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COVID-19 has hardly left any country untouched. With many global 

economies halting their activities temporarily during lockdowns, studies 

suggest that there has been a significant drop in the concentration levels of 

major air pollutants across the globe, such as nitrogen oxide and particulate 

matter. This may be attributed to the reduction in air traffic, vehicular 

movement, and emissions from industries and factories. Even OPEC countries 

unanimously agreed upon slashing fossil fuel production in the month of April 

due to dwindled demand. Concomitantly, noise pollution has also dropped.   

  

Social media is being bombarded with posts such as ‘nature 

reclaiming Mother Earth’, images of wildlife on roads and 

canals, clear blue skies in cities, and lots more, ever since 

countries began imposing lockdowns to contain the spread 

of COVID-19 pandemic. While the authenticity of some 

such posts is bogus, there are many other points that one 

needs to ponder before jumping into a conclusion on 

whether the lockdown is a boon or bane to the environment.  

IMF has predicted the worst recession 

after 2008, calling this current period we 

are undergoing ‘humanity’s darkest hour’. 

Countries already lagging behind in 

Sustainable Development Goal targets, 

especially with vulnerable population, will 

be pulled farther away from the targets. 

Loss in livelihood, job loss, and salary cuts 

is going to take a drastic toll on people’s 

lives. World Bank has predicted that the 

pandemic will be pushing around 40 to 

60 million people worldwide, into 

extreme poverty. Wildlife poaching and 

illegal trade has been reported to have 

gone up in different parts of the world, 

especially in but not restricted to Africa.   

 

However, this does not mean that the climate 

crisis has been solved. April 2020 data from 

the United States shows that the average 

concentration of carbon dioxide in the 

atmosphere stood at 416.21 parts per 

million, the highest since 1958. Ice records 

have also indicated that such levels were not 

touched in the last 800,000 years, as 

reported by the UNEP. Experts suggest that 

mere lockdown for a few days is not enough 

to combat the climate change crisis and keep 

temperature rise below 1.5° C. The need for 

the hour is for countries to adopt climate 

policies and bring about behavioral change 

from the grassroot level. But unfortunately, 

this is going to be a herculean task now 

Meanwhile, use of plastic has also spiked 

during the COVID-19 predicament. Plastic has 

been extremely useful in hospitals and for 

protection of frontline health-workers. But 

PPE Kits, protective gear, and medical 

equipment used, made of plastic has mounted 

across the globe. On one hand, more people are 

wearing masks and gloves for protection, which 

needs to be disposed regularly while on the 

other, single-use plastic packaging has also risen 

off late, for fear of contracting the virus 

through re-usable bags. Online delivery of food 

and grocery too has paved way to creation of 

more plastic waste. In short, both organic and 

inorganic domestic waste, and medical waste is 

on a rise.  

 
What is worse is recycling programs are being suspended since risk of contracting the virus is more. Also, economies are diverting their 

resources to what they think is necessary. Survival of recycling industry post COVID times is doubtful since viability of recycling plants during 

an economic crisis is being reconsidered by companies.  

 

Indefinite lockdown is not feasible since the economies have already 

started suffering. What can be done now is provide for proper waste 

disposal, and policy formulation which are favorable to the 

environment. Self-sustainability or self-reliant societies is what is being 

suggested by some, as the way forward. Countries have started pooling 

in resources for creating a self-sustainable ecosystem starting from food 

production. Drastic changes in consumption patterns is anticipated.  

 

 

Debates on whether the pandemic will pave the way to new systems 

and practices continue to take place. However, care needs to be 

taken that the vulnerable groups are protected. Climate change 

needs to be averted as soaring temperatures can unleash dangerous 

pathogens trapped in permafrost which may give rise to worse 

pandemics. COVID-19 is indeed an eye opener for all. Only a few 

points have been covered in this article. 

Since use of disinfectants has been discovered to be the only effective way to kill the virus till now, use of hand sanitizers, rubbing alcohols, 

soaps, detergents, bleach, and similar other products has escalated manifold. Not only are these packed in plastic containers but also add to the 

harm inflicted upon the environment in their own ways. Disinfectants are used to kill microbes and pathogens. They are of two kinds- 

oxidizing and non-oxidizing detergents. Their effect on the environment varies. Detergents containing phosphorous accelerate the growth of 

algae in water bodies, resulting in eutrophication. It also affects the health of aquatic life if the sewage is not treated properly.   

 

https://www.esa.int/Applications/Observing_the_Earth/Copernicus/Sentinel-5P/Coronavirus_lockdown_leading_to_drop_in_pollution_across_Europe
https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/story/record-global-carbon-dioxide-concentrations-despite-covid-19-crisis

