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How did the COVID-19 crisis relate to meeting global

climate targets for 2020?
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The current coronavirus outbreak 2019 (COVID-19)
may be a double-edged sword in the fight against cli-
mate change. In fact, 2020 marks a key assessment
of climate protection initiatives and progress made
by individual countries, which are due to submit
their updated Nationally Determined Contributions
(NDCs) as agreed in the Paris Agreement (1).

Although pre coronavirus crisis global GHG emis-
sions are expected to continue growing by 1,9% (2),
recent CO, calculations in Europe are predicting a
surprising scenario. For instance, the German climate
target for 2020, which until February 2020, was con-
sidered unattainable, should now be met (3). Due to
this year's mild, stormy, windy winter, and, above all
the coronavirus crisis, the target of 40% CO, savings,
compared to 1990, is within reach.

While COVID-19 is “first and foremost an issue of
human health and safety”, the change in people’s be-
haviour to contain the virus is having “some subtle ef-
fects on the environment” (4). Some of the spreading
virus tangible effects on the environment have been,
among others (e.g. air pollution, wildlife etc.), the de-
creasing use of gasoline, electricity, as well as a drop
on fuel production and consumption. If similar trends
can be proven for the performance of the G20 coun-
tries only, 2020 could represent an epic cornerstone
not only for climate negotiations but also for the fu-
ture world economy.

Yet, the COVID-19 crisis may also have negative im-
plications and impacts on the climate, as a rebound
effect is expected once the pandemic is over (5). In
the short-term, some are already affecting electric ve-
hicles (EV) and the solar sectors, challenged by dips in
oil/gasoline prices, the decreasing demand, and dis-
ruptions to both supply chains and manufacturing fa-
cilities (5). Besides, low commodity prices may dras-
tically alter food supply chains, resulting in increased
levels of food loss and waste, as well as exacerbating
existing scenarios of food insecurity, especially in de-
veloping countries (5)(6).

Notwithstanding the future developments, the cur-
rent global situation is an opportunity to consider
structural changes that may go hand-in-hand with
the economic and environmental reforms needed to
achieve a sound paradigm shift to avoid destabilizing
the climate in order to have the best possible chance
to avoid setting off irreversible chain reactions (e.g.
melting glaciers etc.). This shift can and needs to be
taken now (7)(8). While rethinking unforeseen and
unexpected scenarios when drafting global climate
targets, policy-makers and global leaders should en-
vision a new world economy without fossil fuels, with
a higher reliance on renewable energies, decreas-
ing travels, shortening value chains, and challenging
first-world living standards (9)(10). This pandemic is
showing us that refinements are possible. Investments
and measures taken beyond and after the coronavirus



crisis are what would define the global fight against
climate change.

Acknowledgements

Hussam Hussein was supported by the Oxford Mar-
tin School Programme on Transboundary Resource
Management, University of Oxford. The views ex-
pressed in this paper are the sole responsibility of the
authors. A version of this Opinion Paper was origi-
nally published by OxPol blog (www.oxpol.ox.ac.uk).

References

1.]. Burck, U. Hagen, N. Hohne, L. Nascimento, C. Bals,
“Climate change index report; Results 2020” (2019);
https://newclimate.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/
CCPI-2020-Results_Web_Version.pdf.

2. United Nations Environment Programme (2019).
Emissions Gap Report 2019. UNEP, Nairobi. (UNEP
(2019) Emission Gap Report 2019; https://wedocs.
unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/30797/
EGR2019.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed.

3. B. Radowitz, “RECHARGE: Coronavirus and mild
winter helps Germany to reach 2020 climate target”
(2020);  https://www.rechargenews.com/transition/
coronavirus-and-mild-winter-helps-germany-to-
reach-2020-climate-target/2-1-778607.

4. K. Patel, “How the Coronavirus Is (and Is Not)
Affecting the Environment” (2020); https://earthob-
servatory.nasa.gov/blogs/earthmatters/2020/03/05/
how-the-coronavirus-is-and-is-not-affecting-the-en-
vironment/.

5. L. Franza, 2020, Is Coronavirus Good for Our Sick
Planet?, IAI Commentaries Series; https://www.iai.it/
en/pubblicazioni/coronavirus-good-our-sick-planet

6. Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations (FAO): “Coronavirus Food Supply Chain un-
der strain: what to do?” (2020): http://www.fao.org/3/
ca8308en/ca8308en.pdf.

7. C. Spash, 2020. «The Revolution will not be Corpo-
ratised! ». Environmental Values, 29 (2): 121-130.

8. S. A. Schwartz, “Climate Change, Prepared-

2 ISSN-Internet 2197-411x OLCL 862804632

Future of Food: Journal on Food, Agriculture
and Society, 8 (2)

\x\“q
«v
ness, and Consciousness” EXPLORE (2020);
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/
§1550830720301063.

9. P. Merz, "The Paris agreement shows we need a par-
adigm shift to tackle climate change" LSE European
Politics and Policy (EUROPP) Blog (2015); https://
blogs.Ise.ac.uk/usappblog/2015/12/19/the-paris-
agreement-shows-we-need-a-paradigm-shift-to-
tackle-climate-change/.

10. M. McGrath, “Coronavirus: Air pollution and
CO2 fall rapidly as virus spreads” BBC Science & En-
vironment (2020); https://www.bbc.com/news/sci-
ence-environment-51944780

UniKassel & VDW, Germany- August 2020



