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“Will the COVID-19 pandemic help or
hinder the fight to address climate change?”

10

Creon Butler, Director, Global Economy and Finance Programme,

COVID-19 could play a decisive role in
spurring global action to tackle climate
change. It has increased our general
appreciation of extreme threats in our natural
environment and taught us some bitter
lessons on how we need to respond. It has
also increased the space for effective policy
measures. But quick and decisive action will
be needed to make sure that this moment
for change is not wasted and that at least
something positive emerges from the terrible
human cost wrought by the pandemic.

The pandemic is an unprecedented global
health and economic shock which has so far
infected 52 million people worldwide, taken
over 1.3 million lives and cost nearly US$ 12
tn (close to 12% of total world GDP).

But the pandemic itself is not, so far as
we know, a threat to our existence on this
planet. There is a high probability that
we will find vaccines which are effective
and much better treatments for those who
are infected. Despite shocking failures to
date in some countries, others have shown
how the virus can be supressed and even
eliminated. The enormous cost is also
bearable, provided it is spread equitably and
over a long enough period.

By contrast, there is strong evidence that
climate change does pose an existential
threat to mankind. If our behaviour
does not change urgently, average global
temperatures are likely to rise by at least 4
degrees compared with the pre-industrial
period by the end of the century. This
increase, combined with a related sea level

Chatham House.

rise, will make many parts of the world
where people currently live or grow food
unsuitable for both. Mass movement of
refugees combined with increased disease,
poverty and conflict, are likely to cost
millions of lives. Possible feedback loops,
such as that between rising temperature
and the release of even more powerful
greenhouse gasses like methane could lead
to even more rapid and devasting effects.

Leading up to the pandemic there was
already growing evidence that unchecked
climate change would have devastating
consequences. California fire experts have
estimated that the blazes that devastated
Northern California’s wine country in
October 2017 emitted as much CO, in one
week as all of California’s cars and trucks
do over the course of a year.! And more
frequent hurricanes have caused billions of
dollars in damage in the Gulf and Pacific
regions.

On the positive side, there was also evidence
that climate change mitigation might not be
as costly and disruptive as previously feared.
New technology and economies of scale had
dramatically improved the competitiveness
of wind power, solar power and battery
storage, while employment in green
industries was expanding rapidly. There
was also growing evidence of the co-benefits
of tackling climate change. Better diet can
help reduce deforestation and improve
health; reducing coal burning also reduces
particulate pollution which immediately
saves lives.
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And yet, as of late 2019, the international
political consensus enshrined in the
Paris Agreement had become seriously
fragmented. Governments in the US and
Brazil down played the need for action on
climate change and rolled back climate
change mitigation measures. Climate
finance commitments made by advanced
countries in Paris had not been met and
the debate between rich and poor countries
over who should ultimately pay the costs of
mitigation and adaptation was as fraught as
ever.

This situation is now changing as seen
from the number of countries, regions and
major companies now making “net zero”
pledges. Well over half of world’s GDP is
now covered by actual or intended net zero
commitments by 2050° while China recently
announced that it would achieve net zero by
2060.

The pandemic is contributing to this change
in three important ways:

First, it has greatly increased mankind’s
appreciation of global threats arising
from the natural environment, powerfully
demonstrating that certain events which
we have long known at least in theory can
threaten our existence, really can become
reality and indeed are likely to become more
common in future. These include even more
deadly viruses than COVID-19 and multiple
other risks linked to climate change.

Second, it has taught policy makers and the
wider public key lessons on how we need to
respond to such threats.

The biggest lesson is that the cost of taking
precautions to prevent existential threats
developing is far less than having to deal
with the threat once it is underway. This is
as true of climate change as it is of infectious
diseases like COVID-19.

It is also now clear that the health and
economic aspects of the pandemic crisis

must be tackled together. Prosperity is
impossible without checking the spread
of infection. But measures to counter the
pandemic must also factor in economic and
social costs at all levels of society. In the
same way, our response to climate change
must address the physical and economic
aspects simultaneously and we need to
develop new interdisciplinary knowledge
(including better policy simulation models)
that will underpin this’.

The pandemic has also shown that the best
approach to a rapidly emerging threat is to
try multiple approaches from the outset.
Even if some individual measures may only
be partially effective, it is the combined
effect that matters. One also needs to
respond quickly to what is working and
what is not even if this means the political
embarrassment of admitting mistakes, and
to be very cautious about measures that
could have serious downsides.

Mask wearing has emerged as one of the
most effective measures to prevent the
spread of COVID-19. And yet scepticism in
several Western countries influenced by the
fact that it could only give partial protection
to individuals helped delay its use. At
the same time, some actions have caused
far more harm than good - for example,
the decision in some countries to free up
hospital capacity by dispersing elderly
patients into poorly protected care homes.

These lessons apply equally to the fight
against climate change. We should use first
the measures that seem most likely to work,
even if individually they are only partial
responses, and eschew those with very
serious downsides.

The pandemic has further taught us that
“less is sometimes more”, as some poorer
countries in Africa, South East Asia and
the Caribbean have drawn on their past
experience with infectious diseases
(including Ebola, SARS and MERS) and
tried and tested public health practices to

11
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limit the spread of the virus. Partly as a
result, infections, deaths and disruption to
daily life have been substantially less than
in some wealthier countries which have
focussed on expensive technical fixes.

Similarly, some effective mitigation actions
in relation to climate change may actually
involve small and relatively inexpensive
shifts in human behaviour and government
policy, such as eating less meat and dairy
products, cycling and walking more, using
more efficient air conditioners, changing
farming practices to minimise soil erosion
and removing fossil fuel subsidies.

But the pandemic has also highlighted the
extraordinary speed with which existing
technologies can be diffused or new
technologies developed when the mission
is clear, urgent and underpinned by social
consensus.

Under the initial COVID-19 lockdowns
entire multinational businesses in banking
and professional services shifted to working
from home within a matter of weeks and
with only limited efficiency losses. A new,
safe, anti-COVID-19 vaccine may appear
within one year compared with the previous
average of ten years reflecting exceptional
cooperation between the public and private
sectors. Apple and Google collaborated to
produce the software for a COVID-19 tracing
ap in a matter of months.

More of this kind of approach is urgently
needed in our pursuit of climate mitigation
and adaptation technologies. Much of
the technology necessary to build a more
circular economy with consequent benefits
for climate mitigation already exists, but
so far action is held back by the lack of a
clear consensus and practical mechanisms
to drive forward its diffusion. Some
key international initiatives to promote
renewable energy technologies have been
slowed by over-complication, bureaucratic
disputes and special interest lobbying.
An example is the effort to standardize

and scale up financing for solar, wind
and electricity storage technologies on a
global level by creating a new asset class
for institutional investors. Similarly, the
Mission Innovation Initiative launched in
2015 to boost pre-competitive research in
key renewable energy technologies has not
yet met its full potential.

Thirdly, the pandemic has expanded the
space for effective action in response to
potentially catastrophic emerging threats.

It has increased public support in some
countries for competent, science-based
policy making where decisions are made
on the basis of what works rather than
political judgements. This is reflected in
reduced support for populist movements in
Europe and the large popular vote majority
for president-elect Biden in the recent US
election.

It has also accustomed politicians and the
wider public to the reality that some threats
(other than war) can be so serious and
immediate that there is no choice but to
mobilise enormous sums of public money
and require millions of citizens to make
radical changes in behaviour.

And COVID-19 has illustrated the potentially
disastrous consequences of “kicking the can
down the road”. This may sometimes be a
valid way to achieve political consensus on
longer-term questions where new events
can change the context and shift public
positions, or additional time can enable a
society to grow richer so it is better placed
to tackle a problem. But we have seen that
even a week’s delay in taking action on the
spread of COVID-19 can allow the extent
of community transmission to increase
dramatically. Similarly, we are now so
close to climate change causing irreversible
damage on a vast scale to our planet, that
delaying action, perhaps not by weeks but
certainly to a subsequent term in office, can
be enormously damaging.
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The pandemic has driven home the
importance of transparency, reliable data,
independent expert advice and strong
governance. Countries with the top 4
ratings on the Transparency International
Corruption Perceptions Index (Denmark,
New Zealand, Finland and Singapore)
have also been among the most effective
in limiting deaths per head from the virus.
Similarly, the remarkable shift in private
sector investor sentiment against assets
with high climate risk* reflects analysis of
the extensive data now available on climate
change and is a key driver of demands
for accurate and verifiable data on such
risks at the company level in the form of
Environmental Social and Governance (ESG)
Indicators.

Lastly, the pandemic has re-affirmed the
importance of decentralised administration
in implementing major policy shifts.
Countries which have put local expertise
at the core of their test and trace systems
have generally performed better. Similarly,
high level strategies for climate mitigation
and adaption often work better - and with
fewer unintended consequences - when
implemented with strong participation from
local governments and communities”.

Many of the things we are learning from the
experience of COVID-19 might also be learnt
over time with work on climate change. The
difference is that COVID-19 has compressed
10 years of learning into a matter of months.
And despite the seriousness of the challenge,
our mistakes are not putting our very
existence at threat - we can still learn from
them and do better in the future.

But to ensure the experience of the
pandemic will have a lasting impact in
boosting climate change action, we must
take urgent and concrete steps to follow
through on the lessons learnt.

First, governments need to use the
heightened appreciation of natural
environment threats to educate the public

that they are here to stay and to hard wire
the required response into our political
institutions. Otherwise shorter-term
political priorities could once more divert
attention and funding. “Net zero” climate
change commitments can be made legally
binding, as the UK has done; governments
can establish new, politically independent,
research and development institutions
with ring-fenced funding to drive the
development and diffusion of key climate
mitigation technologies; and new arm’s
length institutions can be used to support
adjustment in carbon-intensive industries
that will eventually need to be phased out.°

Second, urgent work is needed to turn
high level concepts developed during the
pandemic - such as “building back better”
- into practical policy measures. What are
the most effective fiscal measures to rebuild
the economy and support the low carbon
transition? How can foreign currency debt
restructuring for poor countries generate
new funding for green policies without
imposing burdensome and politically
difficult conditionality? Are there “golden
key” policies which can deliver on multiple
public policy objectives in a highly cost-
effective way? For example, an initiative to
improve diet may simultaneously reduce
deforestation (and hence climate change),
the incidence of new infectious zoonotic
diseases and chronic disease, such as
heart disease’. To answer these questions
reliably, we must first work to understand
much better a wide range of highly complex
interactions.

Third, we must, as far as possible, avoid
the kind of policy errors sometimes seen
with COVID-19 where the impact of initial
lock downs on wider mental and physical
health and accumulation of human capital
were vastly underappreciated. Thus,
we need to understand and pre-empt
unintended negative effects from climate
change policies, such as the risk that the
international financial markets’ growing
focus on climate risk could lead to “sudden
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stops” in international financial flows to
countries or companies with consequences
for financial stability.

Fourth, we need to learn broader lessons
from the failure of international cooperation
on the pandemic. In contrast to the kind
of response we saw to the global financial
crisis in 2008-9, there has as yet been no
international agreement on the overarching
approach to supressing and eliminating the
virus, no global financial and economic plan
covering such issues as the long-term debt
restructuring needs of emerging and low
income countries, and at best patchy support
for the WHO and critical global health
initiatives including the COVAX initiative
to finance the distribution of vaccines
worldwide.

Political leaders must not let this happen
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again in the response to climate change.
Fortunately, the election of president-elect
Biden substantially improves the prospects
for meaningful international cooperation in
this area. In particular, as more and more
international organisations start working in
earnest on the economic aspects of climate
change within their area of responsibility, it
is critical that a way is found - e.g. under the
auspices of the G20 - to give clear political
oversight and coordination to their work.

None of these steps will be easy or
straightforward, but we must rise to the
challenge both to give us the best chance
of heading off the existential threat from
climate change and to ensure that at least
something positive emerges from the
pandemic’s terrible human tragedy.
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