
GM’s November 26th announcement of five North American plant closures, including one Canadian 
plant in Oshawa has left Ontarians reeling.  It is expected that 2600 jobs will be lost with the December 
2019 closure of the Oshawa assembly plant. The auto manufacturer claims that the closure is a result 
of a company-wide transformation, anticipating an increase in demand for zero-carbon electric and 
autonomous vehicles. GMs’ CEO, Mary Barra, says this move should save $6 billion USD and keep 
the company sufficiently agile to adapt to the dictates of a changing marketplace.  What makes this 
scenario unique, however, is that GM isn’t responding to the threat of carbon taxation or other costly 
challenges associated with the imperative for clean growth.  Rather, the perception is that in Oshawa, 
the automaker has simply elected to cut and run, almost a year earlier than promised in an agreement 
with the union representing the plant’s wage-earners to continue production until September of 2020.   

Ontarians have shown support for sustainability action and a desire to remain competitive in an 
innovation-driven economy; yet, last week’s announcement is a glaring example of the discomfort 
that can result from a disruptive clean innovation shift.  On the one hand, changes in skill demands 
and the growth of unemployment in dying industries have always been among the consequences 
of disruptive innovation.  On the other, the evidence emerging from climate science is clear – our 
economies need rapid and far-reaching transitions to cleaner processes and products, to avert 
major climate catastrophes in the future. The question is, therefore, how does Ontario balance the 
drive for competitiveness with the human consequences associated with disruptive innovation, 
allowing us to wholeheartedly support the shift to a green economy that improves quality of life?  

GM is not wrong in forecasting a rise in consumer demand for electric vehicles (EVs).  The federal 
government is developing a comprehensive zero-emissions vehicle strategy as a means of reducing 
reliance on fossil fuels, owing to how road transportation produces more emissions than any other 
field of activity in many provinces. The argument is that government support for low-carbon vehicles 
will provide market incentives for investors to finance clean transportation infrastruture, including  EV 
charging stations.
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A key feature of this strategy should be a zero-emission 
vehicle mandate requiring automakers to sell more 
EVs. GM and other manufacturers will be forced to 
spread the costs of the zero-emission mandate across 
their non-electric models, which will lead inevitably to 
higher prices and lower profits from the sale of models 
with standard internal-combustion engines.  The 
expectation is that consumers would increasingly turn 
to electric and alternative-fueled cars, especially when 
the government’s clean fuel standard (CFS) rises and it 
becomes progressively more expensive for consumers 
to fill up on gasoline.  Several provinces including 
Ontario have offered direct-to-consumer EV incentives 
in the past.  Premier Rob Ford’s government recently 
cancelled Ontario’s EV subsidy program because 
while such initiatives surely do promote low-carbon 
vehicle innovation, they fail to prompt consumers 
to switch transport modes or fuel options.  It is 
nevertheless likely that the disappearance of consumer 
subsidies in the area will at least partly undermine 
efforts to meet the provincial target for EV sales.  

Ontario has set this target for EVs to comprise 5% of 
new vehicle sales by 2020.  Coupled with the auto 
industry’s increased investment in semi-autonomous 
and self-driving vehicles, indications are that we are 
seeing many of the hallmarks of disruptive innovation 
across the spectrum of the transportation sector.  
Drawing upon the early-20th century theory of ‘creative 
destruction’ outlined by Austrian economist Joseph 
Schumpeter, many analysts today insist that disruptive 
innovation is a requirement for economic growth, with 
the consequence that newly-technologized production 
methods will crowd out traditional industries, and 
companies as well as the workers they employ are 
necessarily displaced.  Over time, they suggest, the 
unemployed will seek retraining and find work in the 
new sectors borne of a circular and greener economy.

Running somewhat against this theory-driven 
enthusiasm, however, the truth is that the periods 
of time between jobs are difficult for working 
people, their families and the communities they live 
in.  A recent OECD report cites the deterioration of 
human capital, as well as people’s experiences of 
discouragement or withdrawal from the labour market 
altogether, among the potential costs associated with 
structural unemployment during long business 
cycles.  Individuals and their families must consider 
their geographic mobility and financial means 
to access retraining opportunities and seek new 
employment.  There is little doubt that the City of 
Oshawa will find it challenging to meet the demand 
for municipal social services in light of the closure 
of the plant that residents say formed the backbone 
of Oshawa’s economy for more than half a century.

GM is content to depict the closure as an unfortunate 
but unintended consequence of its global restructuring 
campaign centered on lowering carbon emissions and 
preparing for a future of electric and autonomous 
vehicles.  Union officials have charged to the contrary 
that the move simply continues a long-running 
business practice where GM outsources Canadian 
work to Mexico.  So what can an economy do to 
protect its domestic labour markets, as manufacturing 
is increasingly automated and other jurisdictions have 
the ability to produce these new vehicles at lower costs?  

 

Ideally, corporations would seek to balance 
profitability with both purpose and a commitment to 
the social, environmental and economic well-being 
of the communities in which they operate.  This form 
of stewardship is reflected in the corporate missions 
of the 2655 globally certified B-Corp companies 
that meet verified standards for labour conditions, 
environmental performance, legal transparency and 
accountability.  In reality at present, however, it is clear 
that governments must lead the way through periods 
of economic disruption and preserve jobs where they 
are or accelerate people’s return to work elsewhere.  
Oshawa’s GM plant might have been given different 
vehicles to assemble as a means of avoiding closure.  
Employers can implement time-sharing arrangements 
while employees move through skills-training and 
job transitions, reducing overall working hours or 
converting one full-time job to two part-time jobs.  For 
individual workers, such measures create a window 
of opportunity to upskill while earning marginally 
less income.  Governments can provide incentives for 
employers to implement these arrangements in the form 
of tax rebates, and to working people through training 
subsidies covering predefined transition periods.  

A Renewed Focus on Job-Creation in
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https://www.oecd.org/eco/labour/47656668.pdf


Upskilling is a key aspect of keeping members of the 
labour force competitive and prepared for entry into 
the new job fields linked to the green economy.  A UK 
government report titled Skills for a Green Economy 
demonstrated that the clean production sectors 
in Euro-American societies will rely most heavily 
on technology skills.  From lean manufacturing to 
techniques for building retrofits, new technology 
design and the business modeling of resource-efficient 
processes, each of these roles requires a specific level 
of technical acumen.  Some support may be needed 
to make retraining accessible to all, particularly to 
accommodate full-time workers and those in need 
of financial assistance.  Online courses could make 
training accessible for people with limited mobility at 
appropriate costs, and weekend or intensive courses 
could provide options for workers seeking skills 
though hands-on practice.  

How realistic is this? A full cost and benefit assessment 
of these policies is needed to determine the payback 
and support needed to accelerate the transition 
to green jobs from a labour supply perspective.  
Prominent environmental and labour organizations 
Environmental Defence, Blue Green 
Canada and the Clean Economy 
Alliance have taken a significant 
step in this direction with the 
publication of Building an 
Ontario Green Jobs Strategy 
(2017).  Nevertheless, there 
is a need for additional 
research in the area to be 
done quickly, as a means 
of building a working and 
comprehensive labour strategy.

The province of Ontario’s most recent efforts in the 
area of environmental protection are summarized in 
its new Made-in-Ontario Environment Plan (2018). 
In that document, the government justifies a focus 
for environmental policy in the areas of conservancy 
and waste management, but makes no mention of 
commitments to building labour capacity in green 
industries.  In an action plan touted to promote growth 
in the provincial economy, this is a crucial omission 
– the entire spectrum of industrial sectors that will 
have to adapt to emerging trends in automation 
and cleaner business models.  Politics aside, cost 
pressures will require businesses to operate leaner 
and more efficiently, weather damages will require 
technological solutions for infrastructure design, and 
investors are already calling for climate-related risk 
disclosure.  Failing to prepare the workforce to meet 
these new demands constitutes a significant failure to 
adapt to the future of work in the province, and risks 
jeopardizing investment in emerging clean  industries.      

Economists at MIT have argued that a depressed level 
of demand for goods and services in an economy can 
create a larger unemployment effect as a consequence of 
labour shocks.  The Ford government would do well to 
stimulate demand for labour indirectly, by reinstating 
and improving on consumer incentives for the goods 
produced by the clean innovation ecosystem.  Reducing 
emission levels from road transportation should be a 
priority tied in closely with the move to encourage the 
demand for EVs, but measures must be implemented 
alongside those policies that stimulate the demand for 
upskilled automotive workers as active participants in 
the green automotive sector or elsewhere.  

There are ample opportunities at present for the 
government to expand Ontario’s entrepreneurship 
corridors to include technical and knowledge-based 

trades across the spectrum of 
emerging clean industries, 

supporting the required 
educational pathways 
and ultimately facilitating 

the delivery of goods and 
services.  Innovation patterns 

in the clean technology sector are 
driving growth at an unprecedented 
speed, and there is little doubt that 

skilled workers will be 
required to retrofit, control 
and assure, design and 

improve upon newly-
configured platforms and 

applications.  

A key indicator of progress in this regard is the increased 
collaboration between the technology supply sector 
and educational centers like Seneca College’s Applied 
Research, Innovation and Entrepreneurship (ARIE) 
program.  Postgraduate training in sustainability 
management can provide the basis for experienced 
entrepreneurs to build eco-friendly businesses from 
the ground up.  Incentives such as tax breaks for 
companies investing in green entrepreneurship 
or opening offices in areas with a skilled green 
work force, can attract direct investment as well as 
private sector actors interested in accessing climate 
financing.  In-line with this trend, the Environmental 
Commissioner of Ontario’s latest climate change 
report highlights the need for a comprehensive climate 
action plan that invests in education and training, 
precisely as a means of capitalizing on the economic 
opportunities made possible by clean tech innovation.
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Ontarians have access to the Environmental Registry, 
an online initiative where residents can read about 
and comment on proposed government decisions 
in environmental policy.  Notably, individuals have 
the opportunity to provide feedback on the Made-
In-Ontario Climate Plan until January 28, 2019 – 
a key window of opportunity to bring concerns 
about the high costs of labour market restructuring 
to the fore.  Our position is that the transition to 
a green economy and the rise of clean technology 
in the manufacturing industries must not lead to 
increased unemployment, and that the time to 
explore emerging labour market opportunities is now.

Your Members of Provincial Parliaments (MPPs) 
are accessible by email, phone and mail, and have 
been elected precisely to represent their constituents’ 
concerns about the content and direction of government 
policy.  We urge Ontario residents and consumers 
to do their part and hold the provincial government 
accountable for its failure to date at approaching the 
green economy as an opportunity structure, above 
all else; its priority should be to ensure that clean 
innovation is supported by the social and educational 
programming required to smooth the transition for 
working people.

 

Where to Learn More

Liliana Camacho is an economist and senior associate at 
Horizon Advisors, leading its clean growth research program.
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