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Introduction

COVID-19 is an unprecedented
global crisis affecting the

health of thousands of people. The
health care sector is buckling, and
livelihoods of an enormous chunk
of the society are at stake. In late
December 2019, this new
respiratory disease emerged in
Wuhan Province, China, which
was apparently caused by SARS-
COV-2 (Chen et al., 2020). Initially,
it was seen as a South Asian
problem, but soon it has spread to
most part of the world. While we
are writing this paper, few
countries like China and New
Zealand have gained some control,
but at the same time, some
countries like US, Brazil and India
are struggling to contain the
spread.

Crisis and Environment:
Historical Trends

It is quite surprising to observe
that both the cause and impact of
COVID-19 is seen emerging from
the biodiversity and environment.
COVID-19 is considered as a health
crisis which further had a spillover
to the economy, but it is essential
to address the deeper root cause of
the disease.  Relationship of
Humans and nature has become
completely dysfunctional, and this
has further aggravated the
problems of the planet, which is
struggling with climate change and
species loss. COVID-19 has spilled
over from animals to humans
(Zoonotic disease). This disease is
not the only infectious disease
transmitted from animals. It has
been found that 60 per cent of
contagious diseases are
transmutable between humans and
animals (Taylor, Latham, &
Woolhouse, 2001). Therefore, it is
implied that if the exploitation of

wildlife is continued, it may
increase the probability of
infections.

Along with the fear of these
infectious disease spread, climate
change is another characteristic of
poor planetary care. However, the
silver lining to this dark cloud is
that the crisis has induced a drop
in carbon emissions which has
caused an improvement in air
quality across the world. In order
to contain the virus, countries had
to impose lockdown and industries
were shut down immediately due
to which pollutants level has
reduced. Satellite images have
shown improved air quality for
several countries, including China
and Italy (“Coronavirus: Air
pollution and CO2 fall rapidly as
the virus spreads - BBC News,”
n.d.).  Regardless of how the
government actions have
contributed to the environment in
immediate times, one cannot
ignore the ongoing climate crisis.

The short-term impact of COVID-19 on the environment is positive, as with the shutdown of
economic activity carbon emissions have dropped. Once the crisis is over, emissions and
environmental externalities are likely to rebound. Further, if the stimulus packages announced
by the government are not sustainable i.e. if the stimulus is not coupled with structural reforms
of environmental standards, the reaction to this global crisis can be an inflexion point for
other global climate threat which humanity may face over a long term. This pandemic can be
a chance to recover and include the most vulnerable in those plans and pave the way for a
greener economy through increased trade in green goods and technology.
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From figure 1, it is apparent
that developing economies have
witnessed strong growth in the rate
of emissions. Due to lower income
levels and with an objective to
revive the economy, countries
shifted to fossil fuels, which
appears to be a cheaper source but
in return, increased the emissions.
In 2010, share of emissions from
developing countries was 50.3 per
cent (Jiang and Guan, 2017).  It is
observed that the rate of growth for
developing nations like China and
India is higher than the US and the
European Union. A further section
of the paper briefly discusses
historical crisis and their impact on
the environment.

1973, First Oil Crisis:  OPEC
constituting of 12 countries
decided to halt the exports to the
US, which is also termed as an Oil
embargo and further a series of
actions led to a quadrupling of oil
prices leading to stagflation and
recession in the economies. As a
result, the US took some measures
to be energy independent. It was
expected that the carbon emissions
would fall, given the slowdown in
economic activity, but as soon as
the economy resumed emissions
soared and reached a higher level
in 1976.

1979, Second Oil Crisis: Iranian
revolution started in 1978 and
ended in the first half of 1979,
leading to massive disruption in
the global supply of crude oil,
which led to skyrocketing of the
gasoline prices. OPEC’s market
share fell, and a shift was observed
towards other sources of energy.
Smaller and energy-efficient
vehicles were developed.
However, the emissions fell from
19.48 gigatons in 1979 to 19.39

TABLE 1

GLOBAL CO2 EMISSIONS DURING DIFFERENT CRISIS

Year of Crisis and the Crisis Year  CO2 Emissions
(in gigatons)

1973 First Oil Crisis 1973 17.02

1974 16.94

1976 17.82

1979 Second Oil Crisis 1979 19.48

1980 19.39

1985 20.14

1991 Fall of USSR 1991 23.19

1992 22.47

1995 23.37

1997 Asian Financial Crisis 1997 24.24

1998 24.15

2001 25.36

2008 Global Financial Crisis 2008 31.99

2009 31.53

2011 34.27

Source: Global Carbon Project.

FIGURE 1
ANNUAL CO2 EMISSIONS (GIGATONNES)

Source: Author’s compilation with Global Carbon Project Data.

There are several cracks in this
silver lining which are being
completely overlooked. It has been
witnessed in the past how global
emissions quickly rebound once

the crisis is over. Therefore, it is
implied that the impact of the crisis
on emissions is short-lived. This is
more evident during the past crisis
as being depicted in Figure 1.
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gigatons in 1980 signifying a drop
in greenhouse gases, but this
decline did not last long, and soon
the emissions rose to 20.14 in 1985.

1991, Fall of USSR:  1991
witnessed dismantling of the Soviet
Union which triggered an
industrial collapse and a fall in
emissions was expected. In 1991,
global emissions amounted to 23.19
gigatons, and for few years’
emissions saw a persistent decline.
This decline accrues to a massive
restructuring of the domestic food
system and agricultural pattern of
former USSR countries. As the
prices of food products rose and
the purchasing power of the people
fell, and ultimately, it leads to a
shift in consumption patterns from
meat to vegetarian products.
(Weindl, I., Lotze-Campen, H.,
Popp, A., Müller, C., Havlík, P.,
Herrero, M., Schmitz, C. and
Rolinski et al., 2015). This shift also
led to one of the most significant
land-use changes in the 20th
century. However, the global
emissions resumed to a higher level
in 1995, making it evident that the
crisis cant alter the level of
emissions for an extended period
unless pro-environment measures
are taken.

1997, Asian Financial Crisis:
High Foreign Direct Investment,
soaring real estate values, and bold
corporate spending lead to asset
bubbles which ultimately lead to
this crisis. Devaluation of
currencies across Asian economies
led to high inflation and other
problems which spread in Asian
economies, including South Korea
and Japan. The problem was solved
when the IMF provided loans to
stimulate the economy. Since it was
a financial crisis, repercussions of

the crisis were realized across the
marketplaces, and a sudden fall in
emissions was witnessed in 1998,
but soon when countries started
showing signs of recovery in 1999,
the emissions increased to a much
higher level in 2001.

2008, Financial Crisis: It is quite
evident that the global financial
crisis had created turmoil in the
international markets leading to a
fall in the economic activity across
the globe. But as the economy was
restarting the operations, emissions
shot up with a growth rate of 5.9
per cent to a new increased level
(Peters et al., 2012). The impact of
the Global Financial crisis on
emissions was short-lived, and a
sudden rebound to fossil fuel
economy was witnessed in the
world economy.

Green Economy Focused
Stimulus

The year 2020 was a pivotal
year for biodiversity and the
environment. Global climate
meeting after the Paris agreement
was scheduled for this year which
was planned to happen in
Glasgow. The objective of the
meeting was to set new standards
and roll out various measures to
protect the environment from the
detrimental impact of greenhouse
gases. The postponement of such
conferences and meetings has
slowed down the potential actions
which should be taken
immediately. The global economy
is in amidst of another crisis now,
and countries are announcing fiscal
stimulus to revive the economy.
However, it is crucial for
economies to ensure that the
packages are adhering to long term
sustainability.

During the global financial
crisis, a significant fiscal stimulus
was announced by countries to
bring out the countries from the
recession. The package was
focused on GDP revival, and no
consideration was paid to its
distribution, which resulted in
increased consumption of fossil
fuels by factories. Therefore, it is
essential to have structural reforms
that can help countries to have
sustainable and environment
centric economic package and
could address the dual motive, i.e.
the economic effects of the
pandemic and ensure sustainable
development (Sephton, 2020).
COVID-19 has not only highlighted
the emergency and the immediate
need for focusing on planetary
health, but also it has presented an
opportunity to integrate climate
relief measures and economy
recovery actions. Countries can
introduce economic measures by
prioritizing and linking environ-
ment regulations (Mulchandani,
2020). The ideal scenario would be
to introduce a new environment
policy prior to the distribution of the
stimulus to ensure that the busi-
nesses abide by the regulations.

Stimulus packages should not
help to thrive those businesses that
are leading to environmental
degradation. Policy-makers should
incentivize the use of renewable
energy and increase the quantum
of solar plants so that the
dependence on fossil fuels could be
reduced. Along with the reduction
in gases and emissions, regulatory
authorities should also enforce
bans on the illegal trade of wildlife
that may lead to biodiversity loss
and may become a cause for a
future pandemic.
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Several countries have started
the process of revisiting the
traditional economic growth
models to imbibe the
environmental aspect. For
example, Milan in Italy has
planned to relocate its street space
from four-wheelers to cyclists and
pedestrians. Also, Amsterdam has
taken a holistic approach by
introducing the doughnut model.
It is taking into account the local
city targets along with sustainable
development goals for global
lenses, i.e., meeting the needs of
individuals but with the premises
of the planet. The model is being
innovated by British Economist
Kate Raworth, from Oxford
University’s Environmental
Change Institute. (“Introducing the
Amsterdam City Doughnut | Kate
Raworth,” n.d.). During this
unprecedented outbreak,
Countries have to follow some vital
measures that will not exacerbate
negative fallouts from the
pandemic. This process will require
regional as well as global
cooperation. This pandemic has
proved that the world is
intertwined and the problems of
pathogens and pollution could not
be handled individually.

Importance of Trade in
Safeguarding Environment

The pandemic has given rise to
several debates about the role and
position of globalization post-crisis.
The order of international trade
was in trouble even before the virus
spread due to increasing trade
wars. But the situation has
worsened post-January when the
demand and supply both have
tumbled due to lockdowns and
office closures. World Trade

Organization (WTO) has estimated
that the world merchandise trade
may decline by 10-30 per cent.
However, it has to be
acknowledged that multilateralism
can help bring countries out of
multifaceted impacts of COVID-19
along with expediting the
realization of Greener economy
(UNEP, 2020).

Before the crisis, increasing
volume of green trade flows was
witnessed among the nations. In
2019, the International energy
agency predicted that the
expansion rate for renewable
energy capacity from 2019-2024,
will be 50 per cent. This estimate
was based on the basis of
functioning supply chains in
sustainable technology. It is
important to acknowledge that if
climate resilience is incorporated in
international trade, it can lead to a
sustainable recovery.

In endogenous growth theory,
technical progress is considered as
a critical element, and trade-in
greener technology can achieve
technological development along
with environmental protection.
China’s imports from developed
countries improve their access to
greener technology and further
assists in producing goods with
fewer emissions (Cao and Wang,
2017). Plurilateral and regional
negotiations are conducted to
reduce tariff and non-tariff barriers
on greener goods like renewable
energy, goods that minimize
wastage and monitor the quality of
the environment. It is estimated
that the reduction in tariff of goods
could reduce the emissions by 10
million tons by 2030 and fostering
the trade by 1.1 per cent (UNEP,
2020). In addition to trade in green

goods, it will be crucial for policy
strategists to also focus on the
negative effects of trade on climate
change and bring out some
structural changes. Subsidization
of fossil fuels and fisheries as
mandated in 2030 agenda is one of
those critical issues which WTO
should address. Such reforms
could help reduce carbon leakage
and would foster trade
competitiveness. Therefore, it
implies that along with regional
cooperation, countries also need to
have global cooperation in fighting
the double whammy of the crisis.

Conclusion
While the economy is amidst a

crisis, the problem of climate crisis
should not be overlooked. The
reduction in carbon emissions will
last only until the duration of
lockdown across the economies.
Therefore, the slowdown should
not affect the investment in green
technologies; instead, the economic
package should be environment
centric. The study concludes that
governments should set
environmental standards before
deciding the distribution of
stimulus packages and should roll
out strict environmental
regulations which can foster
sustainable development. These
improved environmental
standards, coupled with enhanced
bilateral trade can reduce
emissions and promote innovation.
According to porter’s hypothesis,
environment policies may improve
export competitiveness among
nations and induce technological
innovation. There is heavy
dependence on cheap fossil fuels,
and therefore incentive should be
embedded in the economic
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stimulus packages, which can lead
to a shift to renewable sources.
Along with these structural
reforms, the crisis also provides an
opportunity to bring in some
behavioural changes like changing
the mobility habits of people, for
instance, reduced air travel and
more usage of telecommunications.
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