
COVID and climate: 
glass half…?

Above is one of the most striking graphs we’ve seen 
in a long time. Credit to Axios for putting it together 
based on this very good Carbon Brief analysis.
The ‘good’ news: Global emissions are projected 
to fall by a record-breaking 5.5% this year. Our 
environment is having a rare moment of pause 
from the continued growing impact of humanity.

The bad news: Despite the historic fall, we still 
lag behind the rate of change required to keep 
global warming to within 1.5°C. And that’s just 
2020. If the economists are right and we can 
expect an economic rebound once lockdown 
procedures are lifted, then the trend on 
emissions very likely returns to growth.

So what do we think about this? 

It’s easy to be pessimistic – a view typified by 
Columbia University Professor Jason Bordoff: 
“the fact that it takes severe economic 

slowdowns like the Great Recession or 
COVID-19 to bring emissions down serves as 
a reminder of just how strongly tied emissions 
remain to economic growth—and thus how 
hard it is to lower them … the pandemic is a 
reminder of just how wicked a problem climate 
change is”

For those of us with long memories of global 
climate conferences, the auspices for the now-
delayed COP 26 in Glasgow potentially look 
bleak. COP 15 in Copenhagen in 2009 was billed 
as a similarly critical landmark conference that 
ultimately ended in failure.  
That conference took place as major economies 
were still in recession and government budget 
deficits ballooned to manage the fallout of an 
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economic crash. The parallels with our current 
situation are stark.

And if global policymaking stalls, what does 
that mean for the much-lauded shift in 
thinking from financial institutions? Big 
investors are shifting asset allocations from 
high-carbon sectors precisely because they 
see a risk of policy ‘stranding’ their investment. 
There will still be action from governments 
on climate change but a prudent read of the 
situation is that key decisions are now very 
likely delayed until later in this decade than 
would have been the case pre-COVID. 

Too pessimistic? 

We think so. For a start, there is the continuing 
power of civil society. Ipsos Mori recently 
found that 71% of people across 14 countries 
said climate change was as serious a crisis 
as COVID and 65% want it prioritised in 
the economic recovery. The likes of Greta 
Thunberg may not be able to convene large 
crowds anymore, but the passion of her 
movement clearly lives on in the virtual world. 
Rarely a day that goes by without mention of 
‘build back better’ in the pages or pixels of the 
media. 

We also have the benefit of an energy 
technology sector at its most vibrant in a 
century. Even in 2008-09 during the financial 
crisis, renewable technologies were many 
multiples more expensive than fossil fuels and 
propped up by expensive subsidies that starkly 

exposed the ‘green vs growth’ argument. 
Today, wind and solar are the cheapest form 
of electricity for two-thirds of the world’s 
population. Electric vehicles too are on the 
cusp of their breakthrough, fuelled by the 
cheap and green renewable electricity. 

There is more to be done to develop the 
technology to decarbonise heating, aviation 
and heavy industry, but the roadmaps 
are there. We should be cheered by the 
seriousness now being shown towards 
potential negative emissions technologies 
– such as bioenergy with carbon capture 
and storage (BECCS) – which actually strip 
out carbon from our atmosphere. Don’t bet 
against the long bull run in alternative energy 
continuing throughout the 21st century.

Our conclusion? 

While it is tempting to see the graph above 
as an indictment of climate change being 
too hard to address, we are on the side of the 
hundreds of businesses and investors who see 
the gap in that graph as an opportunity. 

It’s true that COVID exposes that we are 
nowhere near meeting the necessary trends 
on climate. But it is also true that COVID has 
emphasised why we need more investment 
and innovation in game-changing energy 
technologies, to make sure that we can 
achieve similar drops in emissions in future 
years, just without the economic pain.
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