
Integrating climate action for health into covid-19 recovery plans
Kristine Belesova and colleagues argue that recovery from the covid-19 pandemic must safeguard
the health of current and future generations in the face of the climate emergency
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The covid-19 pandemic caused over a half a million
deaths in its first four months and triggered a global
recession that threatens to increase poverty and
amplify the health effects of the pandemic. At the
same time climate change is adversely affecting
health, and the effects are projected to intensify
worldwide through a range of direct and indirect
pathways, including increased frequency and
intensity of heatwaves, floods, and droughts.1

The effects of climate change are emerging over
decades and centuries rather than the weeks and
months seen for the SARS-CoV-2 virus. However,
whereas there is hope for an effective vaccine or
treatment for the virus, there are no such prospects
for the climate emergency, and, as far as we know,
the effects are irreversible. While the covid-19
pandemic is a grave human tragedy, it can be used
asanopportunity to implement sustainable economic
recovery policies that safeguard the health of the
current and future generations including by
supporting rapid reductions in greenhouse gas
emissions.

Climate and wider health effects of the
pandemic
The implementation of physical distancing or
complete lockdown by many countries in response
to the covid-19 pandemic has resulted in big
reductions in economic activity. This in turn has
resulted in large reductions in air pollution and
greenhouse gas emissions in many places. Estimates
suggest that daily global CO2 emissions decreased
by 17% (11% to 25% for ±1 SD) inApril 2020 compared
with the mean emission levels in 2019.2 Annual
emissions could decrease by 4% to 7% (2% to 13%),
depending on the lockdown duration.2 Satellite
images recorded reductions in PM2.5 and NO2
concentrations in some of the examined areas (eg,
Chinaandnorthern Italy) comparedwith the seasonal
levels observed in previous years, although levels
were unchanged in others.3 Latest estimates suggest
that the direct effect of the response to the pandemic
on climate change will be negligible, with a cooling
of approximately 0.01°C (95% confidence interval
0.005 to 0.015) by 2030 compared with the trajectory
that follows current national policies.4

Experience of previous economic shocks shows that
reductions in emissions are likely to be transient. The
fall in greenhouse gas emissions with the 2008
recession, for example, was followed by a resurgence
that exceeded pre-recession levels.5 Increased
post-lockdown production and lower availability of
investment capital for low carbon energy may result
in a similar emissionpattern. Latest estimates suggest

that there is already a partial rebound in emissions
with the easing of lockdowns.2

The current economic recession is driving some
populations into poverty and, in some countries,
increasing health inequities, which in turn could
increase the risk of adverse outcomes from covid-19.6
The 2008 recession had pervasive effects on health,
particularly among men, with declining self-rated
health and increasing morbidity, psychological
distress, and suicide, although traffic fatalities and
population level alcohol consumption declined.7

National responses to the recession largely
determined the magnitude and distribution of health
effects. Social safety nets and long term investments
inhealth systems in someEuropeancountries seemed
to protect populations against adverse effects.8 A 5%
contraction in income or consumption due to the
covid-19 pandemic could force an estimated
additional 85 million people, mostly in developing
countries, below the international poverty threshold
of $1.90 (£1.50; €1.60) a day; 419 million people
would be similarly affected by a 20% contraction.9
The current economic shock emphasises theneed for
planned equitable transition from economic growth
powered by fossil fuels to policies that ensure health
and other social priorities within environmental
boundaries.10

Building a better transition to a net zero
carbon economy
By May 2020 governments and central banks had
committed to a $15tn fiscal stimulus globally in
response to the pandemic, equivalent to 17% of the
global economy.11 The UN secretary general António
Guterres and other leaders called for investment of
the recovery funds into “building back better” to
support a more sustainable, inclusive, and equitable
economy that addresses climate change.12 The EU
leaders have proposed a recovery plan based on
decarbonisation and digital transformation under
the European green deal.13

Anexpert assessment of an early set of fiscal recovery
packages suggests, however, that only 4% have the
potential for long term reduction of greenhouse gas
emissions; 4% are likely to increase emissions, and
92% would sustain the pre-crisis emissions
trajectory.14 The emergency rescue response
prioritises the injection of liquidity to prevent
economic collapse and meet the immediate needs of
saving lives and protecting populations, health
systems, and livelihoods. Recapitalising firms that
have been badly affected by the recession is an
opportunity to integrate health, environmental
sustainability, and economic recovery by using
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criteria that reflect these objectives to prioritise the use of
government funds.15

Climate action has been hampered by the complexity of the
challenges, indirect and complex attribution of the effects, vested
interests in maintaining business as usual, and denialist efforts to
influence public opinion. The aspirational target of keeping the
global average temperature increase below 1.5°C by 2100 requires
7.6% reduction of global emissions each year between 2020 and
2030.16 That requires the countries to increase their nationally
determined contributions to emission reductions under the Paris
climate agreement fivefold from their December 2019 levels.16
Recovery packages that facilitate the removal of fossil fuel andother
harmful subsidies and invest in transition to a net zero-carbon
economy can substantially contribute to this goal, helping to avoid
future warming of 0.3 °C by 2050,4 and bring sizeable benefits to
human health. Phasing out fossil fuels could, for example, avert
about 3.6 million premature deaths related to air pollution annually
in thenear term, andmitigate climate change effects in themedium
to long term.17 Global action required to meet the 1.5°C target is
estimated todeliver an economic benefit of $264tn-$610tnby 2100.18

Employment opportunities
Over the first three months of lockdown in the US, more than 45
million people claimed unemployment benefits and jobs in the oil
and gas sector declined by 12%.19 20 The oil and gas sector is now
experiencing its greatest ever crisis. In the absence of new
investment this could accelerate major structural changes away
from fossil fuels.21 Investment in oil and gas would have negative
public health and climate effects and would be less effective in
supporting livelihoods than investment to support the zero-carbon
transition. Every $1m spent supporting fossil fuel industries would
generate only 2.65 full time jobs compared with an estimated 7.49
and 7.72 full time jobs for the same investment in renewables and
energy efficiency.22 It would also contribute to increased health
risks for workers and residents in the vicinity of fossil fuel
extraction.23

In the UK, transition to a circular economy based on recycling,
remanufacturing, reuse, and shared services could create between
about 200 000 and 500 000 new jobs and reduce dependency on
vulnerable supply chains.24 The government subsidised
unemployment and furlough time couldbeused to invest inhuman
capital by developing job and entrepreneurial skills required for a
net zero-carboncircular economy, including throughonline training.

Building on behaviour change
When habits are temporarily disturbed, people are more sensitive
to new information andmayadopt amindset that ismore conducive
to behaviour change.25 People have drastically changed their
lifestyles in response to covid-19. Some of these changes reduce
greenhouse gas emissions and have health benefits. City
governments inMexico City, Bogotá,NewYork,Milan, Paris, Berlin,
and London responded by allocating more street space for
pedestriansandcyclists to facilitatephysical distancingandpromote
physical activity.2 The reduction in motorised traffic was the largest
driver of falls in global emissions during the lockdown.2

The urgency of having to make these changes in response to the
pandemic helped overcome some of the barriers to active travel and
reduced consumption of non-essential goods and international
travel. This could provide momentum to lock in the behaviour
changes that benefit health and the environment andmight catalyse
a shift from a consumerist culture to a more sustainable economy.

Translating the temporary behaviour changes into permanent
culture change could be supported through the development of
new infrastructure, such as converting roads into pedestrian and
cycle lanes, andnewpolicies, including incentivisingmore flexible
working from home, virtual meetings and medical consultations,
and less long distance business travel.26 Such policies could help
compensate for reduced public transport capacity and avoid a
rebound in car use in urban areas as ameans of physical distancing.
For example, cycling (including electric bicycles for longer journeys
and for elderly and some disabled people)27 is likely to be the best
way of getting around urban centres while maintaining a safe
distance between commuters.

Although in some cities policies and sustainable infrastructure
installed in response to covid-19 were temporary, other cities, such
asMilan andParis, committed tomaking thempermanent.28 Acase
study of transport policy in Ireland shows that times of financial
prudence combined with advocacy can allow sustainability
initiatives to flourish without the need for radical institutional
transformation.29 There is some evidence that in the right
circumstances, disasters can act as a spur to major policy change
such as after the 2004 tsunami in Indonesia and Sri Lanka and the
2011 earthquake in Christchurch, New Zealand.30 31 Confidence in
authority, the high status of science in policy making, inclusive
leadership, and a well articulated and coherent vision for a
sustainable and healthy society facilitated these positive changes.

The covid-19 pandemic differs from these events in scale, scope,
extent, and its global context. It will therefore be vital to build a
positive case for the zero-carbon transition as we emerge from
covid-19, emphasising the health benefits from climate change
mitigation policies, particularly through reduced air pollution,
increased physical activity, and healthy diets with a low
environmental impact.32 33 Such policies cross a range of sectors,
including energy, transport, housing, urban planning, food and
agriculture, industry, and healthcare. Reducing deforestation and
tackling the drivers of land degradation and freshwater depletion
from unsustainable patterns of food production can benefit health,
biodiversity, and the climate.34 Reducing exposure to air pollution,
increasing physical activity, and consumption of healthy diets
reduce the risks of heart disease and stroke, which in turn influence
the risk of adverse outcomes from covid-19.6

Advocacy for green recovery
Opinion polls in 16 countries have shown that most people expect
the environment to be prioritised in recovery packages.35 Large
majorities of respondents supported the proposition that we have
a responsibility to protect the planet for future generations, and
that environmental degradation poses a major threat to health. In
the UK, a climate litigation charity warned the government of legal
action against inadequate investment in a “green” recovery.36

How can health professionals respond to support the required
profound economic changes in the face of entrenched interests,
such as fossil fuel industries? They could start by making their
voices heard in the lobbying for resources. The recent letter from
representatives of 40 million health professionals to the heads of
G20 governments urging investments in a zero-carbon, healthy
recovery is an example of the leadership needed.37 They could also
support theUNandnational actions to create ahealthy, lowcarbon
economy. WHO, for example, has issued a manifesto calling for a
healthy emergence from covid-19 comprising protection and
preservation of nature; investment in essential services; rapid
decarbonisation of the energy system; promotion of healthy
sustainable food systems and cities; and stopping the use of
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taxpayers’ money to fund pollution, including halting the $400bn
direct fossil fuel subsidies globally.38

Health professionals can also act to address the climate emergency
in their dailywork—for example, by supporting thedecarbonisation
of health services, reducing waste, encouraging reuse of supplies
where feasible, promotinghealthy sustainable lifestyles, and leading
by example.39 Another role is to work with non-governmental
organisations bringing health perspectives to advocacy for climate
action.

The next year or so will bring major opportunities to unite global
actors in decisive action to protect andpromote thehealth of human
populations and natural systems. This imperative should motivate
increased ambition at the postponed 26th UN climate change
conference in Glasgow, UK, in November 2021 and at the 15th
Conference of Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity in
Kunming, China. Health professionals can play important and
potentially decisive roles in promoting a healthy and sustainable
recovery from covid-19 to safeguard the health of current and future
generations.

Key messages

• Our society has a responsibility to implement a sustainable recovery
from covid-19 that safeguards planetary health

• Economic recovery packages should help build more resilient social
foundations, including reducing health inequalities, and cut
greenhouse gas emissions

• Low carbon recovery strategies will benefit the economy and health
• Lifestyle and employment changes in response to covid-19 must be

harnessed to catalyse decisive action on the climate emergency
• Health professionals have an important role in promoting healthy and

sustainable recovery and decisive action on climate change
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