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Introduction

• This research project documents the efforts of a Canadian building trades 
union to promote climate change initiatives in the British Columbia 
construction industry

• The research question was first to document its efforts and, second, to evaluate 
how successful they have been

• The union is the Heat, Frost, Insulation and Asbestos Workers, referred to as 
the BC Insulators

• The research is part of a larger 7 year, $2.5 million research program funded by 
the Canadian Social Science and Humanities Research Council entitled 
“Adapting Work and Workplaces to Respond to Climate Change: Canada in 
International Perspective” (Carla Lipsig-Mumme Principal Investigator)

• The project traces the evolution of this union’s climate advocacy, step by step, 
over the past 30 years



Why Was I interested in doing this research?

• Over the past few years I became increasingly aware of the remarkable climate 
advocacy activities of the BC Insulators union.

• The union was doing something unusual - indeed unique

• It was attempting to change the culture of the building industry by promoting  
low carbon, ‘green’ construction

• The union has challenged a complacent industry – an industry that failed to take 
climate change seriously 

• It has funded a major, multi-year campaign to lower the energy consumption 
and GHG emissions of buildings 

• It is an example of how a small trade union can become a significant advocate 
of climate change within its industry



Who Are the BC Insulators and What Do Their 
Members Do?

• The BC Insulators: a small building trades’ union based in BC, Canada

• Its members install mechanical insulation (MI) on pipes and ductwork 
in heating, ventilation and air conditioning systems (HVAC)

• Mechanical insulation prevents heat or cooling losses, minimizes 
condensation and facilitates temperature control in buildings

• Properly insulated HVAC systems reduce the adverse health impacts 
in buildings from mold, airborne chemicals and allergens

• MI can play a major role in reducing energy consumption, lowering 
GHG emissions and mitigating climate change



Examples of Mechanical Insulation

•The photos on the following pages illustrate 
some of the consequences of poorly installed 
Mechanical Insulation

•They also show how properly installed MI can 
protect HVAC systems in buildings















The Union Responds to Industry Failures

• The Union’s pathway to climate  change advocacy was a 
response to a series of crises in the BC  construction industry

• The root cause of the crises was the BC industry’s culture of 
‘low bid’ competition which drove down quality standards, 
deskilled the construction workforce and allowed developers 
and contractors to build and market sub-standard buildings 

•BC’s industry has a ‘free enterprise’ culture that is deeply 
hostile to public regulation, opposed to unions, determined to 
keep labour costs down and reluctant to support training 
construction workforce



Steps on the Pathway to Climate Activism: Leaky 
Condos and Winter Olympics Debacles

• The union’s climate activism was a response to industry crises triggered 
by a low bid, poor quality, unregulated free enterprise culture

•1990s BC’s ‘leaky condo’ crisis cost building owners over $2 billion 
and resulted in 2 Barratt Commissions 1998 and 2000

• The Commission supported union’s concerns, but subsequent 
governments ignored its reform package

• The 2010 Winter Olympics in BC included Canada’s first large scale 
‘green’ LEED Platinum housing project to house the athletes

• Shoddy construction practices were widespread in the project



Steps on the Union’s Pathway to Climate Activism

• Both government and developers ignored union concerns about the Olympic 
Village

• So it went public to expose the shoddy work, starting a 5 year campaign to force 
the industry to raise MI standards

• It commissioned engineering consultants HB Lanarc to research the impact of 
MI on energy use and GHG emissions

• The study found major problems including: poor installation standards, 
widespread use of unqualified workers, failure to inspect work and a general 
lack of interest in the excessive energy consumption associated with poor 
quality construction practices

• It also confirmed that the enormous potential to reduce energy consumption in 
buildings by installing MI properly







Changing Government Policies 

• The union believed government should exercise leadership in raising 
standards of MI – something it was clearly failing to do

• It argued that government climate change commitments would fail 
without tougher industry regulation 

Governments could: 

• Raise building code requirements for MI

• Require higher standards in the buildings they purchased

• Require contractors to employ trained insulators

• Strengthen inspection systems

• The union lobbied 181 local governments for specific policy changes 
and provided technical advice on appropriate standards
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• B46 MECHANICAL INSULATION New Westminster PASSED 

• Home › Green News › B46 MECHANICAL INSULATION New Westminster PASSED

• September 27, 2012 / Green News

• B46 MECHANICAL INSULATION New Westminster PASSED

• Thanks for all your support

• WHEREAS the proper application of mechanical insulation including the material used, 
thickness, and installation techniques, has been shown to improve the energy efficiency, 
reduce the greenhouse gas emissions, and provide other benefits for both new and 
retrofitted building;

• AND WHEREAS given possible code changes in the near future, it is a timely opportunity 
to advocate to the provincial government to consider including additional information 
and requirements regarding mechanical insulation in any code updates:

• THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that UBCM request that any future updates or amendments 
to
the BC Building Code include specific, up-to-date requirements on mechanical insulation, 
including the reproduction of any specifications, such as thickness tables, that may be 
referenced from other sources, and also include reference to mechanical insulation best 
practice standards.

• ENDORSED BY THE LOWER MAINLAND LOCAL GOVERNMENT ASSOCIATION
UBCM RESOLUTIONS COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATION: Endorse

http://insulators118.org/
http://insulators118.org/category/green-news/
http://insulators118.org/category/green-news/






Union Funds a Technical Manual on MI Best 
Practices for the BC Construction Industry

• There was confusion over standards and best practices that contractors should 
follow in installing MI

• Neither governments, nor industry had provided the technical specifications

• In 2012, the union again commissioned HB Lanarc to prepare a detailed 
technical manual to fill this gap 

• The manual provides extensive guidance about insulating materials and  
detailed instructions on installing MI properly

• It also links properly installed MI to climate change goals

• The union has posted this manual free of charge on its web site as a service to 
the industry











Linking Higher MI Standards With Mitigating 
Climate Change

• The union established new web sites designed to 
provide educational material and guidelines to 
government, industry and the wider public

• The message is very focused on the climate change 
objectives that better MI can achieve.

• The web sites provide illustrations and examples of 
best practices and successful projects









Promoting a High-Skill, Climate Literate 
Workforce

• The union runs the 4 year training and apprenticeship program for all 
qualified MI trades workers in BC

• It developed the curriculum which is included in Canada’s national 
Red Seal certification program for the building trades workers

• It delivers this program through BC’s largest public training institution, 
the British Columbia Institute of Technology (BCIT)

• It has added a climate change module to the curriculum to educate 
apprentices on the role of MI in mitigating climate change -
emphasizing how important their role is to achieving society’s climate 
objectives – promoting ‘climate literacy’









Changing the Culture of the Industry

• The union’s campaign has also targeted developers, architects, engineers and 
contractors 

• It has pushed its employers to highlight the role of MI in climate change

• It has established a profile for MI at a wide range of regional, national and 
even international building industry conferences

• It has worked with academics to encourage them to carry out more research 
on MI

• These efforts are part of an overall strategy to change the culture of the BC 
building industry so that it will adopt low carbon construction methods











Educating the Building Industry

• The union has developed a conference package on the 
climate change impact of better MI

• It has paid for booths at numerous industry conferences 
where it provides technical material to architects, engineers, 
developers and contractors

• It created the 1% solution campaign - investment of 1% in 
additional capital expenditure on MI would result in long 
term energy savings multiple times the initial cost of the 
investment





BC Insulators at Canadian Green Building  
Conference















Working With BC’s Environmental Movement

• The union sees environmental activists as its allies

• It has built bridges with the environmental movement in BC 

• This has been done by co-sponsoring conferences, making 
presentations and supporting various initiatives of the 
environmental movement

• It has also supported a number of labour-environment 
coalitions, both in BC and nationally and supported ACW 
extensively











Conclusion: The Union As Climate Advocate

• The BC Insulators’ union has only 350 members and 100 apprentices

• Since 2010 it has spent just under $1 million dollars on its campaign to raise 
standards of MI

• The campaign has reached government, industry and the broader public through 
a wide range of specific, carefully planned initiatives

• In the process, the union has succeeded in becoming recognized as a key 
advocate of climate change mitigation in the province of BC and to a lesser, but 
significant degree, nationally, as well

• It is a unique and valuable illustration of what a small, but dedicated union can 
do to promote climate change initiatives in its own industry


