GREEN CAREERS

A green career or job is any job or self-employment that genuinely contributes to a more sustainable world. A green career is the coming together of a company or organization, with an individual motivated and capable of pursuing such a sustainable position. 

The company or organization can either be in a traditionally ‘green’ sector (e.g. solar energy), or in a conventional sector but making authentic and substantial efforts to green its operations.

Working in a green career must be part of a person’s green lifestyle. Somebody who participates in the disposal lifestyle, sprays their lawn with pesticides and drives their SUV to and from work is probably doing more harm than good – no matter what their line of work. While nobody can be perfect, each of us must do everything we can to live in healthier, greener ways. People who choose sustainable lifestyles often find that their financial needs decrease, giving them greater flexibility to get training, switch careers, start a business, work part time and live a healthier lifestyle.

A green career can be with private sector businesses, non-profit organizations, government or education. Small business, self-employment and entrepreneurship is very much a part of the new green economy.

Some green jobs require specific ‘green’ skills or education, such as a solar engineer, an environmental educator, or an organic gardener. Other positions do not necessarily require a green background, for example a graphic designer or accountant working for a green company or organization. 

‘Green’ encompasses virtually all sectors of society: food, energy, transportation, education, government, etc. There are so many companies, organizations and jobs that it would be impossible to list them all in one place. Because ‘green’ is so broad, it can be helpful to focus on one or more industries or sectors of society. Not all players think of themselves as ‘green’ or are affiliated with the green or environmental society.

The issue of sustainability is complex and ever-changing. It is not always obvious what is truly ‘green’ and sustainable, and what is not. If there is not, techniques such as ecological footprint analysis, cradle-to-grave analysis, or environmental impact assessment should be applied to determine just how green any organization, product, service or job actually is.

Why are Green Careers Important?
Many people are both concerned and motivated about the environment and would love to focus their energies around green work fulltime. Except for the independently wealthy, the only way most people can afford to do this is through paid employment. Without green jobs, these people are often trapped in jobs with ‘dinosaur’ industries, perpetuating the unsustainable status quo. 

While Canada’s unemployment rate is high and rising, demand for workers with skill and experience in the green sector remains strong. Since 2000, the environmental workforce has grown 60% faster than the rest of the economy. Despite this expansion, the biggest challenge for companies involved in environmental research and operations has been finding staff. 

“We didn’t let go a single employee last year because of the recession,” according to Jon Hantho, CEO of Maxxam Analytics, a Canadian network of labs that carries out air quality, environmental and trace analysis. “We took a hit in the recession, but we know we’ll bounce back, and in fact, if we saw people with the right qualities, we hired them right away. Our No. 1 issue right now is having sufficient talent to meet the growing demand for environmental services. My big fear is that we’ve underestimated the bounce back in the green sector, and we’ll be hunting for qualified people."
Working to match supply to demand is the Environmental Careers Organization of Canada (ECO), one of many sector councils set up by the Federal government to manage human resource challenges. By drawing upon industry, government, academia and NGO’s ECO Canada identifies workforce market trends and serves as a clearing house for jobs and potential employees. Now it’s launching an initiative to provide credentials for green workers that reflect their training and experience, the first program of its kind in the world.

An ECO seal of approval is also useful for immigrants who come to Canada to work in the environmental sector. Fariborz Birjandian is Executive Director of the Calgary Catholic Immigration Society, and considers ECO Canada to be providing a valuable service to new Canadians with a green background. “We need bridging programs to upgrade existing qualifications, as well as, prior learning assessments for immigrants with these skills,” according to Mr. Birjandian.  
Within most trades and professions, processes exist to facilitate the transfer of credentials, but in the environmental sector – which is fairly new – these standards are still being developed. But it is becoming increasingly evident that is a necessity for all our futures.               
