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The COVID-19 pandemic has had severe impacts on the economy, society, and our
way of living. The public health crisis and government responses led to a
contraction of economic growth, domestic and international trade, and human
mobility. Yet, the pandemic brought a positive impact on the environment.* Some
scientists and policymakers suggest that there is a 30% reduction in Greenhouse
Gas Emissions on account of the lower domestic and international trade, low
transportation, and closure of industries.” Other research showed that the levels of
the pollutant nitric dioxide lowered drastically, by 20-40%, across the United States,
China, and Western Europe. While the halting of socio-economic activity during the
pandemic positively impacted the environment, the effects are not necessarily
permanent and climate action is urgently needed to address the climate crisis.’ Yet,
many argue for postponing climate action, and expanding industrial production
through carbon-intensive packages—"allowing countries to reduce taxation on
carbon emissions to support their economic growth”. The expectation is that
delaying regulation and taxation associated with climate policies will allow a
smoother recovery, reduce the pressures on public budgets, and tackle
unemployment caused by the pandemic.

However, these scientific claims and propositions are shortsighted and have severe
implications for climate and environmental policies in developing countries.* These
recovery packages can further entrench developing countries’ dependence on fossil
fuels, consequently increasing Greenhouse Gas emissions by 16.4% in

2024.°> Recent research in Germany also shows an increasing trend of the emissions
of carbon monoxide (CO), nitrogen oxides (NO and NO2), and carbon dioxide (CO2)
across the United States, Canada, Japan, Germany, United Kingdom, France, Italy,
Brazil, and India during the pandemic.® The country-level results reported that Japan
has a higher average value in the Economic Activity Index and a higher average
value in carbon monoxide (CO) emissions followed by the United States. The higher
emissions of pollutants have been the result of an increase in gasoline consumption
by the public—as people tend to avoid public transportation and increase the usage
of personal vehicles—research further revealed.’

The pandemic affected land and water resources—by increased usage of mass
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disinfection materials i.e. hand sanitizers, soaps, and bleach having toxic chemicals
(i.e. isopropanol, ethanol, sodium hypochlorite, hypochlorous acids, and chlorine),
which also harm the aquatic life.® Similarly, such chemical containments are difficult
to degrade and pollute the environment.’ In addition, during the pandemic, the
production and demand of non-degradable masks and plastic products (i.e. personal
protection equipment-PPE) increased by 40 percent among households and
hospitals.”® There was a particular rise in online and takeaway food deliveries

from restaurants', resulting in huge solid wastage—further contaminating the
environment. In a survey by Snap in the UK, 60 percent of 18-24-year-olds
increased the frequency of delivery services amidst the lockdown.* Likewise, only
in Wuhan City in China, 240 tons of additional medical plastic waste per day is
produced”, which is an additional environmental challenge for the communities and
local authorities. Another study'* shows that the pandemic restrictions reduced the
work of conservationists and wildlife organizations that care for wildlife and
protected areas. During the pandemic, reduced conservation efforts were a global
trend™, making it hard for the staff of preserves, game parks, sanctuaries, and
other wildlife facilities to perform their normal activities.

These negative impacts suggest an increasing interplay between the pandemic, the
economy, and the environment. Decision-makers need to consider the
interconnected and cohesive dynamics between these complex systems while
sketching ways out of the pandemic. While the crises have many more direct and
indirect consequences, which will be realized in the coming years, what is evident
even in the short-term is to work out how we can play a part in protecting the
environment, which is currently balancing itself on a knife’s edge. As the COVID-19
restrictions loosened and economic activities recovered, the need to engage all
levels of government, businesses, and communities globally to promote sustainable
and eco-friendly policies became clear. Industries and public transportation must
reduce dependency on fossil fuels by transitioning to renewable energy resources
(i.e. wind, solar). Improving regulatory measures on solid waste management
systems to control the pandemic’s effluent and raising awareness among people
about pandemic-related pollution is essential. Finally, governments must engage
with international organizations such as the United Nations Environmental Program
(UNEP) and others to fight against environmental degradation in the aftermath of
the global pandemic.
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