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According to a study conducted by the CSIRO and 
released by the Australian Conservation Foundation 
(ACF) and the Dusseldorp Skills Forum (DSF) in June this 
year, more than 3 million Australian jobs are under threat 
from our efforts to tackle climate change.

But before you fall of your chair, ladder or dunny (yes 
we know HVAC&R Nation is popular reading there!), the 
good news is that despite the introduction of a carbon 
emissions trading scheme, employment is tipped to 
grow by 2.6 to 3.3 million jobs by 2025, with the vast 
majority of these ‘new’ jobs likely to be green collar ones.

The CSIRO report, Growing the Green Collar Economy, 
identifies the employment impact of action to cut 
greenhouse gas emissions in Australia and examines the 
skills, training and workforce implications.

Using two different economic models, the CSIRO found 
that if Australia takes significant action to cut greenhouse 
gas emissions, national employment will still increase by 
between 2.6 million and 3.3 million over the next two 
decades.

Furthermore, jobs in sectors 
that are currently high carbon 
emitters, like transport, 
construction, 
agriculture, 
manufacturing 
and mining are still 
forecast to grow 
strongly in the next 
decade, however 
it is likely that the 
3.25 million workers in 
industries that currently have 
‘high environmental impacts’ will 
require significant re-training to shift 
their skills from ‘blue collar’ work to 
‘green collar’.

“Climate change is both 
our greatest economic 
risk and, ironically, 
a great economic 
opportunity,” says 
Ms Oona Nielssen, 
Executive Director of DSF.

“But only if the Australian workforce is properly skilled 
and resourced to underpin truly sustainable industries 
and workplaces. Little attention has been paid so far to 
this issue – yet it’s one of the biggest transformations 
posed by climate change. Current efforts are clearly 
insufficient.”

So with so many Australians, including many in the 
HVAC&R industry likely to be moving from their current 
‘high emission’ employment to jobs with a greener tinge, 
just where will the opportunities come from?

Following the global trend
Green collar jobs are by no means an Australian 
phenomenon. Already, the growing U.S. green collar 
market is the fifth largest sector in the country, with 
Democrat Presidential candidate Barack Obama 
pledging support to fund jobs training to ensure workers 
can be re-skilled to work in green industries.

A recent forecast by the American Solar Energy Society 
found that renewable energy and energy-efficient 
industries were responsible for the creation of 8.5 million 
jobs in 2006, with that number expected to grow to 40 
million by 2030.

At the same time, another report published by the 
Worldwatch Institute revealed that while the U.S. 

renewable energy resources sector is set to enjoy 
massive growth, the country’s 

coal, oil and natural gas 
industries employ 

increasingly fewer 
people.

“In the 
United 
States 
alone, coal 
industry employment has fallen by half in the last  
20 years, despite a one-third increase in production,”  
says the report.

Green collar  
recruitment emerges
According to Dean Steele-Bennett, practice leader 
at Sustainability Jobs, a Melbourne-based agency 
specialising in sustainability recruitment, opportunities 
are already beginning to materialise in the market at a 
regular and growing pace.

“Green collar is a broad term and therefore many roles 
that are actually green collar jobs will currently sit within 
core areas of the business – the people recruiting and 
performing these roles may not even be aware that they 
are green collar jobs!” explains Steele-Bennett.

“For the most part, these roles will exist within  
the operations of the business with a mandate 
to improve efficiencies, reduce resource use and 
subsequent costs. The business process improvement 
will actually have a strong green or sustainability focus 
as the logic around business efficiency, cost reduction 
and use of finite resources is parallel to sustainability 
practices”.

He says these opportunities will be present in 
most industries ranging from 

manufacturing, heavy industry, 
the construction and 

building industry, mining 
and resources, banking 

and many others.

With the 
emergence of 
the green collar 

job market 
also comes 

opportunities for recruiters to move 
into this space, and while some 

are already servicing the broader 
sustainability job market, others are yet 

to fully embrace the opportunity.

“They (recruiters) see it as a growing market 
but are having difficulty identifying opportunities and 

understanding how to structure their organisations 
appropriately to help clients to connect passionate 
professionals with an interest in this area to the right 
roles,” remarks Steele-Bennett.

“We have had many clients approach us to find green 
collar staff for them and often the Position Descriptions 
they are using are not up to date with the demands that 
are going to be placed on that professional now and in 
the future.”

Green is the new blue
Whoever coined the term ‘green collar job’ should have trademarked it, because  

it’s set to be the buzz word of the next decade if you believe some of Australia’s 

leading recruitment agencies – and the CSIRO – and, well, just about everyone  

else you talk to in the industry. Sean McGowan asks, will your job turn green?

>>> SEAN McGOWAN REPORTS

Kermit the frog  
recently conceded  

his mantra  
‘It ain’t easy being green’, 

was in fact wrong!



www.hvacrnation.com.au� September 2008              HVAC&R Nation             13

Graduates  
lead by example
The move toward green collar jobs looks like being led 
by job seeking students, according to research, who 
are actively seeking roles in companies they deem to 
have strong credentials in corporate responsibility and 
sustainability.

A recent survey of over 4700 job seekers released 
by MonsterTRAK revealed that 80% of students 
are interested in a job that positively impacts the 

environment, and 92% of students are more inclined to 
work for a company that is environmentally friendly.

Supporting the green collar trend, the survey also 
found that 32% of students are actively seeking an 
environmentally friendly job.

Similarly, businesses are recognising the value of 
recruiting skilled green collar workers as the looming 
impact of a carbon emissions trading scheme forces 
them to improve efficiency. With the current labour 
market so tight, those jobseekers with green skills are 
now in the position to be quite choosy with potential 
employers, and also name their price.

“Recruiters and employees want to attract and retain 
the best staff and overwhelmingly job seekers want to 
work for companies that are environmentally friendly, 
or work in a job that positively impacts society and the 
environment,” says Steele-Bennett.

“And this is not just an Australian phenomenon either 
– there is global demand for green collar workers and 
this is expected to grow rapidly in the future. A global 
demand presents job seekers with opportunities for 
international employment and at a premium price.”

Steele-Bennett cites the current demand for wind 
engineers in Dubai as a perfect example, where 
individuals willing to make the move have the 
opportunity to earn 30-80% more than they’re  
previous wage.

“We are doing work in Dubai in this area and candidates 
are sometimes doubling their salary for a fixed 6 to 12 
month contract and working on very innovative projects 
if they have significant experience.”

When will you put  
on your green collar?
In the HVAC&R industry, it could be argued that already 
many members have already made the switch from 
white and blue collars to the new-world green, with 
sustainability, ecologically sustainable design (ESD) and 
energy efficiency already well entrenched into the fabric 
of the building industry.

“The facilities management market as been heavily 
involved in green initiatives for some time, initially 
with a key focus on reducing operating costs through 
maximising energy efficiencies in the built environment, 
but with solutions to combat climate change high on 
the agenda, reducing the overall carbon footprint within 
the built environment has become a key focus for the 
market,” says Tim James, senior regional director of Hays 
Facilities Management.

1 in 4
The number of U.S. workers employed  
in the renewable energy and energy  
efficiency industries by 2030

81%
The number of Generation Y U.S. college 
students who say it is important  
to work for a green company

2.7 million
The number of new green collar jobs  
to be created by 2025 in Australia

32%
The number of job seekers currently 
looking for an environmentally  
friendly job

$US1 trillion
The revenue generated by the U.S. 
renewable energy and energy  
efficiency industries today

3:1
The ratio of solar power sector jobs  
to coal fired electricity industry jobs  
per installed megawatt in Germany.

Green collar 
numbers

Making the transition from one job  
to another is always a challenge, 
but those who are genuinely 
committed  
will be successful.

According to Sustainability Jobs,  
there are some things you should 
consider if you want to make the  
leap to a green collar job.

What am I really  
passionate about?

Do you have a passion for improving 
biodiversity, tackling climate change  
or finding a solution to our water  
crisis? This will help you to focus  
on organisations and roles that  
are aligned to your passion.

Are my skills transferrable or 
should I consider an interim 
transition in the short term?

You may need to develop your skills  
and experience in a shorter term  
industry or role to achieve your  
ultimate goal.

What are my  
professional strengths?

Highlight your relevant skills and 
attributes. Skills and attributes that  
are transferrable across industry  
sectors are often of greater  
significance than experience.

Source: Sustainability Jobs  
www.sjobs.com.au

Get your  
foot in the  
green door

Tim James Jeff Simon Dean Steele-Bennett
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James cites green collar specialists, such as 
environmental officers, as being highly sought after 
to ensure green builds and new developments do not 
harm the environment, while within the design phase, 
sustainability engineers are also in high demand.

The good news is that for members of the HVAC&R 
industry, green collar job opportunities are abundant.

“Most opportunities exist in design, consulting 
engineering, project management, commissioning and 
technical service/maintenance, facilities management, 
asset management and life cycle planning,” says James, 
adding that while recruiters and employers aren’t 
actively using the green collar term just yet in their job 
vacancies, attracting skilled professionals who care about 
the impact their work has on the environment means 
that employees are more likely to be passionate, focused, 
dedicated and productive when placed in green roles.

“We expect this market to grow rapidly, and staff at all 
levels will require the ability to provide environmentally 
sustainable solutions. Ten years down the track, staff 
requirements may shift to maintenance, service and 
monitoring of current equipment, but the new build, 
construction sectors will continue to need qualified, 
knowledgeable staff.”

Another area expected to enjoy 
strong growth in the HVAC&R 
industry is in management  
and carbon accounting.

According to Jeff Simon, Director of Australia Wide Personnel 
who specialise in engineering, manufacturing and technical 
recruitment, the rather recent role of an Energy Manager is 
both a much sought after and important one.

“Energy Managers are being employed for buildings 
and building portfolios, factories and corporate. At very 
senior levels we have Carbon Managers or Corporate 
Sustainability Managers reporting at board level, or very 
senior levels. People with a HVAC background are well 
placed to fill these types of roles,” he says.

Simon also cites maintenance, design, computer 
modellers and technical, commissioning and controls 
trades as areas where skills will be in short supply.

Re-skilling  
to turn the collar green
One of the major issues now confronting governments 
around the world, including here in Australia, is the 
current dearth of skilled labour, and the future re-
training requirements for workers who will soon need 
to shift from high carbon emitting employment to 
environmentally sustainable endeavours.

According to Simon, the current estimated shortage  
of engineers in Australia is 40,000, with the country not 
well placed to cope with the demand for re-training at 
this time.

The current estimated shortage  
of engineers in Australia is 40,000

“There are already pressures on technical resources, a 
drop off in school level interest in technical and science, 
lower levels of interest from school leavers in technical 
and science and a long term shortage of engineers.”

While the Federal Government have identified our 
efforts to tackle climate change as placing great stress on 
re-training, companies are more than likely the ones who 
will need to drive the re-skilling of their workforce given 
the huge numbers likely to require it.

“We are already seeing the companies of all kinds are 
doing this and that employees are actively seeking 
opportunities to up skill and reposition themselves 
within their own organisations so as to take on greener 
roles,” notes Steele-Bennett.

“Organisations have trimmed their training and 
apprenticeship budgets in certain sectors, but this will 
need to be reviewed in light of the re-skilling required 
in certain industries that will be hit hard by regulatory 
drivers such as the emissions trading scheme, carbon 
pricing and changing customer and societal sentiment.”

Based on the CSIRO findings, DSF and ACF are calling for 
a national effort to identify and stimulate the green skills, 
knowledge and work needed for a low carbon economy, 
to be led by the new statutory body, Skills Australia, 
and funded by a proportion of revenue from Australia’s 
proposed emissions trading scheme.

Kermit was wrong  
— it’s easy being green
Aside from the benefits of re-skilling, workers who are 
among the first to move from white and blue collar jobs to 
green collar jobs are likely to enjoy better wages and take 
greater pride in their work. They may also be the ones to 
survive economic downturn, if recent figures from the U.K. 
are anything to go by.

Findings from U.K. environment and sustainability 
recruitment specialists Acre Resources demonstrate a 
continuing rise in jobs focusing on climate change and 
corporate social responsibility (CSR), as big businesses 
continue to push forward with their green agendas.

Despite pressures indicating an economic turndown, the 
12 months to May 2008 saw a 20 percent increase in the 
number of green collar jobs within the U.K. environmental 
sector, with the most noticeable rise being in specialist 
climate change jobs, while jobs relating to energy reduction 
and emissions management have increased by 180 percent.

“Big companies, from retailers to media companies and even 
petrochemical firms, have made very public pledges around 
their approach to green issues. They’ve committed to targets 
around reducing carbon emissions and developing more 
socially responsible products. Despite pressures indicated 
by a looming recession, it is too late for most companies to 
renege on their environmental commitments. In fact, from a 
commercial perspective very little has changed; consumers 
still want ethically sourced products and environmental 
responsibility remains a key driver for retailers and FMCGs,” 
says Acre’s managing director, Andrew Cartland.

While green collar workers might currently enjoy better job 
security, it’s unlikely this will always be the case, but experts 
suggest there are also a number of other benefits that 
come with a green collar job.

Steele-Bennett believes there is great potential for a higher 
level of employee engagement with their daily work – along 
with improvements in workplace morale and staff wellbeing.

“With job seekers looking for green jobs at the moment and 
the sense of making a positive impact by working in this 
area, a green collar workforce will be the one that not only 
feels good about their pay cheque at the end  
of the week, but also the contribution they are making to 
both their organisation and society at large.”  s

NAME: _______________________________________________________________________

COMPANY: ___________________________________________________________________

ADDRESS: ____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

PHONE: ______________________________________________________________________

E-MAIL: ______________________________________________________________________

COST: $44 incl GST per year    AMOUNT: $ ____________________________

PAYMENT:   �  MASTERCARD    �  VISA    �  CHEQUE
(mail cheques to AIRAH, Level 3, 1 Elizabeth Street, Melbourne Vic 3000)

CARDHOLDERS NAME: _________________________________________________________

EXPIRY DATE: _______________ SIGNATURE:   _____________________________________

TAX INVOICE: Upon payment, a tax receipt will be sent to you.        ABN: 81 004 082 928

�  Tick here if you would like to be kept informed about other AIRAH products and events.

COMPLETE THE SUBSCRIPTION FORM BELOW AND FAX BACK TO 03 9614 8949

Never miss an issue. Subscribe today, 10 issues for just $44




