban areas to urban centres where 
jobs and services are found increases 
the overreliance on private cars, 
motorbikes and other forms of ignition-
based transport increasing pollution and 
commute-related congestion. 

2.2 THE IMPACT OF THE 
CLIMATE CRISIS ON URBAN 
AREAS AND LOCAL COMMUNITIES
 
Many of these worrying developments 
inevitably have a major impact on cities 
and densely populated areas. Major cities 

around the world already experience 
extreme weather patterns, such as flash 
floods and hurricanes, as well as droughts. 
With global warming, urban areas and cities 
will be affected by more heatwaves, with 
more hot days and warm nights, as well 
as sea level rise and increases in tropical 
cyclone storms.4 Sea level rises – which 
could rise as high as 2 meters - are already 
happening, with impacts especially felt by 
coastal cities and settlements. Sea rises 
matched with extreme rainfall/river flow are 
expected to enhance the frequency and 
severity of flooding and coastal erosion. 
In addition, over the past years there have 
been increasing numbers of out-of-control 
vegetation fires ravaging cities worldwide. 
Arctic coastal settlements are particularly 
exposed to climate change due to sea ice 
retreat.5 The very existence of Small Island 
Developing States (SIDS) in under threat 
(see Box 1). 

©Waldopepper Flickr
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Box 1: The climate crisis and Small Island Developing States (SIDS) in the Caribbean

The climate crisis is a global challenge; but the experiences of climate change are certainly 
local. It is an existential threat to Small Island Developing States (SIDS) as they continue to 
feel the extreme effects of the continuous rise in greenhouse gas emissions. The effects 
of climate change threaten the sustainable development of SIDS – countries are already 
struggling to meet the development needs of their populations. The small islands and the 
communities that live near coasts are in danger of disappearing if the dangers of global 
warming are not addressed collectively and urgently today. 

In the cities and towns of the Caribbean, LRG workers are already dealing with and finding 
ways to adapt to rising sea levels, warming temperatures, and more frequent and extreme 
weather events. But their efforts are hampered by the lack of resources. Austerity measures 
prescribed by the International Financial Institutions (IFIs) have meant that fewer resources 
are available to LRGs to meet the needs of populations and to effectively prepare for and 
respond to climate emergencies. Many Caribbean countries are also burdened by significant 
international debt payments making it extremely costly to institute protective and adaptation 
measures.  

The costs to recover from floods, drought, storms hurricanes and other disasters take 
away scarce resources from budgets for education, health, infrastructure, and other social 
spending. While there is an obvious need for more staff, more training, more and better tools, 
workers in local and regional governments in Caribbean SIDS have to make do with what 
they currently have. Increasingly Caribbean LRGs and the workers have to rely on gifts and 
volunteers to get the work done, which is an unsustainable situation.

The empowerment of workers to influence national climate plans is critical in how Jamaica 
and other Caribbean SIDS approach climate resilience. Workers represented by PSI affiliate 
the Jamaica Association of Local Government officers (JALGO) include fire fighters, social 
workers, disaster preparedness workers, workers providing water services, and other 
frontline workers in disaster preparedness and response. Through social dialogue and 
various collective bargaining rounds – and especially during Jamaica’s IMF programmes and 
the COVID-19 pandemic, JALGO insisted on ensuring the involvement of trade unions in the 
country’s development plans and efforts, especially at the local level.

According to the World Health Organization 
(WHO) more than 166,000 people have 
been killed by heatwaves between 1998-
2017. Heat stress is known to cause heart 
attacks and strokes, as well as kidney 
disease. This will affect particularly those 
outdoor workers, such as public service 
workers in the electricity, water and waste 
management sectors, landscape and green 
spaces, municipal police, truck drivers, as 
well as public emergency workers (PES) 
such as firefighters, ambulance drivers, 
first responders etc. Regions were this is 
known to be a particular problem include 
Southern United States, Central America 

and the Caribbean, Northern South America, 
North and West Africa, South and Southeast 
Asia and the Mediterranean. Cities will 
have to limit workers working hours and 
the time of the day they work once the 
temperature reaches a certain point. In 
addition, cities must start looking at setting 
up cooling station – not only for workers, 
but for the general community on days when 
the temperature increase is excessive.6 
The changing climate is also facilitating 
the spread of diseases, epidemics and 
zoonoses such as Zika, Malaria, Dengue, 
and Covid-19, as well as waterborne 
infections.



7PUBLIC EMERGENCIES AND ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION

Box 2: Miami and Athens appoint chief heat officers

After the ravaging fires of 2021 and the increased frequency of heatwaves and extreme 
weather events killing residents and causing harm and destruction, Miami (US) and Athens 
(Greece) became the first-ever cities to appoint a dedicated Chief Heat Officer to tackle the 
consequences of the climate crisis in their local communities. Jane Gilbert’s role in Miami 
and Eleni Myrivili’s in Athens is to expand, accelerate, and coordinate the cities’ efforts and 
services to cool down the cities and protect residents and tourists from heat and save lives. 
The cities place a special focus on the poorer communities, the young, the elderly and 
people with chronic diseases, who bear the brunt of the public health impact of extreme 
heat. Concrete measures include:

* the creation of an inter-service, city-wide heat task force encompassing health, envi-
ronment, urban planning services etc.;

* shade and humidity generation by increasing tree and green spaces;
* (re)designing and retrofitting urban infrastructure such as roads and building and exam-

ining building materials to make them heat-proof through natural cooling; 
* incentives to green rooves and pavements; 
* reducing heat and pollution-generating traffic;
* the setup of cool-down centres for vulnerable people; 
* informing and educating residents through communication channels about the dan-

gers of heat waves and how to act swiftly and setting up a smartphone heath wave alert 
system app to warn residents and tourists;

* ensuring outdoor workers - such as landscaping and public space workers - are regu-
larly supplied with drinking water and accessible shaded areas. 

Sources: multiple sources see footnote.7

EQUITABLE ACCESS TO LOCAL 
PUBLIC SERVICES, CLIMATE 
RESILIENCE AND MITIGATION
 
As part of their mitigation strategy, cities 
can look at how to make changes in all 
these areas to lower greenhouse gas 
emissions. But cities also need to focus 
on adaptation, that is how to cope with 
the impact of climate change in a way that 
reduces inequalities rather than increasing 
them; and that builds the resilience of the 
poor and least resilient communities in 
their jurisdiction. 

Equitable access to quality local public 
services is core to building climate 

resilience and reducing inequalities, and 
cities are at the forefront of public service 
provision to communities and territories. 
A focus on public service equity can help 
LRGs to build the resilience and reduce the 
inequalities that climate change has the 
potential to worsen. This means a renewed 
look at strong public LRG funding systems 
and how to sustainably finance local public 
services for all. Adequate investment in 
local public services is therefore going 
to be key to deal effectively with the 
additional challenges posed by the climate 
crisis to LRGs. Some critical areas where 
public investment in local public services 
is urgently needed are:

https://uploads.eventdrive.com/events/13054/bonuslist/7544/2021-en-lrg-conf-brief-3.CNZmVybe.pdf
https://uploads.eventdrive.com/events/13054/bonuslist/7544/2021-en-lrg-conf-brief-3.CNZmVybe.pdf
https://uploads.eventdrive.com/events/13054/bonuslist/7544/2021-en-lrg-conf-brief-3.CNZmVybe.pdf
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failed to deliver on climate targets. 
Energy must be reclaimed to public 
ownership, governed democratically, 
and operate under a new “pro-public” 
mandate to carry out the energy 
transition that is urgently needed, 
while meeting the needs of users, 
workers and communities. To fight 
energy poverty and take back control 
of its carbon footprint, Barcelona 
remunicipalised its energy by creating 
publicly owned Barcelona Energia. In 
2019, the public utility started servicing 
20,000 households, distributing 
locally generated renewable energy. 
Its tariffs are controlled by the local 
administration, which expects to make 
significant savings just by using it 
to power all its public buildings and 
services.11 Also, PSI promotes and 
endorses the Trade Union Program for 
a Public Low-Carbon Energy Future 
launched at COP26 in November 2021, 
which envisages a comprehensive 
reclaiming of energy as a de-
commodified, public good to effectively 
combat the climate crisis.

 z Digital technologies: smart cities and 
digital technologies are often hailed as 
a panacea and as a major part of the 
solution to climate change. However, 
smart cities can be about making cities 
more accessible for business to operate 
and make their profit, rather than 
enabling all residents gain have access 
to quality public services and live in 
safe, healthy environments. Indeed, less 
than one in five people have access 
to the internet in least developed 
countries. Two thirds of  the world’s 
school-age children have  no internet 
access at home, with those living in rural 
areas having less access  (25 percent) 
than their urban peers (41  percent).12

 z Housing: globally about 1 billion people 
live in informal settlements and 150 
million are homeless.8 These are 
among the most vulnerable residents 
when it comes to facing the impacts 
of climate crisis. To tackle this major 
vulnerability, it is urgent to: halt the sale 
and privatisation of public and social 
housing; regulate the real-estate market 
to ensure affordable rentals and prices 
in all areas; invest massively to expand 
the provision of public and social 
housing; and renovate existing public 
and social housing stocks in an energy-
saving and climate-friendly manner.9

 z Transport: Transport is currently 
responsible for a quarter of CO2 
emissions. Changing transport systems 
from private vehicles to mass public 
transport is key. A global shift to public 
transport, walking and cycling is 
needed, reducing car use alongside a 
transition to zero-emission vehicles. The 
proportion of public transport journeys 
in the world’s cities must double in this 
decade to bring global emissions down, 
in line with keeping the temperature 
rise to 1.5°C.10 Public transport is also 
a cornerstone of equity. For millions of 
people worldwide, public transport is 
the only option to reach the workplace 
but also other vital public services like 
hospitals, schools, kindergartens, care, 
registry, libraries, and the many other 
public services that enable human rights 
and a dignified life. PSI supports the 
global campaign “The Future is public 
Transport” by the International Transport 
Workers’ Federation (ITF) and C40 
cities. 

 z Energy: decarbonation and 
electrification cannot occur as long 
as energy rests in the hands of 
private markets, which have already 

https://pop-umbrella.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/cbd568ae-bbe3-4ef4-ac8c-8c8987d10032_Trade_Union_Program_for_a_Public__Low-Carbon_Energy_Future.pdf
https://pop-umbrella.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/cbd568ae-bbe3-4ef4-ac8c-8c8987d10032_Trade_Union_Program_for_a_Public__Low-Carbon_Energy_Future.pdf
https://publicservices.international/resources/news/-smart-cities-for-people-or-for-profit?id=10380&lang=en
https://publicservices.international/resources/news/-smart-cities-for-people-or-for-profit?id=10380&lang=en
https://peopleoverprof.it/campaigns/the-future-is-public-transport-?id=11697&lang=en
https://peopleoverprof.it/campaigns/the-future-is-public-transport-?id=11697&lang=en
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3.  Extreme climate events, disasters and 
local public emergency services (PES)

E
xtreme weather events such 
as cyclones, not only have an 
immediate impact killing people and 

displacing thousands, but cause long term 
impacts, which public service workers 
have to deal with. Preparedness is at the 
heart of disaster risk reduction (DRR). With 
their frontline expertise, public emergency 
workers and their trade unions play a key 
role in building effective DRR strategies 
and processes. From emergency response 
to restoration services, from rescue 
planning to making public facilities and 
infrastructures disaster-proof, frontline LRG 

workers including firefighters, water and 
sanitation, electricity workers, health, care 
and community support - among many 
others - are fundamental to save lives and 
support communities as they recover from 
disasters.  The impact of Cyclone Idai on 
Mozambique in 2019 (Box 3) exemplifies 
the magnitude of the destruction and 
displacement caused and the challenges 
LRG workers had to deal with to save and 
restore basic vital services in the absence 
of a proper DRR strategy and adequate 
staffing. 

First responders Filipines
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Box 3: Mozambique: an example of the impact of extreme weather on urban areas

Cyclone Idai hit Mozambique on the night of 14 March 2021. Strong winds, heavy rainfall and 
a large storm surge resulted in overflowing rivers, towns deluged by water, and huge swathes 
of flooded land. Over 1.5 million people living in the four provinces that bore the brunt of the 
cyclone were affected. Over 400 000 people were displaced, over 1600 injured and more 
than 600 died. Public emergency responders and health workers were at the forefront of 
dealing with the immediate aftermath of the cyclone. However, part of the severity of the 
impact of the cyclone was the lack of measures Mozambique has in place to cope with the 
impact of floods, storms and droughts.

The long-term impact of the cyclone on poverty in the country has been severe. Mozambique 
already had high levels of poverty, with 70-80% of the population in urban areas living in 
informal settlements. The immediate and more long-term impact of the cyclone on their lives 
has been immense. The more formal built environment suffered enormous damage: 240,000 
houses were partially or fully destroyed; over 118,000 latrines were damaged in urban areas; 
generation plants, transmission and distribution lines, as well as transformers were damaged; 
over 1 300 schools were affected; 89 health facilities were partially destroyed while 3 facilities 
were totally destroyed. In addition, because of the disruption to electricity, much of the water 
infrastructure couldn’t work and more than 40, 000 families were left without access to safe 
water. Delivery of, and access to, vital public services was thus severely hampered post the 
cyclone, with the result that more people were pushed into poverty.  The burden on health 
workers also increased dramatically with the health sector having to deal with rising numbers 
of cholera, malaria and other diseases as a result of the destruction caused by the cyclone. 
Besides destroying infrastructure necessary for the delivery of services, Cyclone Idai also 
destroyed government offices and all infrastructure, records and equipment associated with 
these offices. This made it especially difficult for public services and LRG departments in the 
affected provinces to function properly – both in the immediate aftermath of the Cyclone and 
in the long term. 

The government has faced serious difficulties in mobilizing the resources for financing post-
disaster emergency response, recovery, and reconstruction. The humanitarian plan to cope 
with the immediate aftermath of the storm was less than 50% funded. There has been no 
sustained funding subsequent to this to help the country adapt to extreme weather events or 
strengthen public services to reduce the vulnerability of those most at risk of these events. The 
lack of sufficient Climate Finance from the developed countries to countries like Mozambique, 
who contribute little to greenhouse gas emissions but who feel the impact of Climate Change 
disproportionately, has made it harder for the country to cope with the reality of Climate Change. 
Nearly three years after Cyclone Idai, and after two more cyclones have hit the same area, 
thousands of Mozambicans are still struggling to recover. They are faced with ongoing storms, 
floods and droughts, exacerbating and deepening existing persistent poverty and inequalities.  
 
Sources: multiple sources see footnote13
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Extreme weather events and DRR 
needs require the full enjoyment of the 
fundamental trade union rights of freedom 
of association and collective bargaining 
by LRG workers not only because these 
are human rights entitlements, but also 
because their respect is critical to keep 
public emergency service (PES) workers 
safe, while capitalizing on their wealth of 
expertise and professionalism as frontline 
responders. Only under such conditions 
they can fully engage in all the challenges 
ahead, both  in the risks they assume in 
their work and the skills and dedication 
they bring to bear. 

LRG workers and their unions must be also 
involved in city planning to take account 
of new weather patterns and measures, 
to adapt to the increasing frequency and 
severity of weather events. The close 
connection between trade union rights, 
worker and union involvement in DRR 
planning and effective public emergency 
services is exemplified in the case of 
Bislig City and acknowledged in the 2018 
International Labour Organization (ILO) 
Guidelines on decent work in public 
emergency services (Box 4).

Cyclone Kenneth Par MODIS image captured by NASA’s Terra satellite — 
EOSDIS Worldview - Creative Commons

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_dialogue/---sector/documents/normativeinstrument/wcms_626551.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_dialogue/---sector/documents/normativeinstrument/wcms_626551.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_dialogue/---sector/documents/normativeinstrument/wcms_626551.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_dialogue/---sector/documents/normativeinstrument/wcms_626551.pdf
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Box 4: Respecting the labour and trade union rights of LRG workers save lives!

Bislig City: social dialogue at the heart of disaster preparedness and response

In November 2013, typhoon Hayian – one of the world’s strongest storms ever - hit the 
Philippines causing over 6,000 deaths and displacing over 4 million people. Ninety percent of 
Tacloban City, Island of Leyte, was destroyed. Drawing from this tragic event and recognizing 
that the fundamental role of public emergency workers in the response to extreme climate 
events - as well as in post-disaster rebuilding - the Local Government of Bislig City (Surigao 
del Sur, Mindanao) and the Bislig City Employee Association trade union agreed in 2016 to 
work together to develop a comprehensive disaster preparedness action plan. The terms 
of this collaboration resulted into a Memorandum of Understanding acknowledging that “a 
functioning and effective social dialogue between local government employers and workers, 
who are involved as first responders and must enjoy full trade union rights, is the essential 
condition for a successful disaster preparedness scheme”.  With the help of a union solidarity 
fund, this dialogue has also enabled Bislig City emergency workers to upskill, get better 
disaster preparedness training, and access to adequate personal protective equipment to 
better respond to their city emergencies and save lives and infrastructures when disaster hits. 
This approach anticipated the recommendations contained in the 2018 Guidelines of the ILO 
on decent work in public emergency services.

The ILO Guidelines on Public Emergency Services (PES) workers

The 2018 ILO Guidelines on PES – to which a PSI delegation actively contributed -  are an 
important tool for LRG workers and their unions as they acknowledge their roles as PES 
workers providing important guidance and principles that apply  to all ILO members states: 

* The definition of PES workers (par. 10): “Public emergency services include police, 
firefighting, emergency medical services, search, rescue and evacuation services, 
and other services regularly called upon to respond in emergencies, such as health 
and social services, armed forces, security and surveillance services, bomb disposal 
units, local governments, mortuary and body-handling services, immediately 
necessary measures which are critical to allow rescue and stabilization, services 
responsible for the restoration of water and electricity supply, and related professions, 
such as social workers, according to need and national context”.

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_dialogue/---sector/documents/normativeinstrument/wcms_626551.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_dialogue/---sector/documents/normativeinstrument/wcms_626551.pdf
https://www.world-psi.org/en/new-ilo-guidelines-ensure-decent-work-public-emergency-services-pes
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* Right to organise and collective bargaining & social dialogue. The Guidelines indicate 
that ‘states of emergency’ should not be used as a pretext to curtail these rights 
(para 102). Given that many PES are deemed ‘essential services’, workers who are 
refused the right to strike must benefit from impartial collective dispute resolution 
mechanisms (para 105). The Guidelines also acknowledge the importance of social 
dialogue mechanisms in many areas of decision-making – decisions are more solid if 
PES workers and their unions are involved from the start.

* Entitlement to Occupational Safety and Health (OSH), training and Personal Protective 
Equipment (PPE): PPE is the ultimate barrier preventing injury or death to PES workers 
– when all other methods have failed (section D). PES employers must provide the 
appropriate PPE according to risk, and maintain this equipment, at no cost to PES 
workers.  PES workers also have the right to refuse unsafe work; the right to adequate 
tools and training, such as field exercises – including with the community.

* Public character of PES: (par. 35): “PES have an extremely strong public nature and 
in principle should not be privatized or contracted out.” and should not be subject 
to fiscal austerity (par. 33). PES workers also have the right to refuse unsafe work; 
the right to adequate tools and training, such as field exercises – including with the 
community.

* A standard for ‘volunteers’ in PES:  even though not PES employees, ‘volunteers’ are 
workers and must benefit from fundamental principles and rights at work. ‘No volunteer 
should be asked to carry out any work or activity that is not commensurate with the 
training they have received and for which they have been assessed as competent. 
(Par. 122). Further, ‘the use of volunteers should not impair the coordination of PES, 
substitute PES workers, or undermine the wages or working conditions of other PES 
workers, or be used to justify the understaffing or underfunding of PES.’

 
Source: PSI, “New ILO guidelines to ensure decent work in Public Emergency Services 
(PES)”, 25 April 2018

https://www.world-psi.org/en/new-ilo-guidelines-ensure-decent-work-public-emergency-services-pes
https://www.world-psi.org/en/new-ilo-guidelines-ensure-decent-work-public-emergency-services-pes
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4.  Municipal waste services

W
aste collection and 
management are essential 
public services for every 

community and are necessary

for the protection of public health and the 
environment.14 The amount of waste across 
the globe is growing with urbanisation, but 
in many countries, it is poorly managed. 
Effective management of waste is an 
important contributor to the reduction of 
greenhouse gasses in the atmosphere, 
and therefore to mitigating climate 
change.15  It is estimated that by 2050, 2.6 
billion tonnes of CO2-equivalents will come 
from waste.16  Waste workers staffing, 
equipment, training and working conditions 
are going to be critical to meet these many 
challenges. 

One of the most significant ways that 
waste management impacts on climate 
change is through the release of 
methane and carbon dioxide from rotting 
organic waste. It is estimated that food 
waste, much of it rotting in landfill sites, 
contributes 6% to greenhouse gas 
emissions.17 Inorganic waste does not 
contribute directly to the emission of 
greenhouse gases, unless it is incinerated. 
However, generally considerable carbon 
emissions have been involved in the 
production of goods which are ultimately 
discarded. The most important way to 
deal with the impact of waste on climate 

change is through reducing the amount 
of waste generated and where waste is 
generated, an emphasis on recycling and 
reusing becomes essential. In addition, it 
is important to separate out organic waste 
from inorganic waste so that the emissions 
from rotting organic waste can be better 
managed. This places an enormous 
responsibility on LRGs to manage their 
waste effectively and sustainably – 
particularly through promoting the circular 
economy and the reuse and recycling 
of goods and materials within their 
communities. 

LRGs also have a responsibility to manage 
landfill sites. In doing this, they face many 
challenges from the impacts of climate 
change already being felt. For instance, if 
landfill sites are built near the coast, rising 
sea levels could create an environmental 
disaster. If landfill sites are poorly 
managed, they could undermine water 
resources already compromised by climate 
change. Extreme weather events such as 
cyclones and hurricanes have the potential 
to damage landfill infrastructure. In Africa, 
environmentally friendly, and effectively 
managed landfill sites are among the 
biggest challenges for waste management 
in many countries. Controlled as well as 
uncontrolled dumping, and the burning 
of waste are major forms of disposing of 
waste in Africa. 
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Box 5: when the climate crisis, disaster and pandemic meet poor waste management 

Mozambique: the impact of Cyclone Idai on urban waste management systems

Extreme weather events can have a devastating impact on the waste management system in a city. 
The destruction caused by the weather adds considerably to the amount of waste to be managed. 
In addition, the safe storage and disposal of medical and other hazardous waste becomes difficult 
when infrastructure is destroyed. An example of this can be seen in Mozambique. Cyclone Idai, 
which devastated large areas of Mozambique, Zimbabwe and Malawi in March 2019 had a terrible 
impact on the existing solid waste management system of Beira. The system was already in a fragile 
state before the Cyclone hit and was unable to cope the scale of devastation left behind by Idai. 
Not only were huge mounds of waste created from the destructive force of the cyclone, but the 
cyclone also blocked off access to the landfill site, resulting in over-loaded waste dumpsites in 
the city itself. Much of the equipment of the waste management department was damaged or 
destroyed by the cyclone, making clean-up operations even more difficult. Hazardous waste was 
also not properly stored or disposed of, resulting in high exposure for residents. 

Medical waste disposal in Covid-19 times

“The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that 15 per cent of health care waste is hazardous 
and may be infectious, toxic, or radioactive. Such waste is frequently dumped when waste systems 
are lacking. This causes water contamination, among other health and environmental hazards, and 
exposes scavengers to contaminated waste. Health services often burn their waste, releasing toxic 
chemicals and, potentially, pathogens, into the air. Health workers are trained to manage these 
risks, but waste collectors’ working conditions are vastly different. (…) ‘The staff who clean the 
hospital and collect the waste may often be at greater risk than medical staff who produce it,’ (…) 
‘They are usually poorly educated and trained, and little attention is paid to their comfort and safety. 
It is uncommon for them not to have vaccinations or proper protective equipment. Disposable 
latex gloves may be provided, but they are thin and offer little protection. In warmer climates, the 
majority of cleaners will only wear sandals’.”

Source: Jozwiack, G. “Clinical waste collectors – unprotected, untrained, underpaid and 
undervalued”, Equal Times,  5 July 2021

Siena, italiy
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5.  Migration and human displacement 

O
ne of the most profound and visible 
impacts of climate change is the 
forced displacement of human 

populations. Triggered by slow onset 
environmental degradation to sudden-
impact weather events, people are being 
displaced or are migrating for survival. 
In 2020 alone, 30.7 million people were 
displaced by disasters, of which more than 
98% were weather-related, such as storms 
and floods.18 The International Organization 
for Migration (IOM) estimates that by 
2050, there could be between 25 million 
to 1 billion people moving internally within 
their countries or across borders due to 
climate-related reasons.19 The World Bank 
projects that, by 2050, if no significant 
climate and development actions are 
taken, up to 143 million people may move 
internally in Latin America, sub-Saharan 
Africa and South Asia.20 Depending on 
the nature of their movements, whether 
internally, across borders or exacerbated 
by conflicts, this population on the move 
is comprised of migrants, refugees and 
internally displaced persons (IDPs). 
Moreover, climate migration has complex 
interlinkages with social, economic and 
political factors, therefore necessitating 
comprehensive, holistic and human rights-
based solutions. 

At the frontlines dealing with these 
population movements the LRGs delivering 
public services from relocation, reception, 
resettlement, and integration. In cities, 
regions and municipalities, public service 
workers provide essential public services 
such as emergency response, health 
and social care, water distribution, 
waste management, job placement, 
and integration services, among others. 
These services fulfil basic human 
rights for migrants, refugees, internally 
displaced persons (IDPs) and their host 
communities, thereby supporting adaption 
and building resilience to the impact of 
climate change. 

Some cities have ‘rebelled’ against their 
central government migration and refugee 
policy when deemed inhuman and in 
breach of state human rights obligations, 
such as in the case of US so-called 
“sanctuary cities” whose administrations 
deliberately limited cooperation with 
federal immigration enforcement.21 In the 
UK and in continental Europe, instead, 
many municipalities organised themselves 
to better receive and integrate asylum 
seekers without placing themselves in 
opposition with their national government 
migration policies.22

Box 6: Towards a community-based approach to human mobility: the Lampedusa 
Charter

The idea of the Lampedusa Charter was born out of the 2014 tragedy where 300 migrants 
travelling from Libya to Italy died off Lampedusa’s coast after the boat, they were on caught fire 
and sank in the Mediterranean Sea. The Charter, whose text is still under consultation involving 
LRGs, human rights groups and civil society, aims to sets out a human rights-based approach 
to human mobility in compliance with the Global Compacts on migration and refugees and the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The approach also acknowledges and emphasizes 
the power of care, and the value of communities and territories embracing diversity. The text will 
be officially launched on 18 December 2021, on the occasion of the International Migrants Day.

Source: 2021 United Cities and Local Governments Executive Bureau Meetings Executive 
Summary

https://enb.iisd.org/sites/default/files/2021-05/UCLG_Executive_Summary.pdf
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6.  “Green jobs” and LRG services

M
ost public service jobs de-facto 
are so-called “green jobs” as they 
contribute to limiting the carbon 

footprint and deliver sustainability and 
socio-economic value to communities and 
the economy. 23 LRGs jobs are eminently 
green: water and sanitation, waste 
collection and disposal, housing services, 
funeral services, green and public 
space maintenance, urban transport, 
park rangers, firefighters and many PES 
professions, urbanists, infrastructure 
engineers, public procurement officials 
and many more play a vital role preserving 
biodiversity, public space and health, 
protecting the climate and ecosystems. 

With the imperative of the climate 
transition, there is a huge potential to 
create thousands of decent LRG jobs 
worldwide if there is political goodwill to 
do so. Thousands of clean jobs can be 
generated through investment in green 
renewable energy, retrofitting buildings and 

Box 7: Protecting world’s biodiversity without the tools to do so: public wildlife 
rangers in Africa and Asia

Where parks and forests are overseen by subnational governments, rangers and park guards are 
part of the pool of LRG workers. A WWF 2018 report shows that while wildlife rangers are one of 
the planet’s first and last lines of defence for biodiversity and wildlife protection, their working 
conditions are often unbearable. Their role is key to protect natural heritage, biodiversity and 
ecosystem conservation, also by combating illegal trade in wildlife and logging. However, from 
a survey carried out among 4,686 rangers from 17 countries in Africa and Asia, it emerges they 
work on average 76 hours a week, day and night, for less than $9 (US) a day. Sixty percent of 
them have no access to drinking water or shelter while on patrol and over 50 percent had no 
or inadequate work equipment to do their job. Almost four out of 10 rangers didn’t feel they had 
adequate training when they started their profession. One in four reported they had contracted 
malaria (almost 75 percent in Africa) and only 20 percent had access to a mosquito net. Rangers 
are also exposed to high rates of on-the-job verbal abuse (31 percent), threats (32 percent) and 
third-party violence by gang and illegal poachers/loggers’ crime.

Source: WWF, Life on the frontline. A global survey of the working conditions of rangers, 
2018

roads, the installation of electric vehicles/
bikes charging points, designing bike lanes 
and greening urban space. Much of this 
can be delivered by LRG workers.24

But if LRG workers are to unleash the full 
“green” potential their jobs can deliver to 
communities, they must be empowered, 
have access to the tools, the rights 
and the working conditions enabling 
them to fulfil their missions at their best. 
Unfortunately, many “green” LRG workers 
are forced to operate in extremely poor 
conditions, such as is the case of the 
majority of waste workers worldwide (see 
section 4). While the hype is about the 
“circular economy” or the “green” side of 
environmental protection jobs, the reality 
of green LRG professions leaves much 
to be desired. LRGs employers, trade 
unions and civil society have an important 
opportunity and a major responsibility to 
urgently change this situation. 

https://files.worldwildlife.org/wwfcmsprod/files/Publication/file/642kzvcbbz_Life_on_the_Frontline_Report_2018_.pdf?_ga=2.99934366.1080261641.1637070897-884706958.1636123269
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7.  CONCLUSIONS

T
he complex interlinkage between the climate crisis, disasters, 
displacement and their impact on urban centres and local communities 
points to the fact that more LRG workers than ever are going to be 

needed, better equipped, adequately trained, with labour and OSH rights and in 
decent working conditions. 

©Pixabay
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