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With more than a million deaths, the 
pandemic is already a humanitarian crisis 
comparable to the two major world wars. 
Its socioeconomic consequences are 
substantial, with a drop in global output of 
about 5 percent and an expected cumu-
lative loss of $12 trillion by 2021. Even 
still dealing with emergency measures to 
save lives and livelihoods, it is essential 
to think about the investments needed to 
avoid a global depression, with unknown 
effects on the economy and international 
geopolitics. All indications are that the 
best way out is investments that can mit-
igate the even more significant risks that 
arise from the global warming process. 

The expression "black swan" comes from 
the title of Nassim Taleb's book published 
in 2007. It refers to events that, although 
neglected, have profoundly adverse 
effects. Despite the constant allusions 
to the term to explain the 2009 crisis, it 
was not a black swan. After all, the risks 
involved in excessive financial deregu-
lation and rapid integration of markets 
have been anticipated by economists for 
decades — as are the notorious cases of 
the classics of Charles Kindleberger and 
Hyman Minsky in the 1970s and 1980s. 
Even shortly before the 2009 crisis, sev-
eral analysts were already pointing to the 
risk of a global financial crisis.

COVID-19 cannot be considered a black 
swan either; it had been fully anticipated 
by much of the scientific community — 
to the point of serving as inspiration for 
movie scripts, many of which have fright-
ening similarities to the global health 

crisis we are experiencing. Its socioeco-
nomic impacts result from the unusual 
conjunction of supply and demand 
shocks, structural inequality of income, 
and access to public goods — such as 
health and sanitation. Not surprisingly, 
such impacts are felt more intensely 
in some middle-income countries, like 
Brazil and India. Add to these weaknesses 
leaders reticent to accept the measures 
recommended by the scientific com-
munity, and we can understand why the 
United States tragically tops the list of 
those hardest hit by the crisis.

We have not yet overcome the human-
itarian crisis and the first waves of the 
economic shock generated by COVID-19. 
But we are already facing a risk of cat-
astrophic proportions: global warming. 
Again, the term black swan mistakenly is 
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alluded to, for example, by the exciting 
study of the Bank for International Com-
pensation entitled The Green Swan. The 
expected socioeconomic consequences 
of climate change are fully known, and so 
are the actions needed to prevent them. 

Given the characteristics of the most 
recent "white swan" crises, global leaders 
should build on five recent lessons from 
those crises — first, the most evident: 
Guide actions by science. More than ever, 
in an increasingly complex and inter-
connected world, no leadership should 
be allowed to rely solely on political 
instinct in planning and implementing 
climate change mitigation and adaptation 
measures. Fortunately, today enough 
studies are pointing to relationships and 
consequences of environmental degra-
dation processes around the world. For 
instance, the World Resource Institution, 
to which I have an additional engage-
ment beyond my role in the GFCC, offers 
evidence-based policy recommendations 
and access to multiple scientific analysis 
sources that may guide policy-makers 
and political leaders. 

Second, leading at this time means betting 
on collaborative solutions — preferably by 
multilateral mechanisms. Climate change 
will directly affect, but differently, the vast 
majority of countries — and, tragically, 
countries with enormous socioeconom-
ically vulnerable populations will be the 
most affected. However, given the eco-
nomic and geopolitical connections, it is in 
all nations' interest to move as quickly as 
possible towards adaptation and mitiga-
tion measures, which can only occur with 
multilateral coordination and collabora-
tion. National authorities that play against 
multilateralism undermine the future of 
the planet, but also national interests. 

Third, preparing against climate risks 
can be a huge opportunity to reverse the 
current economic depression threat. One 
of the consequences of the COVID-19 cri-
sis, as we have already seen, was to bring 
down international production and trade 
and destroy the equivalent of 400 million 
jobs. In addition to the human impact, 
these losses generate a structural prob-
lem of aggregate demand, which prevents 
imagining that global consumption can 
be the lever for the recovery of growth. 

Promoting investments aimed at chang-
ing the path towards a low-carbon global 
economy can be the way to compensate 
for the loss of economic dynamism and 
facilitate the creation of millions of new 
and better jobs. These are the consid-
erations that permeate the proposals 
for new green deals in many parts of the 
world and are likely to move the goods 
and technology markets in the coming 
years.

Finally, leaders opting for a green recov-
ery have an opportunity to mobilize 
resources and give a new direction to 
national and global growth in the coming 
years. Investments and green financing 
flows have become a significant trend in 
international markets. 

Extreme weather events negatively 
impact asset price valuation, creating an 
inexorable trend of portfolio and invest-
ment diversification. For no other reason, 
the Global Sustainable Investment Alli-
ance estimated that at the beginning  
of 2018, $30.7 trillion in institutional 
assets worldwide were backed by 
ESG-compatible (environmental, social, 
and governance) projects or green prod-
ucts in six major markets — Australia, 
Canada, Europe, Japan, New Zealand, and 
the United States. And the trend is now 
exponential, for instance, even in the cur-
rent crisis, the global green bonds market 
will grow from about $270 billion in 2019 to 
$350 billion in 2020.

The role of leaders varies according to 
circumstances and historical moments. 
The current ones require those capable of 
guiding their actions by science and coop-
erating to face severe socioeconomic, 
geopolitical, and environmental risks. It 
also requires leaders to understand the 
opportunities at the national and global 
levels to undertake one of the most 
extraordinary route transformations of the 
global economy towards fairer econo-
mies and the more efficient and careful 
use of the planet's limited resources. 
The GFCC can be a platform to connect 
decision-makers, build consensus, and 
align expectations on the climate debate, 
aiming for purposeful action. Humanity 
and all other species need leadership that 
tackles climate challenges and leverages 
opportunities in the green economy.

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
Rogerio Studart participated in the 
"Response and outcomes" conversation 
May 20. Watch the session on the GFCC 
YouTube channel.

The Global Federation of 
Competitiveness Councils
The GFCC is a global multi-stakeholder 
membership organization that has univer-
sities, corporations, government agencies 
and private sector industry organizations 
and councils as members. Combining 
its members and fellows, the GFCC has 
a footprint in more than 30 countries. 
Leaders and organizations in our network 
strive to advance innovation, productivity 
and prosperity in their nations, regions 
and cities. 

To know more about the GFCC, visit our 
website or contact info@thegfcc.org.
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