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ABSTRACT 
It can be hard to imagine a silver lining to the all-consuming cloud that is the current and ongoing spread of 
Covid-19 across the planet, but, as cities and lives are pulled to a standstill by communicable disease, our skies 
and rivers are revealing an unexpected positive to the pandemic. While the beneficial effects for our 
environment by no means reduce the anguish and suffering caused by such an outbreak, economic slowdown 
and reduced travel as a result of government-enforced quarantines has put a dramatic cap on outgoing pollution 
and the effects are being seen all over the world. This paper focuses on the Impact of Pandemics on the 
Environment because it has a diet impact by re-generating the environment but the question is that - Is it a 
permanent positive impact ? 
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INTRODUCTION 
About two-thirds of all infectious diseases in humans have their origins in animals. Scientists say the ability of a 
virus to mutate and adapt from animals to the human system is very rare, but the expansion of the human 
footprint is making that rare event much more likely. 

For most people, up until the novel coronavirus took over the headlines, the possibility of a new disease 
emerging out of nowhere and spreading around the world at a breakneck pace seemed like something out of a 
science fiction movie. But some members of the scientific community have been sounding the alarm for 
decades, warning that it was not a matter of if, but when another pandemic would threaten humanity. 

IMPACT ON ENVIRONMENT 
Compared to what so many are experiencing, the impact on Nature has been relatively small, but nonetheless 
historic. The skies are clearing of pollution, wildlife is returning to newly clear waters, a host of flights have 
been scrapped and crude oil is so worthless that the industry would have to pay you to take it off their hands – a 
few months ago, environmentalists could only dream of such a scenario as the 50th anniversary of Earth Day 
came into view. 

But this disorientingly green new reality is causing little cheer given the cause is the coronavirus pandemic that 
has ravaged much of the world. 

“This isn’t the way we would’ve wanted things to happen, God no,” said Gina McCarthy, former head of the US 
Environmental Protection Agency in the Obama administration. “This is just a disaster that pointed out the 
underlying challenges we face. It’s not something to celebrate.” 

The recent annual Earth Day event, this year largely took place online, came as a public health restriction to 
prevent the spread of Covid-19, has resulted in a sharp dip in air pollution across China, Europe and the US, 
with carbon emissions from the burning of fossil fuels reporting a record 5% annual drop. 

The waters of Venice are now clear, lions lounge on roads normally frequented by safari-goers in South Africa 
and bears and coyotes wander around empty accommodation in Yosemite national park in California. 

Meanwhile, nearly eight in 10 flights globally have been canceled, with many planes in the US carrying just a 
handful of people. The oil industry, a key driver of the climate crisis and direct environmental disaster, is in 
turmoil, with a barrel of crude hitting an unprecedented figure. 

These would perhaps be the sort of outcomes seen had stringent environmental policies been put in place in the 
wake of the first Earth Day in 1970, which saw 20 million Americans rally in support of anti-pollution 
measures. 

Instead, the pain of the Covid-19 shutdown has highlighted how ponderous the world’s response has been – the 
expected cut in emissions, for example, is still less than what scientists say is needed every year this decade to 
avoid disastrous climate impacts for much of the world. 

 

https://www.nature.com/articles/nature06536
https://www.cbsnews.com/live-updates/coronavirus-live-updates-2020-04-29/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/coronavirus-bill-gates-epidemic-warning-readiness/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/the-1918-flu-pandemic-a-cautionary-tale/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/apr/12/global-carbon-emisions-could-fall-by-record-25bn-tonnes-in-2020
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/apr/17/us-airlines-empty-planes-coronavirus-environment
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/apr/17/us-airlines-empty-planes-coronavirus-environment
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/apr/20/over-a-barrel-how-oil-prices-dropped-below-zero
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/apr/20/over-a-barrel-how-oil-prices-dropped-below-zero
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“It’s the worst possible way to experience environment improvement and it has also shown us the size of the 
task,” said Michael Gerrard, an environmental law expert at Columbia University. 

McCarthy, now head of the Natural Resources Defense Council, noted that some Indian people were seeing the 
Himalayas for the first time due to the veil of air pollution lifting. 

“You wonder if people will want to go back to what it was like before,” she said. “The pandemic has shown 
people will change their behavior if it’s for the health of their families. This has been the lost message on 
climate, that it’s a human problem, not a planetary problem. We have to show you can have a stable 
environment and your job, too.” 

The problems in the natural world haven’t suddenly vanished – various researchers found that the Arctic is 
very likely to be free of sea ice in summers before 2050, that the bushfires that torched Australia earlier 
released more carbon than the country’s annual CO2 output and that the first quarter of 2020 was the second-
warmest on record. 

Conservationists also warn that returning the world to its pre-pandemic settings will quickly wipe out any 
environmental benefits of the shutdown i.e. failure of the crash course environmental diet plan. 

“It’s a serious wake-up call,” said Thomas Lovejoy, an ecologist who coined the term “biological diversity”. 
“We bulldoze into the last remaining places in nature and then are surprised when something like this happens. 
We have done this to ourselves by our continual intrusion into nature. We have to re-chart our course.” 

LESSONS FOR THE FUTURE 
As the coronavirus pandemic unfolds across the globe, threatening lives and upending the world economy, it’s 
also had a profound impact on the environment. Scientists first noticed a decrease in greenhouse gas emissions 
in China, where the pandemic began. This trend followed the pandemic’s spread across the world. Meanwhile, 
viral social media posts started to pop up about wildlife sightings in urban areas, claiming “nature just hit the 
reset button on us.” 

Less reported has been the dramatic rise in medical waste and packaging from online shopping. 

A global pandemic that is claiming people’s lives certainly shouldn’t be seen as a way of bringing about 
environmental change either. For one thing, it’s far from certain how lasting this dip in emissions will be. When 
the pandemic eventually subsides, will carbon and pollutant emissions “bounce back” so much that it will be as 
if this clear-skied interlude never happened? Or could the changes we see today have a more persistent effect? 

The first thing to consider, says Kimberly Nicholas, a sustainability science researcher at Lund University in 
Sweden, is the different reasons that emissions have dropped. Take transport, for example, which makes up 
23% of global carbon emissions. These emissions have fallen in the short term in countries where public 
health measures, such as keeping people in their homes, have cut unnecessary travel. Driving and aviation are 
key contributors to emissions from transport, contributing 72% and 11% of the transport sector’s greenhouse 
gas emissions respectively. 

Reduction in the duration of travel during the pandemic has emission levels lowered. But what will happen 
when measures are eventually lifted? In terms of routine trips like commuting, those miles left untravelled 
during the pandemic aren’t going to come back – you’re not going to travel to the office twice a day to make up 
for all the times you worked from home, says Nicholas. But what about other kinds of travel – might the 
cabin-fever of self-isolation encourage people to 

travel more when the option is there again? It may be the case that people who are avoiding travel right now are 
really appreciating spending time with families and focusing on those really core priorities. These moments of 
crisis can highlight how important those priorities are and help people focus on the health and wellbeing of 
family, friends and community.” If this change in focus as a result of the pandemic sticks, then this could help 
to keep emissions lower. 

But there’s another way it could go. “It could also be that people are putting off long-distance trips but plan on 
taking them later,”. Frequent flying forms a large part of the carbon footprint for people who do it regularly, so 
these emissions could simply come back if people return to their old habits. Also, this is not the first time an 
epidemic has left its mark on atmospheric carbon dioxide levels. Throughout history, the spread of disease has 
been linked to lower emissions – even well before the industrial age. The impact from today’s outbreak is not 
predicted to lead to anywhere near the same number of deaths, and it is unlikely to lead to widespread change in 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/21/ice-free-arctic-summers-now-very-likely-even-with-climate-action
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/21/ice-free-arctic-summers-now-very-likely-even-with-climate-action
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/apr/21/summers-bushfires-released-more-carbon-dioxide-than-australia-does-in-a-year
https://www.carbonbrief.org/state-of-the-climate-first-quarter-of-2020-is-second-warmest-on-record
https://www.carbonbrief.org/state-of-the-climate-first-quarter-of-2020-is-second-warmest-on-record
https://twitter.com/b8taFPS/status/1239863383354224641?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1239863383354224641&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nationalgeographic.com%2Fanimals%2F2020%2F03%2Fcoronavirus-pandemic-fake-animal-viral-social-media-posts%2F
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/2/2019/06/SR15_Full_Report_High_Res.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/2/2019/06/SR15_Full_Report_High_Res.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/ipcc_wg3_ar5_chapter8.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/ipcc_wg3_ar5_chapter8.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/ipcc_wg3_ar5_chapter8.pdf
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land use. Its environmental impacts are more akin to those of recent world events, such as the financial crash of 
2008 and 2009. “Then, global emissions dropped immensely for a year,” says Pongratz. 

The reduction in emissions then was largely due to reduced industrial activity, which contributes carbon 
emissions on a comparable scale to transport. Combined emissions from industrial processes, manufacturing 
and construction make up 18.4% of global anthropogenic emissions. The financial crash of 2008-09 led to an 
overall dip in emissions of 1.3%. But this quickly rebounded by 2010 as the economy recovered, leading to an 
all-time high. 

“There are hints that coronavirus will act the same way,” says Pongratz. “For example, the demand for oil 
products, steel and other metals has fallen more than other outputs. But there are record-high stockpiles, so 
production will quickly pick up.” 

One factor that could influence whether or not these emissions bounce back is how long the coronavirus 
pandemic lasts. “At the moment that’s hard to predict,” says Pongratz. “But it could be that we see longer-term 
and more substantial effects. If the coronavirus outbreak continues to the end of the year then consumer demand 
could remain low because of lost wages. Output and fossil fuel use might not recover that quickly, even though 
the capacity to do so is there.” 

CONCLUSION 

COMMUNITY ACTION 
One response to the coronavirus outbreak that has drawn mixed reactions from climate scientists is the ways 
that many communities have taken big steps to protect each other from the health crisis. The speed and extent of 
the response has given some hope that rapid action could also be taken on climate change if the threat it poses 
was treated as urgently. 

“It shows that at the national, or international level, if we need to take action we can,” Donna Green, associate 
professor at University of New South Wales’s Climate Change Research Centre in New Zealand, told CNN. “So 
why haven’t we for climate? And not with words, with real actions.” 

But for others, such as Nicholas, the community action has sparked hope for the climate in the longer term. And 
Pongratz sees the time afforded by self-isolation as a good opportunity for people to take stock of their 
consumption. 

It’s safe to say that no one would have wanted for emissions to be lowered this way. Covid-19 has taken a grim 
global toll on lives, health services, jobs and mental health. But, if anything, it has also shown the difference 
that communities can make when they look out for each other – and that’s one lesson that could be invaluable 
in dealing with climate change. 

Also, we can safely say that the environment is on a recovery mode diet plan compelled by the outbreak of this 
pandemic but perhaps the dim light at the end of this long and distressing Covid-19 tunnel could be healthier 
environments in cities worldwide subject to we not forgetting the lessons learnt the hard way and not resorting to 
our earlier ways. 
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