
 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

COVID-19 and the Green Recovery Approach 

 

 

1. Introduction 

2020 was a very difficult and confusing year for 

many. The COVID-19 pandemic caused immense 

suffering and huge socio-economic disruption 

worldwide. And, as is often the case with such a 

crisis, the effects of the pandemic hit hard the most 

vulnerable in society. Within a few months of 

encountering COVID-19, many people had lost 

their jobs and some companies had to 

permanently close down. Small and informal 

enterprises, in particular, were terribly affected by 

the pandemic. On the other hand, some of the  

most established businesses also had to cut 

employees in order to stay afloat, and once more it 

was the already struggling members of society 

that were affected by such actions. Moreover, 

struggling households were threatened with 

increased food insecurity, adding to the challenges 

of poor public health, unsustainable food systems, 

unemployment and unprotected livelihoods, and 

inequality. The overall damage caused by this 

pandemic is yet to be quantified, but it is clear that 

the impact will continue to be felt long after the 

virus is gone.   

While the world attends to the ongoing crisis of 

COVID-19, other crises remain. There is a 

troubling trend of deterioration in the earth’s 

natural systems and functions that are essential 

for life on the planet – especially human life.  

Additionally, economic systems characterised by 

inequality ensure that nature’s contributions and 

benefits are distributed and experienced 

differently amongst social groups, countries and 

regions. These two realities, amongst many 

others, were exposed during the most drastic 
phases of the global pandemic for everyone to 

contemplate. 

 

2. The Damage 

Major changes in the biosphere are directly linked 

to the growth of human systems, which are poorly 

monitored and have little consideration for the 

Earth’s well-being. The human impact on the 

natural world continues to compromise the 

Earth’s ability to support and regulate complex life 

systems. This could mean that the number and 

intensity of pandemics will almost certainly 

worsen over coming decades. It is clear that 

viruses spread rapidly in overcrowded 

circumstances, and it is also evident that large 

parts of the world are becoming overcrowded. 

There are 7.8 billion people on the planet now, it 

is estimated that there will be about 11 billion by 

the end of the century1, and a large proportion 

lives in major cities due to urbanisation. 

According to the Global Assessment Report on 

Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services,2 people do not 
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benefit from nature’s contributions equally across 

social groups, countries and regions. This serves 

as the basis for environmental degradation and 

the overexploitation of natural resources. It is 

disturbing to note, as argued in this report, that 

the devastating ecological changes benefit some 

people at the expense of others. When nature’s 

benefits are reduced it is seen as an opportunity 

for technological innovation and institutional 

arrangements that favour the world’s richest and 

most powerful, and which wildly exploit nature, 

while excluding the world’s most marginalised 

populations. The example of food production 

given in this report explains how the world today 

is producing sufficient food to satisfy global needs, 

yet there is still a considerable percentage of the 

global population that is undernourished and 

which continues to live under the threat of food 

insecurity. 

 

3. Green Recovery 

More than a year after the outbreak of the COVID-

19 pandemic, people still grapple with the idea of 

connecting it to environmental destruction and 

poor socio-economic policies.  Global economic 

systems were founded and established on an 

unequal and unstainable premise. And this has 

over the years enabled growth to be at the expense 

of the planet and people.COVID-19 presented an 

opportunity to reflect and revise on economic 

systems. . Phrases such as ‘building back better’ or 

‘defining a new normal’ ’ are amongst the most 

interchangeably used as people try to chart a way 

out of the pandemic and towards recovery. 

Responding to the health crisis and providing 

socio-economic relief are the main current 

priorities in dealing with COVID-19. However, an 

opportunity is presented for alignment of public 

finance with global environmental objectives to 

limit the risk of investing in carbon intensive 
infrastructure in the re-building programmes. . It 

was established that during a period where the 

entire world went on a slowdown in economic 

activities, parts of nature and the atmosphere 

indicated small signs of recovery or a break3. A 

clear indication that economic activities are 

facilitated in the most destructive manner, taking 

into consideration activities such transportation, 

energy, and food production in their current state. 

Pope Francis talks about how the pandemic has 

given us a chance to develop new ways of living.4 

In defence of the most vulnerable and in his 

advocacy for our common good, the Pope 

emphasises that nations ought to adopt more 

ambitious targets to reduce carbon emissions, and 

that people need to consider changing how they 

do things. Francis also highlights how the Earth is 

able to recover when allowed to rest, as has been 

the case during the pandemic. His publishing of 

the 2015 encyclical “Laudato Si” and his active 

engagement in addressing environmental 

catastrophes signals a significant shift in thinking 

and teaching. For example, the encyclical 

reiterates how changes in behaviour regarding 

consumption, transportation and energy use 

could help restore our beloved earth.  

 

3.1 The Low-Carbon Transition 

Climate change is arguably amongst the most 

urgent crises facing humanity in this age. Its 

effects have devastating implications for water 

resources, food production, and human health. 

Therefore, it requires a cross-sectoral integrative 

approach that addresses a wide range of varying 

issues. There has been a rapid increase in climate 

change induced weather events in recent years 

across the globe. The United Nations Environment 

Programme’s Emissions Gap Report notes a 7% 

decrease in carbon dioxide emissions in 2020,5 a 

decrease largely attributed to the economic 

slowdown during lockdown. However, the 

decrease is regarded as insignificant, and it will 

have a negligible impact on the world’s goal to 

reduce global warming. This is mainly because, 

despite the 7% drop, 2019 saw the highest 

recorded greenhouse gas emissions and 2020 had 

the hottest temperatures in history.6 This 

trajectory is expected to continue as temperatures 

rapidly increase. It is an indication that the 
damage caused is irreversible in the short term, 

and that urgent interventions to move towards 

low carbon systems are way overdue. That even 

an extended period of economic slowdown could 

not help our atmospheric and natural systems to 

recover is a dire warning. 

 

3.2 Accelerating the Just Transition 

In the context of climate change, a just transition 

is defined as a process that seeks to ensure that a 

move towards a low-carbon economy protects the 

future and livelihoods of workers and 
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communities. This requires that plans be put in 

place that detail the opportunities for new 

employment in sustainable sectors for those who 

currently work in carbon intensive sectors. The 

need to move from fossil fuel based economic 

activities is necessary and is way overdue if the 

international community is to meet the net-zero 

carbon emissions in 2050. The year 2020, apart 

from being the hottest on record, also saw quite a 

few extreme weather events across the globe. The 

wild fires that raged Australia, the  destructive 

tropical cyclones in parts of Southern Africa, and 

the intense heat waves in Siberia and parts of 

Northern Europe, to mention a few. These and 

more extreme weather events are expected to 

become the norm as global temperatures continue 

to increase.  

 

The world has committed to act on climate change 

through the signing of the 2015 Paris Climate 

Change Agreement,7 which many countries have 

now ratified. In the Agreement, countries set out 

individual targets (nationally determined 

contributions) towards attaining the collective 

climate goal. But since the enactment of the 

Agreement, only some very insufficient plans have 

been put in place by participating countries, 

especially those with high emissions, towards 

achieving their climate obligations. A significant 

shift in thinking and policy planning is required to 

be able to move countries from carbon intensive 

to low carbon economies. There seem to be a high 

level of awareness regarding the steps that need to 

be taken for the ambition to be realised, but the 

political will to support such action is lacking in 

most cases. Meanwhile, the past few years have 

seen an increase in individual and small-scale 

initiatives geared towards cleaner, sustainable 

systems, especially in the areas of solar power and 

battery storage. 

It is important to start building on these individual 

and small-scale initiatives in order to create a 

more impactful and coherent strategy towards a 

low-carbon transition in the areas of energy, food 

production, transportation, social empowerment, 

built infrastructure and water. Most of these 

opportunities are within the existing carbon 

intensive sector, such as mining land 

rehabilitation, and the re-purposing of retiring 

coal power plants, for example. With relevant 

policy support and an inclusive just transition plan 

to facilitate the process, these initiatives could be 

used as case studies of how to help workers and 

communities while building towards attaining the 

global climate goal.  

In South Africa, where most of our electricity has 

for decades been generated by coal-fed power 

stations, there is a looming crisis as plants such as 

Komati, Camden, Grootvlei and Hendrina move 

closer to decommissioning. Closing down these 

power plants is going to put a lot of people out of 

work, yet it is necessary if South Africa is to attain 

the net-zero carbon emission goal by 2050. 

Unfortunately, there is currently little government 

commitment to an operational transition plan for 

the decommissioning of these power plants or for 

the wider transition process.  

Although in theory the government and the 

renewable energy industry have signed up to a 

just transition, with an attempt to create new 

employment, there is still a lack of tangible plans 

sufficient to move South Africa towards its climate 

goals and still protect livelihoods. The ongoing 

struggles in the country’s power utility (ESKOM) 

are an obvious and clear indication of the absence 

of such plans. Except for a few mentions of the 

need for a just transition and its related clean 

energy strategies by the President every now and 

then, nothing significant is evident. Indeed, in his 

state of the nation address this year, the President 

mentioned that Eskom was making substantial 

progress with its maintenance and operational 

programmes to improve the reliability of its coal 

fleet; while in the same statement he also spoke 

about the power utility’s commitments ‘in 

principle’ to net zero emissions by 2050 as part of 

a just transition!8                 

 

4. Conclusion 

Stimulus packages can be very useful financial 

instruments to address the COVID-19 pandemic, 

as well as to help humanity avoid impending crises 

such as climate change and ecological collapse. 

Countries need to start building and re-building 

economies that will be able to withstand future 

pandemics and their associated socio-economic 

crises. These economies must take into serious 

consideration the people, planet and profit 

approach for growth. Building on elements of 

resilience and sustainability is essential for both 

present and future generations, and therefore it is 

important that the transition to cleaner, 



 
 

BP 516: COVID-19 and the Green Recovery Approach 

 

sustainable economies is done correctly through 

proper, transparent and inclusive planning. 

Bringing together civil society, businesses and 

governments to work as a unit to reach the net-

zero carbon emissions goal by 2050 is vital. The 

pressure to move from fossil fuels is mounting as 

climate change effects become more and more 

manifest. The international community realises 

the need to move rapidly towards clean and 

sustainable economies, but the lack of political will 

in most instances to change policies and to put in 

place the necessary support systems is becoming 

a huge hindrance.    

 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Lovedonia Mkansi 

Project Coordinator 
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