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We know that life will never be completely 
the same after COVID-19, which has 
upended so many of our fundamental 
assumptions about how we travel, work 
and play; about what is most important 
to us; and about the role of govern-
ment intervention — at a level few of us 
expected ever to see. Changes in atti-
tudes and behaviors have outrun con-
straints hitherto regarded as immovable, 
as will the need for economic stimulus.

For six years, I chaired a project for the 
World Energy Council evaluating the 
energy policies of 100 governments 
against three criteria: security and reli-
ability of supply, affordability, access to 
energy services, and environmental sus-
tainability (the ''World Energy Trilemma'') 
using trustworthy data sets. The defining 
difference between the best and worst 
performing countries was not the choice 
of free or regulated energy markets, nor 
the possession of rich energy resources. 
Instead, the quality of policy formulation 
and execution was key, such as consult-
ing attentively and predicting regulatory 
decisions. 

In prosperous countries, decision-mak-
ers adopt a whole-systems approach — 
avoiding the destabilizing effects of con-
centrating on a narrow a set of questions. 
In the early stages of the pandemic in 
the UK, our government failed to do this. 
So focused were they on ensuring that 
the National Health Service would not be 
overwhelmed that they failed to plan for 
necessary protections in the social care 

sector. This took a tragic toll on deaths 
of residents and carers — some of whom 
probably became super spreaders into 
the community.

By contrast, businesses in the energy 
sector tend to have an engineering 
ethos with a strong leaning towards 
systems-based approaches. They will 
bring this to the task of tackling climate 
change, recognizing that they have to do 
much more to meet public and investor 
expectations. The recently announced 
commitment from BP to net zero emis-
sions across their whole value chain, 
including consumers of their products,  
is a signal of the disruption that awaits 
the oil and gas sector. The question 
now is how fast businesses can accel-
erate their change processes to align 
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with changing demand. Take transport. 
According to a survey of businesses for 
the global not for profit Climate Group 
(which I chair), 89 percent of them expect 
to curtail business travel significantly 
in a post-pandemic world. A recent 
BNP Paribas report, Wells to Wheels, 
concludes that the cost of mobility on 
a lifecycle basis will be nearly seven 
times greater for petrol/gasoline than for 
electric vehicles powered by a renew-
able electricity grid — probably as soon 
as the early 2020s. Petrol-powered cars 
will be able to compete with renewable 
energy-powered EVs only at an oil price 
of well below $20 per barrel — scarcely 
a sustainable business model for the oil 
and gas sector. Nor may re-balancing 
towards petrochemicals buy much time, 
given increasing concern about, and bans 
on, single-use plastic. 

In considering how to shape their stimu-
lus policies, governments would be wise 
to avoid subsidies for sunset industries 
and to look at sustainability in the round. 
The Rocky Mountain Institute has calcu-
lated that the cost to the United States  
of a 4.5 degree increase in global tem-
peratures would be more than $5 tril-
lion — for the direct impact of extreme 
weather events, loss of asset values and 
returns, and the risk premium of uncer-
tainty for investors. Policies to avoid this 
would have very high economic returns. 
For example, a deep retrofit of the United 
States building stock costing $350 billion 
would yield $1.4 trillion in added value, 
including through energy savings. 

The ''economic multiplier'' effect of clean 
energy policies is also better, suggests 
experience following the global financial 
crisis demonstrated. A global survey 
of economists led by Oxford University 
points out that enhanced investment in 
renewable energies creates good quality 
jobs quickly when labor is plentiful; 
then releases manpower as the sector 
matures when labor demand is increas-
ing with the economic recovery. Other 
policies with a strong multiplier effect 
include clean energy infrastructure and 
R&D, connectivity, and investment in 
education, all of which have long-term 
benefits for competitiveness. Analysis 
by the think tank Carbon Brief suggests 

that as little as 12 percent of the pledged 
global stimulus for post-COVID-19 recov-
ery over the next five years could set the 
world on a path to the 1.5-degree target 
needed to avoid the worst impacts of 
climate change.

Further measures that provide relief 
through support to the most economi-
cally vulnerable will palliate the impact 
of the pandemic. Of course, it should 
not have taken the pandemic to make us 
recognize how valuable to wellbeing is 
the work of those providing services like 
social care, hospital ancillary services, 
or rubbish collection — society ’s unsung, 
and generally poorly paid, heroes, who 
moreover disproportionately encompass 
women and people of colour. For social 
health and stability, policy must aim to 
deliver a "just transition," protecting those 
adversely impacted through support for 
re-skilling of those working in the fossil 
fuel industry or community-level initia-
tives in areas reliant on emissions-inten-
sive employers. 

Governments should think hard about 
maintaining positive consequences of 
the pandemic — the surge in community 
volunteering, for example, or better air 
quality in cities. If the social imperative 
is clear, so is the commercial one. As 
part of the European recovery plan, the 
emissions reduction target for 2030 is to 
be increased to 55 percent (from 40 per-
cent), compared to 1990 levels. It will be 
underpinned by a carbon tax levied at the 
border, suggesting that goods produced 
in high emission economies will struggle 
to compete in this market of 350 million 
people. And take investors: The UN-con-
vened Net-Zero Asset Owner Alliance, 
which comprises investors overseeing 
$5 trillion in assets under management, 
has pledged to reduce emissions linked 
to their portfolios by between 16 percent 
and 29 percent by 2025. It appears that 
renewable asset values are far out-
performing the fossil fuel sector — the 
writing is on the wall. 

About this paper
This paper is an outcome of the GFCC 
Now. Bridge. Reboot. conversation 
series (conversations.thegfcc.org), 
which featured business, research, policy 
and thought leaders from 30 countries 
in eight live dialogues on the lessons 
learned from the COVID-19 crisis and the 
trends emerging for the future economy.

We invited the participants of this dia-
logues series to reflect on the challenges 
and issues associated with leadership 
during the current crisis and in the world 
that we are seeing emerge out of it.

Learn more about the GFCC Now. Bridge. 
Reboot. conversation series at 
conversations.thegfcc.org.

Watch the conversation
Joan Macnaughton participated in the 
"Local realities: looking West" conversa-
tion June 17. Watch the session on the 
GFCC YouTube channel.
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