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A rainbow was sighted on a rainy evening in Delhi last week, seemingly a sign that better days are 

round the corner. The beautiful view, complemented by clear skies and fresh air, is a rare sight in 

a city notorious for its high levels of pollution. The dip in pollution levels seems to be the norm in 

places where lockdowns have been imposed to contain the spread of the coronavirus and is one 

of the few positive consequences of the pandemic. Air quality has improved drastically in the past 

few weeks owing to the decrease in industrial as well as vehicular emissions.  

 

In these times of uncertainty, it is encouraging to see a substantial drop in emissions all over the 

world. Air pollution in India has fallen by 71 per cent since the lockdown was announced. Since 

March, carbon emissions have dropped by 7.5 per cent and 58 per cent  in the US and the 

European Union, respectively. In China, CO2 emissions were down by 18 per cent between early 

February and mid-March. The near shutdown of the airline industry has also led to an over 30 per 

cent decline in CO2 levels. This lockdown-induced fall in pollution is also linked to lowered severity 

in the effects of the coronavirus. As per a research produced by Harvard researchers, higher levels 

of pollution aggravate the symptoms of COVID-19 (since it is a respiratory ailment) and increase 

the possibility of death. Now, the world is breathing a little easier, but can this be sustained? 
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Temporary Relief 

The current fall in environmental degradation will be short-lived, at least going by past crises. A 

temporary decline in emissions was observed in case of the Asian Financial Crisis (1997) and the 

Global Financial Crisis 2008 (GFC) due to the slump in production. The disastrous impact of the 

virus on world economies cannot be negated. The world is set to enter a phase of recession and 

the prospects of revival seem bleak for the time being. Governments have announced hefty relief 

packages and the main objective of these measures is to kickstart economic activity. In a bid to 

do so, countries may give in to carbon temptation by giving concessions to carbon-dependent 

industries. This could spell disaster for the environment and there is a possibility of discussions 

on climate change taking a backseat. The path that climate change talks and legislation are going 

to take will largely depend on the measures that a particular country will take to restore normalcy. 

A country can either go back to relying on polluting sources of energy and increase the use of 

these resources to reverse the economic downturn or it can adopt clean energy sources, keeping 

in mind the goal of achieving sustainability.  

 

At present, green measures are already being de-prioritised. The US has rolled back the fuel 

efficiency standards for automakers and will also give concessions to the airline industry. This 

happened even after the GFC, where the airlines and oil sectors were key stimulus targets. The 

26th Conference of Parties (CoP) to discuss the Paris Climate Change Agreement, scheduled to 

take place in Glasgow in November 2020, may also be affected. India has not announced any 

stimulus packages exclusively to deal with climate change. Given the current scenario of a 

possible recession and vast unemployment, India may prioritise economic growth and this can 

have a negative impact on the green policy of the country. Developing countries could also have 

a hard time in getting climate finance from developed countries at such a time.  

 

The impact of COVID-19 on globalisation is also troubling as there is a possibility of greater 

protectionism across the world. The spread of the virus is attributed to China and it has been 

facing a lot of criticism from many countries quite openly. However, for climate policy to be 

implementable, China needs to be involved. China produces close to 70 per cent of the world’s 

solar panels and is the largest producer of electric vehicles (EVs). Countries should, however, also 

reduce their dependence on China for eco-friendly products and look at building their own 

capabilities. 

 

Towards A New Normal 

The pandemic has forced individuals and businesses alike to rely on digital modes of functioning 

as far as possible. It has shown that work and study from home is possible, as long as the digital 

infrastructure is in place. Work, study or play from home can also have a positive impact on the 

environment as the carbon footprint associated with commuting in vehicles and using electricity 

and power in huge commercial buildings, etc. is reduced. However, the success of the work from 

home model lies on access to digital infrastructure—a steady Internet connection and 
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laptops/smartphones are basic requirements. In India, Internet penetration stands at just 35 per 

cent. Given the composition of our workforce, close to 60 per cent cannot work from home. India 

is also an agrarian economy with 44 per cent of the workforce in the agricultural sector. The 

manufacturing sector, comprising the most polluting sectors of the economy such as mining, 

construction, etc., employs around 12 per cent of the workforce. These workers, mainly from the 

unorganised sector, employed at factories and other productive units do not have provisions for 

work from home as they are required to carry out work on the ground.  

 

Also, the work from home model is not suitable even for high-value, service sector jobs. A recent 

survey by research-backed innovative venture SCIKEY MindMatch shows how only 0.2 per cent 

of the IT sector, one of the major drivers of the service sector in terms of contribution to GDP and 

employment share, can work remotely and productively. While it can be argued that the low figure 

is the result of adapting to very new, uncertain circumstances, studies have shown that 

productivity cannot be sustained for a very long period of time working remotely. The ecological 

benefits of working from home are aplenty; however, its long-term feasibility in a country like India 

is still doubtful.  

 

Also, while the lockdown has prompted people to use eco-friendly digital methods of functioning, 

it has also wreaked havoc on the sharing economy. The sharing economy focuses on person-to-

person sharing of goods and services and aims at bringing in greater sustainability without 

compromising on economic growth. Companies which make use of the sharing economy model 

include Airbnb, Uber and Ola (cab sharing) and co-working spaces. With social distancing 

becoming the norm, this economically and ecologically sound model will no longer be functional, 

at least in the foreseeable future.  

 

Sustainability is also at the core of EVs or zero-emission workers. The market for EVs is growing 

at a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 21 per cent. The US has around 1 million EVs as per 

the latest data and this makes up just around 1 per cent of the total cars in the country. Nordic 

countries like Norway, on the other hand, are leading the way in EV usage with electric cars 

comprising close to 44 per cent of the total cars in the country. Here too, countries like India have 

a long way to go in terms of usage of EVs. The market is in its nascent stage here, but it can pick 

up momentum in the coming few years, especially after the implementation of the Faster 

Adoption and Manufacturing of (Hybrid) and Electric Vehicles (FAME) scheme. This can help 

India to make the transition to a carbon-free nation a few decades from now and revolutionise 

the environmental prospects of the country. All of these steps towards sustainability may get an 

impetus as a result of the pandemic and the governments across the world should make 

concerted efforts to ensure the same.  
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Why Less Response to Climate Change? 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has instilled a sense of urgency in governments that has never been 

seen before. Many governments were quick to introduce unconventional measures such as 

lockdowns which could be because of the relatively high mortality rate associated with the 

pandemic. COVID-19 has also caught the imagination of people as it has led to an infodemic, with 

a barrage of information on the disease available 24x7. This could also be a reason why people 

responded so promptly to the situation. On the other hand, the equally grave challenge of climate 

change has a more gradual impact, even though it is killing roughly 2,50,000 people per year. 

Another reason why climate change has not elicited the desired response is because it involves 

a trade-off between short-term and long-term gains and since human beings are wired to give 

precedence to convenient, short-term gains, they tend to sideline the issue of climate change. 

Even governments and companies prefer short-term benefits which often come at the cost of the 

environment.  

 

Way Forward 

Things can, however, change for the better. Green investments could see a rise as the current 

increased stimulus funding could lead to bigger investments in green technology and 

decarbonisation. This has happened before and after the 2008 Financial Crisis. Around US$ 500 

billion was spent on green investments and projects, which was around 16 per cent of the global 

stimulus spending. The COVID-19 outbreak will continue to dominate discussion in the coming 

few months and efforts will be redirected towards combating it. But, the international community 

has to realise the magnitude of the impending ecological disaster. The pandemic has exposed 

the unpreparedness of the world in handling the crisis and this could motivate countries to take 

climate change more seriously. The recent historic decline in the price of oil to sub-zero levels 

could also shift demand away from oil and related products such as petrol, plastics, etc. This 

could reduce the use of environmentally harmful products made using oil. Emissions from 

industries that depend on oil may also decrease as companies and industries may be forced to 

adopt greener fuels. Consequently, measures to mitigate climate change could get a definitive 

boost.  

The pandemic has put things in perspective—it is largely on how we take it and respond to future 

crises, including the fallout from prolonged climate change.  

 

Sukanya Nambiar is Research Intern at CPPR. Views expressed are personal and need not 

reflect or represent the views of Centre for Public Policy Research. 
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