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Executive Summary 

“The COVID-19 pandemic once again reminds us: Global crises require global solutions. We 
must act together to end the pandemic. And we must not forget those who are affected by 
extreme poverty and hunger. The UN Sustainable Development Goals are, and will remain, our 
compass for a better world.” — Angela Merkel, Chancellor of Germany1

While the COVID-19 pandemic continues to 
top lists of pressing global concerns, the cata-
strophic effects of climate change are felt daily 
worldwide—from extreme temperatures and 
droughts ravaging West Asia-North Africa, and 
rising sea levels affecting many island states 
and low-lying countries, to ruinous flooding 
in Europe and China, and wildfires across 
America’s West and large swathes of Australia. 
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change predicts that continuation of econom-
ic and political business as usual will likely 
push global warming levels past 1.5°C or 2°C, 
the aspirational ceilings in the Paris Climate 
Agreement, to 3-4ºC above 1850-1900 levels by 
the end of the century, further magnifying al-
ready intense droughts, fires, flash floods, and 
sea level rise. 

At the same time, exclusionary nationalism 
and populism, great power competition, in-
creasing inequalities, and the dark side of cy-
berspace continue to imperil world order. To 
effectively contest them while meeting the 
rising public health and environmental chal-
lenges, multilateral cooperation is urgent-
ly needed—as stressed in last year’s UN75 
Declaration—to harness the ideas, capabili-
ties, and networks of international organiza-
tions, governments, businesses, and civil so-
ciety groups in the interest of effective global 
problem-solving. 

This report focuses on the emerging agenda 
essential to achieve a global recovery over the 
next three to five years that is sustainable, equi-
table, and inclusive. Such a recovery is arguably 
more complex, costly, and politically fraught 
than most leaders have as yet been willing to 
admit. That does not make it any less necessary: 

a recovery plan that goes beyond pandemic re-
sponse and combats climate change; in other 
words, a recovery that is broad-based, as well 
as green. The recommendations in this report 
are designed to further those goals. Grouped 
under the headings of climate action, a fair 
and inclusive economy, health and well-be-
ing, especially of the most vulnerable, and 
digital connectivity, the report offers twenty 
related recovery initiatives for ratcheting-up 
the Paris Climate Agreement’s ambitions and 
recalibrating the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development to address, in particular, those 
most adversely affected by the virus and its 
knock-on effects:

Section III: Making the 
Recovery Green and 
Sustainable
1. Prioritize a “green” recovery within the 
COVID-19 recovery plans of governments 
and regional and global governance bod-
ies, including by taxing carbon and ending 
fossil fuel subsidies. To support national-
ly-tailored mitigation (emissions-reducing) 
and adaptation (resilience-enhancing) strate-
gies, recovery plans need sufficient resources, 
technical analysis, and political and societal 
backing. 

2. Incentivize the private sector, within ap-
propriate regulatory frameworks and with 
external assistance, to invest in a circular 
economy that reduces waste and promotes 
environmental sustainability. Tax reforms, 
leveraging public funding, and public-private 
partnerships can each motivate the business 
community to invest in a circular economy.



10

BUILDING BACK TOGETHER & GREENER

3 . Promote more ef f icient and cli-
mate-friendly ways of producing hydro-
gen for a green recovery through a Global 
Green Hydrogen Alliance. Priority steps 
should include setting-up a global inventory 
of green hydrogen programs, protecting in-
tellectual property and licensing rights while 
expanding global access, and encouraging al-
liance-wide standard-setting for safe storage 
and transportation.

4. Treat the protection of forests as a glob-
al collective action problem needing active 
monitoring and support from both gov-
ernments and business. Establish a techni-
cal monitoring body, combined with a mix of 
external technical collaboration, information 
exchange, and political pressure, to aid forest 
governance worldwide.

5. Enhance the strategic communications 
capacities of global and regional organiza-
tions to broaden understanding of the lo-
cal impact from global warming and action 
needed to counter it. Meaning-making, getting 
climate framing right, and engaging local influ-
ential voices are tested strategies for reaching 
diverse target audiences.

Section IV: Making the 
Recovery Fair and Inclusive
6. Invest in human capital and upgrading 
skills to facilitate a broad-based and green 
recovery, emphasizing support to people at 
risk. Planning instruments should privilege 
investments in low carbon activities and infra-
structure with rapid job creation potential to 
support people at risk of unemployment, includ-
ing youth.

7. Support micro-, small-, and medium-sized 
businesses to accelerate the private sector 
transition to more equitable and greener 
practices. Private sector incentives and pub-
lic-private knowledge-sharing networks can 
facilitate the transition away from carbon-in-
tensive industries. 

8. Create a standardized corporate tax solu-
tion to reshape global commerce and address 
inequality. Adopt the G7’s July 2021 decision 
calling for a minimum 15 percent tax rate on 
global corporations with more than about U.S. 
$900 million in annual revenues. 

9. Establish a coordination mechanism 
to trade debt for investments in the envi-
ronment to address the debt, climate, and 
biodiversity crises. An “organizing frame-
work” for innovative Debt-for-Nature-Swaps 
can help to create unity of purpose between 
debt relief and a developing country’s plans 
for investing in green, resilient, and inclusive 
development.

10. Fill development financing gaps to cre-
ate sustainable COVID-19 recovery oppor-
tunities, focusing on vulnerable economies. 
In coordination with the World Bank and 
International Monetary Fund, regional devel-
opment banks are well-placed to offer tailored 
and immediate recovery funding to vulnerable 
countries in their region.

Section V: Making the 
Recovery Health- and  
Well-Being Focused
11. Create a Multisectoral Coordination 
Mechanism as a tool for governments to 

A recovery plan that goes beyond pandemic 
response and combats climate change; in 
other words, a recovery that is broad-based, 
as well as green.
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operationalize the World Health Organi-
zation’s “One Health” guidelines on cli-
mate-related threats to public health and 
human-animal-environmental interdepen-
dence. Fully implementing these guidelines will 
help to track emerging diseases and respond to 
outbreaks quickly and cost-effectively.

12. Waive intellectual property protections 
for COVID-19 vaccines and therapeutics 
through the World Trade Organization as 
a first step towards greater vaccine avail-
ability worldwide. Treat COVID-19 vaccines 
as global public goods, making them easily ac-
cessible and replicable globally.

13. Create a Global Fund for Social Protection 
to assist developing country governments 
in providing adequate social protection sys-
tems. Such a fund would boost coordination ef-
forts, mobilize domestic and external resources, 
and buffer against economic shocks.

14. Create a public-private Global Food 
Systems Innovation Alliance to fight fam-
ine and food insecurity and improve food 
affordability, safety, and sustainability. Such 
systems can bring together key public and pri-
vate sector stakeholders, as well as international 
organizations and civil society.

15. Scale up financing for water infrastruc-
ture projects to ensure safe water and san-
itation for all. An estimated U.S. $114 billion 
is needed annually to meet water, sanita-
tion, and hygiene commitments worldwide. 
Blended financing mechanisms could pool 

public and private resources and reduce the 
risks associated with large-scale water infra-
structure projects.

Section VI: Making the 
Recovery Digital Everywhere
16. Adopt a New Global Digital Deal to ex-
pedite the achievement of Sustainable 
Development Goal 9 on resilient infrastruc-
ture, inclusive and sustainable industrial-
ization, and innovation. The initiative would 
foster modern and resilient digital infrastruc-
ture, particularly in the Global South. 

17. Promote large-scale investment 
in Information and Communications 
Technology infrastructure to achieve dig-
ital equity. International organizations and 
governments should partner with businesses 
to ensure effective and reliable digital connec-
tivity, including through targeted investments 
in the steady digitalization of most (if not all) 
public services. 

18. Fund digital outreach and skills training 
to combat mis-/disinformation and foster 
a digitally literate global citizenry. Greater 
digital literacy can help users leverage these 
technologies’ economic, health, and environ-
mental potential.

19. Protect indigenous communities and 
Small Island Developing States through tai-
lored improvements in digital connectivity. 
ICT hubs and increased online access can give 

Actually marshalling governments, 
businesses, and global civil society behind 
a coherent, representative, and sustained 
global implementation strategy will  
require a culminating session—a “Green 
Pandemic Recovery Summit.”
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indigenous and island communities the help 
needed to forge and implement community 
post-pandemic recovery plans.

20. Incentivize greener digital technologies 
and e-commerce via global carbon taxes, 
agreements governing digital trade, and laws 
curbing “flash” sales. Such taxes can motivate 
tech firms to decarbonize, and tax revenues can 
be used to fund better electronic waste manage-
ment and recycling programs. 

A number of significant international meet-
ings will take place over the next ten months, 
which allow the international community to 
take significant steps toward a shared recovery. 
However, actually marshalling governments, 
businesses, and global civil society behind a 
coherent, representative, and sustained global 
implementation strategy will require a culmi-
nating session—a “Green Pandemic Recovery 
Summit.” Orchestrated by the United Nations 
and G20, and timed to coincide, in September 
2022, with the annual UN General Assembly 
High-Level Week, the proposed two-day sum-
mit would help to ensure that political leaders 
at the highest levels commit to advancing, by all 
creative means at their disposal, a common ap-
proach to climate-forward and equitable socio-
economic development post-COVID-19. Steps 
to ensure its success would include:

• Establishing a small summit secretariat and 
building upon existing planning frameworks: 
It should welcome secondments from the 
UN, World Bank, IMF, WTO, and G20 
Presidency to the organizing team, and in-
tegrate these institutions’ planning instru-
ments into summit preparations.

• Encouraging citizens’ voices, especially women 
and youth, through global-regional civil society 
forums and online platforms: These in-per-
son and virtual discussions could facilitate 
non-governmental advocacy, research, 
and business-oriented groups to provide a 
watchdog role and weigh-in on the kinds of 
green recovery policy prescriptions world 
leaders need to hear.

• Convening a High-Level Meeting on Green 
Pandemic Recovery Financing, in con-
junction with April 2022 World Bank-IMF 

Meetings: This could shine a light on mobi-
lizing domestic revenue, combating illic-
it financial f lows, and public-private (or 
blended) financing gaps, including seri-
ous funding shortfalls for the Sustainable 
Development Goals.

• Ensuring that the proposed summit results 
in a focused and action-oriented agenda 
for a just, health-focused, and sustainable 
global recovery: It should encompass both 
programmatic initiatives and structural 
economic reforms that are carefully pri-
oritized, sequenced, budgeted, and mea-
surable. And it should bring the G20 as a 
forum into more regular interaction with 
the UN system, creating a relationship we 
call the “G20+.”

The trillions of dollars in COVID-19 stim-
ulus spent in the richest countries confirm 
that financial tools are available for serious 
issues when political will is mustered and 
creative market incentives are introduced. 
What is most needed now are the practical 
operational details of a durable, environmen-
tally sensitive, and equitable socioeconomic 
path forward, worldwide, with clear goals, 
timelines, and creative programming ideas 
(such as the twenty presented in this report). 
Commitments and resources drawn from re-
lated initiatives can also help, building on the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
the Build Back Better World partnership, the 
Belt-and-Road Initiative, and the wealth of 
green deals and programs underway around 
the world.

People and nations are understandably reeling 
from the present pandemic, the fear that hu-
manity may be nearing the point of no return 
with respect to catastrophic climate change, 
and other global threats looming on the hori-
zon. Fortunately, we already possess a system 
of multilateral institutions, beginning with the 
United Nations, designed to nurture and help 
steer, even if imperfectly, a worldwide political 
consensus toward a mutual, far-reaching action 
agenda to better cope with the current crises. 
Time to get to work.
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I. Introduction: Slowly Leaving  
the Pandemic Behind

While the COVID-19 pandemic’s immediate 
health threat and longer-term socioeconomic 
effects continue to top the list of pressing glob-
al concerns, the effects of catastrophic climate 
change are felt now daily worldwide. They range 
from extreme temperatures and droughts rav-
aging West Asia-North Africa, and rising sea 
levels affecting many island states and low-lying 
countries, to catastrophic flooding in Europe and 
China, and wildfires across America’s West Coast 
and large swathes of Australia. Meanwhile, the 
rise of exclusionary nationalism and populism, 
great power competition, and the dark side of cy-
berspace continue to imperil common approach-
es to global challenges. To confront each of these 
issues, including the “broad-based and green re-
covery agenda” explored at length in this report, 
multilateral cooperation is urgently needed that 
harnesses the ideas, capabilities, and networks of 
international organizations, governments, busi-
nesses, and civil society groups for effective global 
problem-solving. Equally important is compre-
hending the global backdrop and specific nature of 
the transnational threats, challenges, and oppor-
tunities facing multilateralism, including socio-
economic, political and security, environmental, 
and technological and cultural trends.

Socioeconomic trends
The pandemic has caused acute global socioeco-
nomic setbacks. As of September 1, 2021, the pan-
demic has taken over 4.5 million lives, pushed a 
further 124 million people into extreme poverty, 
and seriously impeded progress toward achiev-
ing the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals.3 
The estimated total of coronavirus infections 

has surpassed 200 million globally, 100 million 
of which have been diagnosed in the past six 
months.4 COVID-19 has also caused a sharp in-
crease in humanitarian needs, with the UN and its 
partners seeking assistance for 160 million people 
in 2021, the highest yearly figure since data was 
first collected.5 The rapid evolution of new, highly 
contagious virus variants and growing inequality 
in vaccine delivery in many countries are causing 
sharp spikes in cases and hospitalizations. As of 
September 1, 2021, over five billion vaccine doses 
have been administered globally with the pace of 
vaccine rollout varying across countries.6 On av-
erage, high-income countries started vaccination 
campaigns two months earlier than low-income 
countries, and access to vaccines in low-income 
countries is still strikingly low, as evident in the 
almost invisible red line at the bottom of figure 1.1. 
Roughly 40 percent of the populations of advanced 
economies have been fully vaccinated, compared 
with less than half that number in emerging 
market economies and a small fraction in low-in-
come countries.7 Contrary to appeals from the 
World Health Organization (WHO) to hold off 
on COVID-19 vaccine boosters until more peo-
ple have access to initial doses around the world, 
Germany, France, and Israel are going ahead with 
plans to administer them.8 In the United States, 
the Biden administration has anticipated offering 
Americans a booster dose starting this fall.9

Although 2020 saw a sharp contraction in the 
global economy due to COVID-19, a strong, 
though uneven, recovery is on the horizon. 
The global economy is projected to expand by 
6 percent in 2021 and 4.9 percent in 2022 (see 
table 1.1).10 However, this expansion will be 
driven by major economies such as China, the 

“Today’s IPCC Working Group 1 Report is a code red for humanity. The alarm bells are deaf-
ening, and the evidence is irrefutable: greenhouse gas emissions from fossil fuel burning and 
deforestation are choking our planet and putting billions of people at immediate risk. Global 
heating is affecting every region on Earth, with many of the changes becoming irreversible.” 
— António Guterres, United Nations Secretary-General2
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European Union (EU), and the United States, 
which benefit from substantial fiscal space and 
high vaccine access.11 Meanwhile, sub-Saha-
ran Africa is making little progress in revers-
ing the increase in extreme poverty caused 
by COVID-19—estimated to affect around 40 
million people—obliterating five years of prog-
ress in fighting poverty.12 In South Asia, India’s 
recovery is being hindered by the largest out-
break of any country since the beginning of the 
pandemic, with close to 440,000 officially es-
timated deaths, as of August 2021, and at least 
2 percent of residents reportedly infected.13 In 
West Asia, North Africa, and Latin America and 
Caribbean, the level of economic growth in 2021 
is expected to be less than the magnitude of the 
contraction in 2020.14 

In order to provide more aid to poor countries 
in their recovery efforts from COVID-19, the 
World Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund urged the G20, in May 2020, to set-up 
the Debt Service Suspension Initiative (DSSI). 
The initiative allows the World Bank to pause, 
until December 2021, bilateral debt service pay-
ments for low-income countries. Since its in-
ception, the DSSI has deferred U.S. $6 billion in 
debt service, releasing much-needed resources 
for developing countries to advance their eco-
nomic recovery and expand access to vaccines. 

However, the IMF estimates that low-income 
countries will need U.S. $450 billion through 
2025 to respond to the pandemic and acceler-
ate sustainable investments.15 Its recent General 
Allocation of Special Drawing Rights, equiv-
alent to U.S. $650 billion, of which U.S. $275 
billion is proposed to support emerging mar-
kets and developing economies, will help ease 
economic strain in the latter and address the 
long-term global need to supplement existing 
reserve assets.16 

COVID-19 has also increased the number of 
people facing acute food insecurity (an im-
mediate threat to life). The UN World Food 
Programme (WFP) estimates that around 272 
million people are already, or are at risk of be-
coming, acutely food-insecure in those coun-
tries in which it operates. A rise in hunger was 
evident, however, even before the pandemic 
amplified the impacts of other stressing factors 
such as “conflict, socio-economic conditions, 
natural hazards, climate change and pests.”17

Political and  
Security Trends
By the end of 2020, around one percent of the 
global population (82.4 million people) remained 
forcibly displaced due to persecution, conflict, 

Figure 1.1: Total COVID-19 vaccine doses administered,  
in countries grouped by income level, as of July 2021

Source: UNDP, Global Dashboard for Vaccine Equity (July 2021). 

The almost 
invisible orange 
line at the bottom 
shows the lagging 
roll-out in low-
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and violence. In August of 2021, following the 
United States military withdrawal, Taliban 
forces rapidly took control of Afghanistan. The 
United States has warned that up to half a million 
Afghans could flee the country by the end of the 
year, on top of the 2.2 million Afghan refugees 
in neighboring countries and 3.5 million people 
forced to leave their homes within Afghanistan’s 
borders.18 To stem this trend, it remains to be 
seen whether the Taliban will heed UN Security 
Council calls for a government that is represen-
tative and inclusive.

The COVID-19 pandemic has further exposed 
and intensified inequality and discrimina-
tion, impeded government operations, and 
impaired countries’ human rights and protec-
tion systems. It also likely had a significant 
impact on the level of peace around the world, 
causing both more and less violence and 
conflict in countries. According to the 2021 
Global Peace Index, the world became less 
peaceful over the past twelve months for the 
ninth time in the last thirteen years. At the 
same time, during this period several regions, 
including West Asia-North Africa, Europe, 
and South Asia, saw improvements in peace 
and stability.19 In 2020, five out of 100,000 
people were killed in armed conf licts, and 
one in seven of those people were women 
and children.20 Approximately 27 percent of 
civilian deaths were caused by small arms and 
light weapons, and 24 percent were caused 

by heavy weapons and explosive munitions.21

Some political leaders took advantage of op-
portunities to exploit the pandemic in order 
to solidify power or pursue interests abroad. 
The pandemic has caused authoritarian gov-
ernments and leaders with authoritarian lean-
ings to react in three major ways: consolidate 
power at home, seek geopolitical advantage 
amid the crisis, and try to weaken democra-
cies from within—all of which will have lasting 
effects on their respective populations.22 Other 
governments initially seemed caught off guard 
by the rapidity, reach, and danger of the virus. 
In Brazil, an outbreak in the capital Brasilia 
infected a large number of officials and politi-
cians. Iran experienced dozens of cases among 
senior officials and parliamentarians, and in 
Burkina Faso, there were many cases among 
cabinet members as its government also strug-
gled with the collapse of state authority in large 
parts of the country; its second vice-president 
was the first recorded COVID-19 fatality in 
sub-Saharan Africa.23

Although the last four years revealed an an-
ti-multilateralist turn (as evidenced by various 
efforts to withdraw from, defund, or other-
wise weaken international organizations and 
agreements), attempts at reversing this trend 
have arisen more recently, including in the area 
of pandemic response. Prominent examples 
include the global, multi-stakeholder COVAX 
facility launched in April 2020 to combat 

Estimate Projections
2020 2021 2022

World Output -3.2 6.0 4.9
Advanced Economies -4.6 5.6 4.4
Emerging and Developing Asia -0.9 7.5 6.4
Emerging and Developing Europe -2.0 4.9 3.6
Latin America and the Caribbean -7.0 5.8 3.2
Middle East and Central Asia -2.6 4.0 3.7
Sub-Saharan Africa -1.8 3.4 4.1
Low-income Developing Countries 0.2 3.9 5.5

Source: International Monetary Fund, World Economic Outlook Update (July 2021). 

Table 1.1: World economic outlook projections  
(real GDP, annual percent change), as of July 2021

https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2021/07/27/world-economic-outlook-update-july-2021
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COVID-19, and the Partnership to Accelerate 
COVID-19 Testing in Africa led by the Africa 
Centres for Disease Control and Prevention, 
and the African Union.24 Throughout 2020 and 
2021, the Alliance for Multilateralism, the EU, 
and the G7 also clearly restated their commit-
ments to multilateralism and a rules-based 
international order in more general terms.25

Environmental Trends
November 2021 will mark six years since the 
international community adopted the Paris 
Climate Agreement. Yet the most recent find-
ings of the physical sciences working group 
of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC), released on August 7, 2021, re-
port that global warming is accelerating at a rate 
faster than previously predicted. This means 
that the world will surpass the 1.5°C and 2°C 
ceilings on global warming committed to in 
Paris unless carbon dioxide (CO2) and other 
greenhouse gas emissions are significantly and 
quickly reduced (see figure 1.2). These findings, 
the first in a series that will make up the IPCC’s 
Sixth Assessment Report (AR6), stress that 
there will be an increased frequency of severe 
weather such as tropical storms, cyclones, other 
heavy rainstorms, and droughts.26 Its warnings 
are both more dire and more definite than the 

Panel’s last series of reports, released in 2013-14, 
concluding that the world has little chance to 
achieve agreed climate change mitigation tar-
gets in our lifetimes given mitigation efforts to 
date and the resulting, continued degradation 
of the environment.27 These new projections 
and warnings are also sharper in part because 
participating scientists have access to more ad-
vanced methodological tools, including infor-
mation derived from paleoclimate archives, new 
climate modelling, and improved observational-
ly based estimates. This initial IPCC AR6 report 
also draws on over 14,000 scientific papers and 
the critiques of well over 1,000 expert review-
ers, 46 governments, and the EU to make these 
grim assessments.28

The behavioral changes that resulted from the 
pandemic had a wide-reaching effect on the en-
vironment, in both positive and negative ways. 
In the short term, the pandemic reduced global 
CO2 emissions, lowered deforestation rates in 
some places, improved air and water quality, 
and diminished pollution.29 In 2020, global 
emissions decreased by almost 2 gigatons of 
CO2 (5.8 percent) compared to 2019 but CO2 
still reached “its highest ever average annual 
concentration in the atmosphere of 412.5 parts 
per million in 2020.” In 2021, CO2 emissions are 
projected to rise by 4.8 percent.30 

Figure 1.2: Changes in global surface temperature,  
1850-2020, with and without human activity factored in

Source: Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Climate Change 2021: The Physical Science Basis. Summary for Policymakers, 7.
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The zoonotic nature of COVID-19 (i.e., being 
an infectious disease that has jumped from an 
animal to humans) highlights the strong con-
nection between the environment and health. 
The earth’s biodiversity is being lost at an un-
precedented rate with an estimated one mil-
lion species at risk of extinction. Deterioration 
of ecosystems due to overexploitation has led 
to an increased risk of zoonotic diseases.31 To 
mitigate the damage, many countries have in-
corporated targeted environmental priorities 
into their national and regional development 
plans. Colombia’s Green Growth Taskforce 
and the United Arab Emirates’ Green Economy 
Initiative, for instance, address biodiversity loss 
through commitments to renewable energy, 
developments in sustainable technology, and 
increased protected lands—all critical to pre-
serving biodiversity.32 Additionally, application 
of circular economy principles and the use of 
debt swaps in return for climate action are in-
novative methods for promoting biodiversity 
recovery (see sections III and IV of this report). 

Technological and  
Cultural Trends
COVID-19 has not only pushed people’s daily 
lives into the virtual world but stimulated tech-
nological innovation. In Greece, for example, an 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) algorithm helped to 
identify nearly twice as many asymptomatic, 
COVID-19 infected arriving international trav-
elers as did conventional, random surveillance 
testing.33 With the market for AI projected to 
grow at a compound annual rate of nearly 36 
percent globally, 2021-2026,34 AI is likely to be 
used increasingly to address some of the world’s 
most pressing problems. 

However, ethical issues relating to privacy, bias, 
and the destructive potential of so-called “deep 
fake” simulations, among many other concerns, 
have emerged in connection with AI’s prolifer-
ation.35 Moreover, as technology evolves, hos-
pitals, businesses, schools, governments, and 
others face increased cybercrime risks. For 
example, in November 2020, the Brazilian 
Superior Court of Justice suffered a cyberattack, 
dubbed the country’s worst ever, that impeded 
operations for a week.36 The French Insurer, 
Axa, also suffered a cyber-attack on their Asia 
division with the attackers stealing three tera-
bytes of data.37 Though these institutions did 
not pay ransoms to retrieve their data or resume 
operations, many do. However, these payments 
are often not made public as, in most cases, the 
victimized institutions do not have to disclose 
them. Current projections are that cybercrime 
will cost the global economy U.S. $6.1 trillion in 
2021 and more than U.S. $10.5 trillion annually 
by 2025.38 The frequency of attacks is, moreover, 
projected to increase 70 percent by 2024.39

Blockchain is another innovative technology 
that emerged with cryptocurrency but has since 
grown to be used in healthcare, by governments, 
and by banks. Blockchain technology is appreciat-
ed for its security, as it uses decentralized ledgers 
replicated on a host of independent computers to 
track, announce, and coordinate synchronized 
transactions.40 In 2019, the Colombian govern-
ment collaborated with the World Economic 
Forum’s Transparency Project to reduce corrup-
tion through blockchain. Blockchain technology 
was used to create permanent and tamper-proof 
record keeping, real-time procedural transparen-
cy, and automated functionalities with “smart 
contracts.”41 Blockchain creates the option for 
accountability and security in many industries, 

Circular economy principles and the use 
of debt swaps in return for climate action 
are innovative methods for promoting 
biodiversity recovery.
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and the global blockchain market is projected to 
reach U.S. $56.7 billion by 2026, from U.S. $6.0 
billion in 2021.42

Technology plays a large role in how culture 
evolves, too. Social media, specifically, has the 
ability to influence culture in an ever-accelerat-
ing fashion given its seeming ability to connect 
with its estimated (in 2021) 3.94 billion users 
globally.43 However, the social media experi-
ence differs greatly, country-to-country, lead-
ing to different cultural norms and offshoots. 
One such offshoot is disinformation, which has 
exploded over the past few years, particularly 
in the United States (with an estimated 17 per-
cent of people’s online engagement being with 
sources deemed unreliable), but it is a growing 
global issue too.44 For example, the EU recently 
updated its Code of Practice on Disinformation 
to strengthen the bloc’s policies and to facilitate 
tools for access to reliable information.45 China 
employs a “Great Firewall” to block access to 
entities like Facebook and YouTube, in favor 
of comparable Chinese-owned-and-operated 
firms, and closely monitors critical references 
to the Chinese Communist Party.46 This kind of 
censorship may facilitate suppression of disfa-
vored forms of disinformation, but also prevents 
the free expression of opinions. Technology, in 
other words, can be used as a tool to uplift or 
oppress ideas and people—and hence, shape 
culture too, putting those who have control over 
it in powerful positions. 

**

Against the complex and threatening global 
backdrop outlined above, this report charts a 
vision and strategy for Building Back Together & 
Greener as the world slowly emerges from the 

highly traumatic, once-in-a-century (so far) 
COVID-19 pandemic. Building on analysis and 
initial recommendations first presented in our 
2020 report, Coping with New and Old Crises: 
Global and Regional Cooperation in an Age of 
Epidemic Uncertainty, this year’s report offers 
ideas on twenty initiatives for a just, health-fo-
cused, and sustainable global recovery. The 
report’s findings are designed to complement 
the forthcoming interim report of the Climate 
Governance Commission—led by the Global 
Challenges Foundation and supported by the 
Stimson Center, among other partners—and to 
help take forward the UN75 Declaration, begin-
ning with its first two (of twelve) commitments, 
“We will leave no one behind” and “We will pro-
tect our planet.”

Facing up to the global challenges confronted 
in the present report requires, first, reflection 
on the principles underlying the goal of making 
the pandemic recovery both broad-based and 
green (section II). It further entails investigat-
ing ongoing problems and current responses, 
and highlighting innovative initiatives and pro-
posals for change designed to ensure that the 
global recovery is sustainable (section III), fair 
and inclusive (section IV), health- and well-be-
ing focused (section V), and digitally connected 
everywhere (section VI). Finally, it means mar-
shalling governments, businesses, and global 
civil society behind a coherent, representative, 
and sustained plan of action for implemen-
tation—including a culminating 2022 Green 
Pandemic Recovery Summit (section VII)—
building on major milestone gatherings over the 
next ten months, including COP26 in Glasgow, 
and momentum generated by the continued 
rollout worldwide of the coronavirus vaccine.

This report charts a vision and strategy 
for Building Back Together & Greener as 
the world slowly emerges from the highly 
traumatic, once-in-a-century (so far)
COVID-19 pandemic.
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II. A Broad-based and Green Recovery:  
Unpacking Concepts, Actors, and Instruments

“There is good news in the finding that a green pandemic recovery could shave up to 25 per 
cent off the emissions we would expect to see in 2030 with implementation of unconditional 
NDCs [nationally determined contributions] – bringing the world close to the 2°C pathway.” 
— Inger Andersen, Executive Director of the UN Environment Programme47

The triple challenge of preventing future pan-
demics, getting economies back on track, and 
fighting climate change and environmental deg-
radation creates both tensions for decision-mak-
ing and opportunities for issue-linkage in recov-
ery planning. The UN75 Declaration, adopted in 
September 2020, stressed humanity’s “historic 
opportunity to build back better and greener.”48 
Grasping this opportunity means designing and 
implementing a recovery plan that goes beyond 
pandemic response and specifically incorporates 
elements of equity and sustainability, envisioning 
a recovery that is both broad-based and green.

A recovery defined in terms of equity and sustain-
ability builds on, weaves together, and further 
advances existing, globally agreed programs and 
initiatives. These include the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development and the Paris Climate 
Agreement (both adopted in 2015); the United 
Nations Comprehensive Response to COVID-19 
(September 2020); the UN75 Declaration’s 
twelve commitments (September 2020); and the 
follow-up report by the UN Secretary-General, 
Our Common Agenda, released on September 10, 
2021. Plans for an equitable and sustainable re-
covery can also draw on contemporary policy 
and scholarly debates, as well as regional, nation-
al, and local initiatives. Ultimately, such a recov-
ery concerns the future shape of the entire global 
governance system, as well as global resource 
allocation and use.

This section unpacks concepts that underpin 
this report’s notion of an urgently needed broad-
based and green recovery agenda. In addition, it 
maps the relevant actors and instruments that 
are needed to realize it. It provides the concep-
tual foundation for specific recommendations 

that follow in four subsequent sections to imple-
ment and realize fully a progressive, multi-di-
mensional vision for recovery. 

Defining “green recovery”
In this report, “green recovery” is defined as 
the simultaneous pursuit of economic growth 
and the achievement of environmental goals, 
in particular those of the Paris Agreement and 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
through a globally coordinated effort. The 
term “green recovery” has been in use since 
the 2008 financial crisis. At the time, it was 
focused on expanding investments in green 
energy industries.49 However, more recently, it 
has been repurposed to speak to COVID-19 pan-
demic recovery, while situated squarely within 
the growing climate crisis.50 The most recent 
scientific findings of the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), published in 
August 2021, paint an ever-worrying picture of 
our future environment and biodiversity, and 
make the need for a green recovery even more 
manifest.51 In his response to the report, the UN 
Secretary-General stressed that there is “a clear 
moral and economic imperative to protect the 
lives and livelihoods of those on the front lines 
of the climate crisis.”52

In 2021, a UN Environmental Management 
Group dialogue defined “green recovery” as 
a reorientation of the global economy, which 
aligns national economic and development 
planning with a desirable green future and the 
investment in transformational projects. This 
reorientation can be operationalized through 
investing in clean energy and sustainable mo-
bility, incentivizing financial lending towards 
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net-zero emissions of greenhouse gases, and 
providing financial support for the most vulner-
able members of society.53 Other emphases in-
clude building a more climate-resilient economy 
post-pandemic, and environmentally friendly 
recovery strategies.54 

The OECD uses “green recovery” to call for 
“combining an emphasis on restoring growth 
and creating jobs with the achievement of en-
vironmental goals and objectives.”55 Moreover, 
the OECD has proposed goals and policy indica-
tors for a green recovery (see figure 2.1). 

Examples of green recovery include several 
“green initiatives” either underway before the 
COVID-19 outbreak or undertaken as a direct 
response to it. For example, the 2020 South 
Korean Green New Deal was a direct response 
to the pandemic, emphasizing the importance 
of pursuing environmental protection and eco-
nomic recovery at the same time. Korea’s Green 
New Deal is part of its larger national recovery 
plan. This plan has a price tag of U.S. $144 bil-
lion, and it is largely focused on investing in job 
creation, renewable energy, green infrastructure, 
and electric cars. 56

Colombia’s Green Growth Taskforce and 
the United Arab Emirates’ Green Economy 

Initiative were already mentioned in this re-
port’s previous section with respect to their 
concern for biodiversity loss. In addition, they 
are placing a spotlight on bioeconomy, clean 
energy, water use, urban planning, green tech-
nology, innovation, and a circular economy.57 
A circular economy, as distinguished from the 
usual “linear” model of production, use, and 
disposal, “is restorative by design—using and 
reusing natural capital as efficiently as possible 
and finding value throughout the life cycles of 
finished products.”58

At the regional level, the EU presented its plan 
for a “European Green Deal” in late 2019, pledg-
ing to achieve net-zero greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions by 2050, create a circular economy, 
restore biodiversity, and cut pollution. The 
European Green Deal is financed by one third 
of the 1.8 trillion euro (U.S. $2.14 trillion) from 
the NextGenerationEU Recovery Plan and the 
EU’s seven-year budget.59 There have also been 
green initiatives from regional banks, such as 
the African Development Bank’s New Deal on 
Energy in Africa and the Asian Development 
Bank’s Climate Change Operational Framework, 
which pledge support for climate adaptation and 
mitigation, lowering GHG emissions, and pub-
lic-private sector partnerships.60 

Figure 2.1: Environmental indicators for green recovery

Source: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, Making the green recovery work for jobs, income and growth (2020), 14. 
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1. Carbon intensity
2. Renewable energy in the energy mix

3. Effective carbon rates
4. Fossil-fuel supportClimate
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7. Economic instruments relevant for biodiversity5. Land cover changeBiodiversity

11. Research and development
12. Environmentally related tax revenue
13. Environmental Official Development Assistance
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9. Material productivity
10. Water stress
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environment 
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https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/view/?ref=136_136201-ctwt8p7qs5&title=Making-the-Green-Recovery-Work-for-Jobs-Income-and-Growth_&_ga=2.162698492.1979855876.1630512157-832829878.1622830402
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These green deals and initiatives are all am-
bitious, which is needed in the face of climate 
change, though it remains to be seen if they will 
be fully realized. Moreover, a coordinated global 
green recovery plan has yet to be defined that 
draws together and harmonizes the strengths 
of these disparate programs.

Defining “broad-based 
recovery”
In addition and closely connected to a green 
post-pandemic recovery, this report calls for a 
“broad-based recovery.” “Broad-based” is de-
fined here in terms of equity and inclusiveness.61 
Equity means that a global recovery effort must 
be based on principles of fair burden-sharing, 
reducing pre-existing inequalities, and protect-
ing those most affected—both by the crisis and 
the impact of particular recovery initiatives. 
Inclusiveness means the desirability of engag-
ing all relevant stakeholders in policy design and 
implementation, so as to increase the legitimacy 
and local ownership of a global recovery plan.

A lack of equity is manifest in various national 
responses to the pandemic over the past months 
concerning the provision of vaccines and eco-
nomic stimulus packages.62 While developed 
countries have secured large amounts of vac-
cines to cover their populations, many devel-
oping countries face vaccine shortages while 
also struggling with economic downturns and 
growing socioeconomic inequality. These con-
current challenges have hampered progress on 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), as 
reflected in “elevated levels of poverty, lives up-
ended, careers derailed, and increased social 
unrest” since the pandemic hit.63 

Vaccine access is critical as widespread vaccina-
tions are expected to lead to herd immunity and 
allow for the reopening of economic activities. 
Conversely, vaccine inequality between coun-
tries further increases the fragility of global 
economic recovery. The growing incongruity 
in vaccine availability, along with instances of 
vaccine nationalism, impedes global recovery 
efforts. As noted in section I, vaccination rates 
remain strikingly low compared to high-in-
come countries. In light of these discrepancies, 

discussions about giving additional “booster 
shots” to people in developed countries have 
further intensified discussions about a lack of 
global equity in pandemic response.64 

Moreover, the ability of developed countries to 
adopt vast stimulus packages further highlights 
and potentially exacerbates global economic 
inequality. The United Nations Economic and 
Social Commission for West Asia (ESCWA) and 
the United Nations Economic Commission for 
Africa (ECA) launched the COVID-19 Stimulus 
Tracker, a global observatory on social protection 
and economic policy responses to support UN 
Member States as they build back from COVID-
19.65 The Tracker estimates that out of the total 
fiscal support provided worldwide of U.S. $18.7 
trillion, the sixty-two high-income countries 
have provided U.S. $16.8 trillion,66 while 103 mid-
dle-income countries have put forward U.S. $1.9 
trillion, and 29 low-income countries have been 
able to muster only U.S $10 billion (2 percent of 
their 2020 GDP). In other words, high-income 
countries have been able to far outspend poorer 
countries whose citizens risk falling even fur-
ther behind after the pandemic. In a letter to 
G20 governments, a group of eminent persons, 
including several dozen former statespersons 
and economists, called for global coordination 
on economic recovery and expressed agreement 
with developing country leaders that “given the 
existential threat to their economies, the increas-
ing disruption to livelihoods and education and 
their limited capacity to cushion people and com-
panies,” at least U.S. $150 billion of international 
support will be required “for health, social safety 
nets, and other urgent help.”67

Captured within the notion of a broad-based 
recovery—that is not only equitable but also 
inclusive—is the notion of a “just recovery,” as 
it relates to COVID-19 recovery and the green-
ing of economies. The concept centers around 
bringing in voices of marginalized groups, 
protecting public health, providing economic 
relief, creating community resiliency, and pri-
oritizing justice for people and the planet.68 
The term has been used not only in reference 
to COVID-19 but with regard to refugee crises, 
climate change adaptation, equity challenges, 
urban planning, and community building.69 For 
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pandemic recovery, the C40 group of mayors on 
climate action relied on this concept with re-
spect to training for workers affected by climate 
change and the transition to clean energy.70

Notions of equity and inclusiveness have also 
been captured in the term “just transition.” It 
has been used in the past in reference to the 
climate crisis, particularly regarding emission 
peaks and green investments.71 In terms of 
pandemic recovery, “just transition” refers to 
the transition to clean energy, and the policies 
associated with it. This includes creating jobs 
in clean energy sectors and providing training 
to people put out of work by the pandemic, or 
providing social safety nets for workers affected 
by the energy transition.72 Just transition must 
thus respect the needs of communities whose 
economic security currently depend on fossil 
fuel-producing or -reliant industries that a green 
recovery aims to phase out or restructure. Such 
a transition should provide new jobs, skills, and 
training to workers whose jobs have depend-
ed on such industries, so that they are not left 
behind.73 The concept is also closely linked to 
inclusiveness as diverse representation, as it 
calls for workers, community members, local 

businesses, and local governments to be en-
gaged in crafting relevant public policies.74

Pandemic recovery is an action-forcing moment 
for the global community to come together to face 
the climate crisis, lessen inequalities, and become 
more inclusive. As an example, combining these 
different elements, in 2020, the European Union 
announced a “just transition” mechanism as part 
of its European Green Deal, pledging to provide 
100 billion euros (U.S. $119 billion) in support to 
people affected by transitioning away from fossil 
fuels like coal and oil shale.75 The “just transition” 
mechanism entails tailored financial and practical 
training support for workers and investments in 
the areas most affected by the transition.76 

Mapping the Key Actors 
As pandemic response with its reliance on na-
tional health systems and other public bodies 
has made clear, states have been and continue 
to be central actors. However, over the past de-
cades, non-state actors, including the business 
community and civil society, have gained in 
power, resources, and visibility, and hence are 
increasingly recognized as important actors in 
global governance alongside states. 

Source: Report team, drawing on Ponzio et al., Beyond UN75: A Roadmap for Inclusive, Networked & Effective Global Governance (2021), 35.

Figure 2.2: Some key actors and initiatives for COVID-19 response and recovery
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Based on this reality, there are calls for more net-
worked and inclusive multilateralism as an ap-
proach “that connects, engages, and empowers a 
larger, more diverse, and representative set of ac-
tors, including but also beyond the state, for glob-
al problem-solving.”77 The COVID-19 pandemic 
and the need for a broad-based, green recovery 
have highlighted the potential for networked and 
inclusive multilateralism further (see figure 2.2).

A networked and inclusive approach to a broad-
based, green recovery does not sideline states, 
which remain indispensable, and sometime high-
ly successful actors with wide-ranging means 
and responsibilities. Certain governments have 
proven rather capable in addressing and contain-
ing the effects of COVID-19. Taiwan, Singapore, 
and New Zealand had low numbers of COVID-19 
transmissions, thanks in part to their geographic 
location, but also because of swift and assertive 
action by their governments, combining strict 
regulations with monitoring and the use of tech-
nology.78 Taiwan has seen fewer than 16 thou-
sand cases and 800 deaths among a population 
of more than 23 million.79 Such accomplishments 
in managing the virus have been rewarded with 
increased public trust.80

At the same time, states can be major spoilers, 
as various instances of vaccine nationalism 
have shown.81 Whether states choose policy in-
novation and cooperation in their enlightened 
longer-term interest, or a short-term focus on 
national interest in the form of economic na-
tionalism, protectionism, and continuing un-
sustainable practices, will be a major factor in 
making the recovery broad-based and green.

Where some states lacked the strong presence 
and resources that a swift and effective COVID-19 
response necessitated, many non-state actors 
stepped in to provide aid. Non-state actors that 
stand out in their contributions include the 

International Federation of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies, whose national affiliates to-
gether reached more than 650 million people and 
raised over half of its goal of U.S. $602 million 
in funding dedicated to COVID-19 response.82 
Public-private partnerships, moreover, are a 
large part of non-state actors’ responses. This 
is exemplified by GAVI, the Vaccine Alliance. 
GAVI has assisted the COVID-19 response by 
acquiring and coordinating the distribution of 
vaccines and increasing vaccine access in low-in-
come countries, including by co-leading the UN’s 
COVAX Facility. Their June 2, 2021, “One World 
Protected” conference brought together nearly 40 
governments, the private sector, and foundations 
to raise almost U.S. $2.4 billion, bringing their 
total funds to U.S. $9.4 billion for purchasing and 
distributing COVID-19 vaccines.83 Public-private 
partnerships can increase access to resources 
such as vaccines and encourage better and wid-
er resource distribution. Such partnerships also 
have enormous potential beyond vaccine distri-
bution.84 As detailed in the subsequent sections 
of this report, cooperation between public and 
private entities can be a catalyst in areas such as 
climate action and digitalization.

Additionally, sub-state entities have led efforts 
not only in support of immediate COVID-19 
recovery, but also long-term green initiatives. 
For instance, the C40 group of mayors, repre-
senting more than 700 million citizens, is com-
mitted to addressing climate change, but it has 
also tackled COVID-19 by promoting vaccine 
equity and setting up programs for financing 
sustainable cities through technical assistance, 
forums, and knowledge sharing.85 The C40 
represents the cross-border, yet sub-national 
collaboration that is needed to combat climate 
change and ensure sustainable and equitable 
recovery from COVID-19.

Cooperation between public and private 
entities can be a catalyst in areas such as 
climate action and digitalization.
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Mapping the innovative 
implementing tools and 
institutions
Just as a variety of actors can contribute and 
work together to make post-pandemic recovery 
more equitable and sustainable, there is also a 
range of different tools and institutions that can 
be used. A number of these have already been 
mentioned in the context of early response. As 
detailed in subsequent sections, such tools and 
institutions can also help devise and promote a 
more ambitious strategy for a broad-based and 
green recovery.

We can distinguish here between normative 
and policy innovation, and legal and institu-
tional instruments. Normative innovations 
include concepts such as the abovementioned 
circular economy, whereas green deals are a 
prime example of policy innovations. Legal 
instruments range from international agree-
ments (such as the Paris Climate Agreement 
and the Biodiversity Convention) to region-
al, national, and sub-national legislation. 
In terms of institutional innovation, there 
are monitoring tools, specialized agencies, 
courts willing to take a proactive stance in 
enforcing legally binding climate goals,86 and 
multi-stakeholder engagement frameworks, 
which can operate at different levels. These 
diverse tools can, and indeed should, be 
linked and combined.

For instance, the European Green Deal is 
a long-term, large-scale policy initiative. It 
espouses normative advancements such as 
the circular economy and seeks to revise ex-
isting and introduce new legislation in light 
of the deal’s objectives.87 Examples of legal 
instruments at the EU level are the 2019 di-
rectives on single use plastics and ecodesign. 
Institutionally, the European Green Deal has 
introduced various monitoring frameworks. 
For example, the Monitoring Framework for 
the Circular Economy tracks progress and 
manages knowledge on the circular econo-
my in the EU. Engagement with the public 
and other stakeholders is ensured through 
the 2020 European Climate Pact, which can 

be seen as a manifestation of networked and 
inclusive governance.88

A broad-based, green recovery agenda should 
seek to close the gap between needs and am-
bition. Global ambitions, while enshrined in 
documents like the Paris Climate Agreement 
and the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda, 
need to be matched with strategies that can ac-
tually attain them. Advanced economies need 
to contribute at a level that matches their en-
vironmental footprint. For example, accord-
ing to Climate Action Tracker, the European 
Green Deal, for all its merits, still falls well 
short of meeting the commitments of the Paris 
Agreement with its overall emissions reduc-
tion target of 55 percent by 2030, compared to 
what is needed to avoid a global temperature in-
crease of 2̊ C, let alone 1.5˚C.89 This is worrying 
as the European Green deal is lauded as one of 
the most ambitious plans. Elsewhere, with less 
ambitious or non-existent plans, the needs-am-
bitions chasm is likely even wider, with many 
gaps yet to be closed.

In addition, the various tools and institutions 
need to be used to ensure better coherence be-
tween the different imperatives of a durable and 
equitable recovery from the pandemic, better 
preparedness for future pandemics, and more 
effective strides towards meeting the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development and Paris 
Climate Agreement. These will require, above 
all, a refashioned global governance architec-
ture that is commensurate with this monumen-
tal task, but also—at all other levels of gover-
nance too—constant innovation, refinement, 
and readjustment of norms, policies, laws, and 
institutional responses. 

**

This section has unpacked our definition of a 
broad-based, green recovery in light of current 
trends and debates and mapped the actors and 
tools available to implement such a recovery. 
We now proceed to offer a brief gap analysis and 
to flesh out corresponding reform recommenda-
tions for making the post-pandemic recovery: i) 
green and sustainable, ii) fair and inclusive, iii) 
health- and well-being-focused, and iv) digital 
everywhere.
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III. Making the Recovery Green and Sustainable 

“Nature is the foundation of our societies and economies. Raising ambition for our planet 
is raising ambition for people. ... But ambition is also required in deploying more broad-
based approaches that engage stakeholders across the breadth and levels of government 
and society.” — Amina Mohammed, United Nations Deputy Secretary-General90 

Central to a broad-based, green, and sustainable 
economic recovery coming out of the pandem-
ic are steps for effective climate action, both 
mitigating the most harmful effects of cli-
mate change and adapting to the new normal 
of a fast-changing climate reality. This section 
assesses current international responses to 
the climate crisis and offers five concrete in-
terventions designed to slow down and, over 
time, reverse the alarming trends detailed in 
the August 2021 report of the IPCC.91 While 
public and private sector leaders of the global 
economic recovery must attend closely to public 
health and socioeconomic justice, no recovery 
will long withstand the accelerating pace of cli-
mate change. Facing it squarely means stepping 
up climate action to better finance and protect 
communities from the changing climate’s grow-
ing adverse effects, to cap post-industrial global 
warming as near to 1.5°C as possible, and to set 
all nations on a course to zero net emissions of 
greenhouse gases (GHG) by 2050. 

Ongoing Challenges and 
Current Responses
As the international community begins to re-
cover from the political and socioeconomic 
repercussions of COVID-19, we must look to 
economic recovery that doubles as effective cli-
mate action. According to the UN Environment 
Programme (UNEP), “global GHG emissions 
are only projected to be significantly reduced 
by 2030 if COVID-19 economic recovery is used 
as an opening to pursue strong decarboniza-
tion.” If it is so used, global GHG emission lev-
els currently projected for 2030 could be cut by 
25 percent, bringing the world closer to a ceil-
ing on warming of 2°C.92 Business as usual, on 
the other hand, will likely push warming to a 

catastrophic 3-4°C by the end of the century.93 
But to reach the far safer 1.5° target, the inter-
national community must emit 45 percent less 
carbon dioxide than 2010 levels by 2030—and 
then achieve net-zero emissions by 2050.94

A green recovery can also be profitable. 
Associated infrastructure policies—including 
carbon pricing and green investment stimu-
lus—could increase global GDP by 0.7 percent 
and add 12 million new jobs in total by 2027.95 
Green and sustained recovery policies can gen-
erate income for governments and businesses, 
improve the well-being of citizens and ecosys-
tems, and build community resilience.96 

UN Secretary-General António Guterres called 
for green, resilient pandemic recovery policies 
when speaking at the One Planet Summit in 
January 2021, a sentiment echoed in the 2021 
Sustainable Development Goals Report.97 At 
the 2021 Global Climate Adaptation Summit, 
the Secretary-General also called for 50 percent 
of all climate finance to be spent on adaptation 
and building resiliency.98 As far back as 2009, 
at COP 15 in Copenhagen, developed countries 
committed to spend—through a combination 
of public and private financing—U.S. $100 bil-
lion annually on climate action.99 They have, 
however, fallen far short of this goal (see figure 
3.1). Although all G7 countries agreed to raise 
their climate contributions to meet the U.S. 
$100 billion goal at their 2021 summit, most 
of their individual commitments remain un-
known.100 At the same time, UNEP estimates 
that developing countries will need to spend 
U.S. $140-300 billion annually on climate ad-
aptation by 2030, and $280-500 billion annu-
ally by 2050, in order to transition to clean 
energy and sustainable practices that protect 
both people and property.101 
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Additionally, governments have recently put for-
ward various “new green deal” style proposals 
and pledges. The EU, Colombia, South Korea, 
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), 
the African Development Bank, and the Asian 
Development Bank have all announced a form 
of green new deal or similar initiative. Some of 
these deals were delayed by COVID-19, and oth-
ers were initiated as a result.102 The delay, how-
ever, allowed many countries to include climate 
action-specific provisions in their COVID-19 
responses; for example, the European Union 
created its NextGenerationEU plan, Colombia 
is providing economic assistance through 
credit lines to public transportation, South 
Korea launched its Green New Deal, and the 
UAE increased the ambition of its Nationally 
Determined Contributions (NDCs) in support 
of the Paris Climate Agreement.103 While these 
green recovery initiatives are welcome, they still 
fall short in tackling the climate crisis in at least 
four key areas:

First, high dependency on fossil fuels, which re-
sults in continued excessive GHG emissions by 
nearly all countries. While the pandemic caused 
a temporary 7 percent drop in GHG emissions, 
CO2 and methane are expected to rise again as 

the global vaccine rollout continues, the lock-
down measures are lifted, and countries begin 
to recover economically.104 Although U.S. $14.9 
trillion has been invested in COVID-19 recovery 
worldwide, only 3-5 percent of this amount has 
been allocated to energy production and con-
sumption.105 Of that, 47 percent is going towards 
fossil fuel-intensive industries and 35 percent 
towards clean energy.106 Few recovery plans in-
vest more in green energy than they do in fossil 
fuels.107 In fact, only the European Union, the 
United Kingdom, France, and Germany are in-
vesting more in green energy, while South Korea 
is committing the same amount to both.108 

Second, insufficient investment in green infra-
structure. In response to the 2008-9 global reces-
sion, only one in six dollars of national infrastruc-
ture stimulus packages’ spending went to green 
infrastructure.109 For the COVID-19 recovery, in-
vestments in green infrastructure can create up 
to 5.5 million jobs by 2025.110 However, the OECD 
estimates that there is currently a green infra-
structure spending gap (the difference between 
targeted spending and need) of U.S. $2-3 trillion.111 
This could grow to as much as U.S. $15 trillion by 
2040.112 At the same time, investments in green 
infrastructure, such as water management, can 

Figure 3.1: Climate financing for developing countries (2013-2018)

Source: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, “Climate Finance Provided and Mobilised by Developed Countries in 2013-18” (2020).
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actually be cheaper than comparable “gray” or 
“brown” infrastructure (referring to varying de-
grees of harm to the environment).113

Third, failing to stem growing plastic pollution. 
The pandemic has caused a rise in plastic use, 
particularly single-use plastics, which are of-
ten not accepted at recycling plants.114 From the 
several initiatives reviewed, most of the green 
new deals and COVID-19 recovery plans do not 
advance steps to deter plastic pollution. This 
issue is also closely tied to the use of fossil fuels, 
as most plastic today is produced from fossil fu-
els, and the resins used in plastic production are 
tied to the oil and gas industries. Reducing the 
use of plastic will have numerous environmen-
tal benefits, including cutting GHG emissions 
by one third.115 Plastic pollution also has detri-
mental economic effects, given its impact on 
marine life (e.g., contributing to “dead zones” 
in oceans and degrading coral reefs) that costs 
as much as U.S. $33,000 per ton per year in lost 
revenue from the sale of food and tourism for 
nearby communities.116 With about 8 million 
tons of plastic entering the oceans annually, 
that balloons to a cost of U.S. $264 billion.

Fourth, failing to curb enormous setbacks in 
biodiversity protection. Half of global GDP is 
dependent on healthy ecosystems, and the to-
tal worth of goods and services tied to biodi-
versity is estimated at U.S. $140 trillion.117 Yet, 
according to the Intergovernmental Science-
Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services (IPBES) 2019 report, human activ-
ity has altered 75 percent of terrestrial envi-
ronments (and 66 percent of ocean environ-
ments), threatening about 25 percent of animal 
and plant species (around one million in total) 
with extinction.118 Some countries continue to 

weaken biodiversity protection in the name of 
economic recovery; for example, seventeen ma-
jor economies have announced stimulus pack-
ages that will invest U.S. $3.5 billion in indus-
tries that impact biodiversity (e.g., industrial 
farms, energy, transportation, and waste man-
agement) and only three are investing in bio-
diversity protection.119 This is unacceptable as 
conventional, large-scale economic systems are 
major drivers of biodiversity erosion and loss.120 

Biodiversity loss is also heavily connected to the 
climate change fight, as species’ health and eco-
system stability are necessary components in 
keeping global temperature rise to 1.5˚C above 
pre-industrial levels.121

Road to a Broad-based and 
Green Pandemic Recovery
Given the above challenges and urgent need for 
further innovation and ambition to boost and 
complement current green pandemic recovery 
strategies and initiatives, we advance the fol-
lowing five proposals:

3.1. Prioritize a “green” recovery within the 
COVID-19 recovery plans of governments 
and regional and global governance bod-
ies, including by taxing carbon and ending 
fossil fuel subsidies.
While there are green elements in some 
COVID-19 recovery plans, more (and more 
ambitious ones) are needed, preferably coor-
dinated multilaterally. For a sustainable, just, 
and healthy recovery that addresses the full 
extent of the damage wrought by the virus, all 
“green” recovery plans should also prioritize 
support for human rights, public health, social 

While there are green elements in some 
COVID-19 recovery plans, more (and more 
ambitious ones) are needed, preferably 
coordinated multilaterally.
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protection systems, robust and fair job-creating 
economies, and universal digital connectivity 
(discussed further in sections IV, V, and VI of 
this report).

To succeed, a green recovery plan must be suffi-
ciently resourced, technically sound, and backed-
up with sufficient political and societal support. 
One powerful policy idea that could aid this ef-
fort is the (long-debated) carbon tax, which tar-
gets the carbon emissions of governments, busi-
nesses, and consumers, and adds a price per ton 
they emit. A carbon tax levied by states would 
not only cover carbon dioxide, but short-lived 
climate pollutants (SLCPs) such as methane, fa-
cilitating the transition to the low-carbon econ-
omy that is fundamental to mitigating climate 
change.122 Carbon tax policies that start small but 
grow steadily in accordance with inflation and 
economic growth can bring countries closer to 
meeting their respective Paris Agreement NDCs 
within the next ten years.123

Green recovery plans also need nationally-tai-
lored climate mitigation (emissions-reduc-
ing) and adaptation (resilience-enhancing) 
elements.124 Government carbon tax revenues 
and former fossil fuel subsidy budgets can be 
redirected toward sustainable (climate-friend-
ly) infrastructure and businesses, biodiversity 
protection, and local adaptation initiatives. It 
has been estimated that reforming fossil fuel 
subsidies alone could free up U.S. $553 billion 
per year, globally, a decent down payment on 
the investment that truly fighting and adapting 
to climate change calls for.125

Lastly, national green recovery plans coming 
out of the pandemic must be supported and 

coordinated by global and regional policies and 
frameworks. For example, since April 2020, the 
“UN framework for the immediate socioeco-
nomic response to COVID-19” (alongside UN-
led global humanitarian response and WHO-led 
global health response frameworks) has helped 
to inform developing countries’ national re-
sponses strategies. It also repurposed the UN’s 
existing U.S. $17.8 billion sustainable develop-
ment programs portfolio around COVID-19 
recovery priorities, including steps to address 
the climate crisis.126 Similarly, green new deals 
put forth by the European Union and Asian 
Development Bank have spurred similar kinds 
of initiatives at the national level in Europe and 
Asia. Furthermore, the June 2021 Economic 
Community of West African States (ECOWAS) 
deliberations on a regional pandemic recovery 
plan are expected to inspire related national 
efforts.127 Finally, states must continue to call 
for bolder, more ambitious action on climate 
change and economic recovery; these efforts 
will lead the way for stronger global and region-
al instruments to promote and reinforce them 
rather than subsume national recovery plans. 
These calls must, in turn, include concrete steps 
towards green recovery, such as a carbon tax 
and investment in green infrastructure.

3.2. Incentivize the private sector, within 
appropriate regulatory frameworks and 
with external assistance, to invest in a 
circular economy that reduces waste and 
promotes environmental sustainability.
Through reducing waste and pollution, reusing 
products, and renewing natural ecosystems, 

Through reducing waste and pollution, 
reusing products, and renewing natural 
ecosystems, a circular economy 
can decouple economic growth 
from resource consumption.
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a circular economy can decouple economic 
growth from resource consumption and envi-
ronmental effects, paving the way for long-term, 
resilient, and green recovery. Offering beneficial 
societal, ecological, and business opportunities, 
a circular economy can be aided and improved 
by the leadership capabilities and financial and 
technical resources of the private sector.128 Such 
support could be encouraged through: 

First, tax reforms to encourage more private in-
vestment in a circular economy. A favorable tax 
policy can encourage businesses to move towards 
a more inclusive, circular economy model by, for 
instance, working with consumers and manu-
facturers to recycle and redeploy used products. 
Reforms can increase taxes on natural resources 
such as oil and gas, reduce taxes on labor, and 
create tax breaks for appliance repairs and other 
activities that promote a circular economy.129 For 
instance, in Sweden, taxpayers can qualify for a 
tax break by claiming half the labor cost of an ap-
pliance repair (up to around U.S. $2,800); while 
in Austria, individuals can secure a grant from 
the government amounting to 50 percent of an 
appliance repair’s labor costs.130 Recycling, reuse, 
and repair is estimated to save 600 billion eu-
ros (equivalent to U.S. $705 billion) in yearly re-
source spending in the European Union alone.131 

Second, leveraging public funding to increase 
private investment in a circular economy. Public 
financing (from governments, and global and 
regional bodies) for the circular economy can 
further motivate the private sector to contrib-
ute. In February 2021, G20 and other major 
economies have announced up to U.S $4.6 tril-
lion in COVID-19 stimulus packages directed to 
sectors, such as agriculture, industry, waste, en-
ergy, and transport, which can influence climate 
change, biodiversity, and local air quality; but of 
this total, only U.S. $1.8 trillion supports invest-
ments deemed green in nature.132 At the same 
time, more targeted public investments are re-
quired if private sector financing and other ca-
pabilities are to be leveraged in the developing 
world too. They could take the form of govern-
ment subsidies and other economic incentives, 
such as low-interest loans and guarantees, price 
restrictions, and the provision of state resources 
like land and water at below-market prices.133 

Third, building and strengthening Public-
Private Partnerships (PPP) for a circular econ-
omy. Public-private partnerships can bring 
more private businesses into the circular econ-
omy by co-financing sustainable development 
projects, reducing the tax burden, and waiv-
ing the fees and other charges that businesses 
would typically have to pay to a government 
agency.134 Two recent examples of how PPPs 
have reduced countries’ carbon footprints are 
the Cambodia National Solar Park Project, 
whose initial success in promoting renewable 
energy is being replicated regionally by the 
Asia Development Bank’s ASEAN Scaling Up 
Renewables + Storage (ASSURE) initiative, 
and the Bhutan Green Power Development 
Project (see box 3.1), which employs renew-
able hydropower resources to produce energy 
and has succeeded in averting 500,000 tons 
of carbon emission on an annual basis from 
dirtier sources of energy (making Bhutan the 
only carbon-negative country in the world).135 

3.3. Promote more efficient and cli-
mate-friendly ways of producing hydro-
gen for a green recovery through a Global 
Green Hydrogen Alliance.
Green hydrogen not only takes greenhouse gas 
emissions out of the production cycle but also 
has zero GHG tailpipe emissions. It can serve 
as an energy storage medium and affords flexi-
bility to power systems. Green hydrogen wields 
potential as a major source of renewable energy, 
contributing to economic growth, job creation, 
and industrial competitiveness,136 and can help 
to decarbonize sectors such as long-distance 
freight, transport, chemicals, fertilizer, and iron 
and steel industries that depend heavily on fos-
sil fuels.137 The overall demand for hydrogen has 
increased threefold since 1975, reaching 74 mil-
lion tons per year in 2018—and could rise to 528 
million tons by 2050 to achieve global net-ze-
ro GHG emissions.138 This has created a large 
market for hydrogen and opened up business 
opportunities for industries to lead the tran-
sition towards a carbon-neutral future.139 Yet, 
most current hydrogen production extracts it 
from fossil fuels (such as methane), in the pro-
cess emitting some 830 million tons of carbon 
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annually. Through electrolysis, green hydrogen 
can be produced with zero carbon emission, if 
the electrolysis is itself powered by green elec-
tric power.140

The hydrogen supply chain is, however, still in 
its infancy. Several obstacles, such as the high 
cost of producing green hydrogen in relation to 
non-renewable options and the absence of spe-
cialized infrastructure, are thus far preventing 
hydrogen from contributing meaningfully to 
the green energy transition.141 More specifically, 
i) materials required in producing green hydro-
gen, such as fuel cells, refueling equipment, and 
electrolyzes, are costly and so far discourage 
scaling-up hydrogen production; ii) infrastruc-
ture issues, such as storage, transportation, and 
refueling stations, remain a challenge; and iii) 

government regulations limiting the develop-
ment of a clean hydrogen industry also stand in 
the way of scaling-up green hydrogen produc-
tion and usage.142 

A proposed Global Green Hydrogen Alliance 
can help to overcome these obstacles and pro-
vide leadership in expanding hydrogen’s energy 
reach, as part of a wider green recovery strategy 
coming out of the COVID-19 era. Hydrogen al-
liances already exist in some parts of the world, 
such as the European Clean Hydrogen Alliance 
and the MENA Hydrogen Alliance.143 But while 
developing countries, particularly in the trop-
ics, have optimal renewable and other low-car-
bon resources for producing hydrogen, most 
hydrogen programs and platforms are concen-
trated in developed countries. This hinders the 

Box 3.1: A public-private partnership for green recovery:  
Bhutan green power development project

A potential model PPP for post-pandemic green recovery is the Bhutan Green Power Development 
Project, initiated in 2008 and completed in 2017. Bhutan’s mountainous terrain and networks of rivers 
and streams give it a potential hydropower generation capacity of 26,760 MW, of which only about 
6 percent is currently exploited. Of the 1,500 MW of hydropower installed to date, 80 percent is ex-
ported to India after meeting domestic consumption, and the state hydropower sector accounts for 
13 percent of the country’s total GDP. The Bhutan Green Power Development Project sought to assist 
the government’s strategic goal of developing the country’s under-utilized hydropower resources in 
a sustainable way, while leveraging the strengths of the private sector. 
The project has two vital components: i) promoting regional clean power trade and ii) promoting 
renewable energy access for the poor. For the first component, Dagachhu hydropower development 
supported the production of hydropower for export to India, while for the second element, the project 
supplied renewable energy to households, educational institutions, medical facilities, and monasteries 
in remote rural areas. The total cost of the Dagachhu hydropower project was U.S. $234.6 million.
The Dagachhu hydropower project was developed by a joint venture between Bhutan’s Druk Green 
Power Corporation (DGPC) and Tata Power Company (TPC), the largest integrated power company 
in India. Bhutan Power Corporation (BPC), a Bhutanese public utility, supports the rural electrifi-
cation component. Both DGPC and TPC are leading regional public and private entities respectively 
that brought exceptional technical know-how and leadership capabilities to project implementation. 
TPC has more than a century of experience in the energy sector in India and 12,808 MW generation 
capacity, of which 30 percent comes from clean energy sources. DGPC, a public electricity utility 
company that maintains Bhutan’s hydropower assets, was established in 2009.
Among the Bhutan Green Power Development Project’s chief benefits to date include: a major source 
of domestic revenue for the government, significantly increased rural electrification across Bhutan 
(with attendant cost savings from reduced kerosene, battery, and fuelwood consumption), and less 
CO2 emissions.

Sources: Asian Development Bank, Completion Report - Bhutan: Green Power Development Project (2017); Asian Development Bank, “What 
We Do: Bhutan Green Power Development Project”; and The World Bank. Sustainable Hydropower Development Project: Project Information 
Document/ Identification/Concept Stage (PID) (2020).

https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/project-documents/37399/37399-013-pcr-en.pdf
https://www.adb.org/projects/37399-013/main#:~:text=The%20Green%20Power%20Development%20Project,the%20existing%20grid%20to%20India.
https://www.adb.org/projects/37399-013/main#:~:text=The%20Green%20Power%20Development%20Project,the%20existing%20grid%20to%20India.
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/711541601227609171/pdf/Project-Information-Document-PID-Sustainable-Hydropower-Development-Project-P174327.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/711541601227609171/pdf/Project-Information-Document-PID-Sustainable-Hydropower-Development-Project-P174327.pdf
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development of green hydrogen technology 
and its application. Building on these experi-
ences, a larger Global Green Hydrogen Alliance 
(between regions and eventually globally) is 
envisioned as a multi-country, multi-institu-
tional network to assess, develop, and design 
affordable green hydrogen technologies that 
can be deployed at scale.144 It could enable gov-
ernments, civil society organizations, and the 
private sector to work together to better realize 
hydrogen’s full potential, as it could be the fuel 
molecule that drives a global green economy.145 

Realizing a Global Green Hydrogen Alliance 
requires five priority actions: i) create a global 
inventory of green hydrogen programs and activ-
ities to connect and encourage greater collabora-
tion among hydrogen technology developers; ii) 
undertake a periodic assessment of green hydro-
gen technology to identify and close technology 
gaps; iii) promote partnerships between coun-
tries and between the public and private sectors 
for rapid exchange of research and development 
findings, with targeted and collaborative re-
search aimed at reducing cost or improve materi-
al efficiencies; iv) mobilize a pooled fund, initially 
of U.S. $500 million in cash and in kind (from 
developing countries), which could offer partial 
risk guarantees to underwrite some of the tech-
nology risks; v) ensure that intellectual property 
and licensing rights are protected while expand-
ing global access, to encourage more countries 
and corporations to join the proposed Global 
Green Hydrogen Alliance; and vi) develop alli-
ance-wide standard-setting and inspections for 
safe storage and transportation, as storage and 
transport of green hydrogen are both complex 
and costly and will require a high level of public 
acceptability to ensure a successful transition to 
green hydrogen.146 

3.4. Treat the protection of forests as a 
global collective action problem needing 
active monitoring and support from both 
governments and business.
The forestry sector offered crucial health 
products during the COVID-19 pandemic—
from masks to ethanol supplies for sanitiz-
ers. Moreover, forests that are healthy and 
well-managed act as a natural barrier to zoonot-
ic transmission. Forests have an essential role 
in strengthening resilience and minimizing the 
likelihood of future pandemics.147 But humans 
are increasing the probability of pandemics 
such as COVID-19 through heedless deforesta-
tion and infrastructural development.148 Forests 
are also a critical vehicle for CO2 capture, and 
the destruction of densely wooded areas, which 
hold 80 percent of the world’s biodiversity, “ac-
counts for 10 percent of all global greenhouse 
gas emissions.”149

Current environmental governance models are 
insufficient and remain scattered across multi-
ple agreements, conventions, and organizations 
to manage, protect, and regenerate the forest 
sector worldwide.150 At least ten environmental 
and climatic initiatives address deforestation to 
some extent.151 However, specific pieces of the 
jigsaw puzzle are missing, including domestic 
laws and enforcement mechanisms to support 
these initiatives, reinforced by a legally binding 
global instrument for forests.152 This is particu-
larly true in situations where state capability for 
preventing and responding to illicit deforesta-
tion is low, political will is lacking, and preda-
tory and unpunished private sector behaviors 
around natural resource usage persist.153

Alongside the COVID-19 outbreak, discus-
sions on the need for better global forestry 

Humans are increasing the probability 
of pandemics such as COVID-19 
through heedless deforestation and 
infrastructural development.
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administration have gained a new sense of se-
riousness.154 Ultimately, political commitment 
at all levels is what will guarantee the effec-
tiveness of international forest governance.155 
Given the cross-sectoral character of forests, 
the global governance of forests should reflect 
consistent policies and approaches, mirror glob-
al best practices, and encourage coordination 
among global, regional, national, and sub-na-
tional governance actors.156 

Improving global forestry governance requires 
meaningful inputs and participation from di-
verse stakeholders across civil society, the private 
sector, and governments.157 Encompassing a twin, 
closely interlinked focus on achieving healthier 
societies and enhanced carbon capture, five steps 
toward better global governance of forest are:

First, treat forest protection as a global collec-
tive action problem that requires intense col-
laboration between diverse global, regional, 
national, and local actors. The protection of 
forests and implementation of alternative sus-
tainable development strategies are not exclu-
sive to individual nations, nor does any country 
wield sufficient capacities to safeguard forests 
on their own.158 In addition, a number of well-fi-
nanced illicit deforestation networks operate 
with sophistical means across national borders, 
further bolstering the case for global collective 
action. Global cooperation is also essential for 
setting norms and regulations (e.g., on trade and 
investment practices), encouraging the inter-
change of information and political strategies, 
and pooling resources to confront major forest 
management concerns.159 Universities, second-
ary schools, and think tanks are also well-placed 
to increase both general public awareness and 
literacy and more specialized technical knowl-
edge in forestry science.

Second, establish a technical monitoring body 
for global forest governance similar to other in-
ternational environmental conventions. Some 
biomes are extremely susceptible to land inva-
sions, wildfires, and predatory extractive opera-
tions. Hence, comprehensive forest monitoring, 
assessment, and reporting (MAR), including 
mechanisms for ensuring follow-through ac-
tions, are widely regarded as fundamental to 
scientifically-informed decision-making.160 

Third, ensure that a mix of technical collaboration, 
international support, information exchange, and 
political pressure is applied across the full spec-
trum of environmental instruments created in the 
previous thirty years (soft commitments).161 The 
UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration, seeking 
to reverse ecosystem degradation between 2021 
and 2030, is an example of this strategy, which 
involves steps to share and extend best practices 
worldwide. Rather than enforceable obligations 
by states, such an approach underscores three 
core elements: a worldwide shift toward forest 
restoration, enhanced political will, and the de-
velopment of technical and financial capabilities 
to expand restoration efforts.162 

Fourth, connect forest governance to broad-
er efforts to implement the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development. The Strategic Forest 
Plan 2030, for instance, offers a roadmap for 
managing sustainable forests. It sets-forth six 
global forest objectives and twenty-six targets 
and is considered a significant instrument for 
taking forward the SDGs.163 For example, the 
global governance of forests maintains direct 
linkages to SDG 1 “Poverty,” SDG 3 “Health,” 
SDG 6 “Clean Water and Sanitation,” and SDG 
15 “Life on Land.”164 

Fifth, engage the private sector in curbing in-
ternational forest degradation. The private sec-
tor is well-placed to contribute to global forest 
governance by: i) promoting forest conserva-
tion—whether voluntarily or in response to 
public policies—to reduce the adverse effects 
of forest management, farming, and mining; ii) 
providing services to reduce deforestation, in-
cluding enforcement, training, monitoring, and 
the development and deployment of technology; 
and iii) supporting communities (e.g., through 
health clinics, schools, and roads) where gov-
ernment services are lacking.165 

3.5. Enhance the strategic communica-
tions capacities of global and regional 
organizations to broaden understanding 
of the local impact from global warming 
and action needed to counter it.
During a crisis, strategic communication 
plays a critical role in calming and focusing 
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the public by instilling confidence, winning 
trust, and guiding the delivery of solutions.166 
The African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbird 
Agreement (AEWA), for example, has identified 
six principles that are fundamental for strate-
gic and effective communications: neutrality, 
scientific base, content, packaging for audienc-
es’ languages, evaluation, and monitoring.167 
Communicating climate change requires get-
ting the framing and facts correct, understand-
ing the audience, and proper messaging.

Counter to these principles, widespread mis-
information often pervades a crisis and can 
be lethal. According to the World Health 
Organization, COVID-19 is the latest crisis where 
misleading information has had such an effect, 
leading to the hospitalization of nearly 6,000 
people and probable deaths of 800 in the first 
three months of the pandemic. Misinformation 
has also contributed to vaccine skepticism and 
resistance.168 Similar to the current pandemic, 
misinformation regarding the climate crisis has 
been widespread, hindering mitigation efforts 
at the national and global level. Some well-or-
ganized misinformation campaigns about cli-
mate change have gained popularity in recent 
decades, often initiated or promoted by fossil 
fuel giants and geared towards discrediting the 
work of climate scientists.169 

In order to fight misinformation and “green-
washing” (where companies misrepresent their 
full impact on the environment), improve social 
learning, and build greater public trust and en-
vironmental literacy within countries, the fol-
lowing steps should be taken: 

First, global and regional organizations should 
strive for meaning-making. Build trust with 
local stakeholders about their legitimacy and 
needed role in solving the global climate crisis. 
Meaning-making entails employing carefully 
designed and executed public messaging to in-
fluence public opinion during a crisis.170 

Second, get the climate framing right to increase 
global warming literacy. To this end, linking 
the consequences of climate change to human 
health and people’s livelihoods is effective for 
raising climate consciousness. Emphasizing 
how global warming impedes development and 

how climate-compatible development can help 
move people out of poverty can serve as critical 
starting points with climate skeptics.171 

Third, employ creative and tested commu-
nication practices (from diverse sectors and 
regions) to reach your target audience. Some 
well-recognized tools and approaches include:

• Engaging local voices to enhance accept-
ability of public health measures and cre-
ate trust in public health authorities, as 
was done in West Africa during the Ebola 
epidemic;172 

• Communicating in local languages (in-
cluding through the radio and TV in areas 
where literacy is low) to reach large num-
bers of people affected the most by the 
climate crisis;173 

• Crowdsourcing information, where local 
citizens help to analyze and identify cli-
mate risk that can then aid public commu-
nication strategies, as demonstrated by the 
University of the West Indies in assessing 
the connection between dangerous weather 
patterns and climate change;174 and

• Sharing human stories through investiga-
tive journalism, where media outlets do thor-
ough human interest documentaries and re-
ports around the climate crisis (the Climate 
and Development Knowledge Network 
Journalism Fund, for example, supported 
eleven investigative reports underscoring the 
human impact of climate change in Ecuador, 
Peru, Colombia, Brazil, and Bolivia).175 

**

Taken together, the five distinct initiatives 
outlined above offer new strategies, tools, and 
kinds of investment for accelerating climate 
mitigation and adaptation efforts worldwide. 
Though important steps, they mainly speak to 
one significant dimension of global pandemic 
recovery—environmental sustainability—but 
a broad-based and green recovery must also be 
centered around fundamental principles of so-
cioeconomic justice and healthy societies. It is 
to these latter, fundamental questions of fair-
ness and opportunity in the world economy to 
which we now turn.
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IV. Making the Recovery Fair and Inclusive

“The COVID-19 crisis has not only been worsened by inequalities; the crisis has both exacer-
bated and deepened inequalities themselves. The experience of the past eighteen months has 
underscored the need for a new economic system that prioritizes inclusive and sustainable 
growth, and recognizes the centrality of gender equality for achieving more cohesive and 
resilient societies.” — Gabriela Ramos, Executive Director, Oxfam International176

The global disruption caused by the pandemic 
had scarring effects on financial markets and 
supply chains, and it damaged both global labor 
markets and overall productivity. The econom-
ic shock compounded the impacts of existing 
inequalities in wealth, race, gender, age, educa-
tion, and location, and it led to a sharp rise in 
poverty too. This section offers an overview of 
the challenges facing an environmentally via-
ble global economic recovery, and it provides 
several recommendations for governments, 
businesses, and civil society to consider for 
advancing a pandemic recovery over the next 
three to five years that is sustainable, fair, and 
opportunity-building. 

Ongoing Challenges  
and Current Responses
Initial COVID-19 responses required unprece-
dented levels of multistakeholder cooperation 
to alleviate the associated health and econom-
ic crises. The global community still faces an 
uphill battle in its recovery from the pandemic 
with funding shortfalls, lack of coordination, 
and an insufficient international commitment 
to address immediate humanitarian needs and 
take bold action for reshaping our economies—
at the national, regional, and global levels—to 
be more sustainable, efficient, and fair. 

In 2020, millions more people needed human-
itarian assistance, but emergency aid funding 
stagnated at levels seen just prior to the pan-
demic: U.S. $30.9 billion.177 The UN COVID-19 
Response and Recovery Fund was established in 
March 2020, but it had received just 7.5 percent 
(U.S. $84 million) of its U.S. $1 billion initial, 
nine-month funding target nearly one year on.178 

More recently, efforts such as the International 
Monetary Fund’s largest-ever allocation of U.S. 
$650 billion in Special Drawing Rights (SDRs) 
for COVID-19 recovery are striving to address 
funding gaps and boost global liquidity, but SDRs 
still fall short of meeting urgent human needs 
in the poorest countries, as their distribution is 
based on quota shareholdings with the wealthi-
est countries receiving the highest allocations.179 
In the first months alone of the pandemic, gov-
ernments spent U.S. $10 trillion to prop up their 
economies, with the U.S., Germany, Japan, and 
France counting for a large proportion of this 
spending.180 Considerable financial resources 
are needed now to put forward a broad-based 
and long-term green recovery. However, severe 
shortfalls in initial pandemic financial support 
highlight the challenges many developing coun-
tries are likely to focus on the road to recovery 
over the medium to long term. While developed 
countries provided their economies with fiscal 
stimulus equivalent, on average, to 28 percent 
of their GDP, developing countries have only 
allocated, on average, 2 percent due to limited 
fiscal capacity.181 A just, healthy, and sustain-
able recovery from the pandemic will require 
considerable political commitment, buttressed 
by innovative public and private financial mech-
anisms, for more environmentally sound and 
fairer economies. 

According to CDP Worldwide, the 25 percent 
of financial institutions that disclosed their 
respective investment portfolios’ impact on 
climate showed that they financed greenhouse 
gas emissions over 700 times greater than their 
own firms’ operational emissions.182 The con-
tinued financing of ventures that are harmful 
to the environment undermines efforts for a 
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green recovery from COVID-19. Governments 
are not exempt from this practice, as many 
continue to fail to allocate adequate funds for 
sustainability, even as the pandemic provides 
an opportunity for course correction. For in-
stance, as part of their national COVID-19 re-
covery packages, G20 countries have commit-
ted, since early 2020, only U.S. $53.81 billion for 
unconditional clean energy (low-carbon with 
negligible environmental impact) compared 
to U.S. $247.41 billion for unconditional fossil 
fuels (lacking climate targets or other pollu-
tion reduction requirements).183 Insufficient 
commitment toward green investments by 
G20 governments and financial institutions 
will also have a disproportionate impact on de-
veloping countries. For example, small island 
developing countries are responsible for less 
than 1 percent of CO2 emissions, yet they are 
among the most vulnerable to climate disas-
ters.184 Continued large-scale investments in 
fossil fuels is unjust towards those who cannot 
protect themselves from climate change. 

The pandemic has also slowed progress on the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 
Estimates show that approximately 255 million 
full-time jobs were lost in 2020, and 119-124 
million people were pushed back into poverty 

and chronic hunger.185 Though more jobs were 
created in some industries (e.g., medical, IT, 
and e-commerce), the economic contraction re-
duced the growth rate of future jobs. Estimates 
show that, by 2025, approximately 97 million 
new jobs will be created globally (in addition 
to those that will reopen in the post-pandem-
ic transition period), while 85 million work-
ers could be displaced due to changes in the 
labor market (mostly owed to automation).186 
Moreover, a 2021 study on “The future of work 
after COVID-19” suggests that more than 100 
million workers in eight studied countries may 
need to switch occupations, a 12 percent in-
crease compared to the pre-pandemic period.187 

The double-edged challenge posed by COVID-19 
and unintended impact of accelerated automa-
tion in the workplace has affected labor mar-
kets and deepened inequalities worldwide. 
Nevertheless, the transition to greener econo-
mies could generate millions of low-carbon jobs 
by 2030.188 Over 50 percent of global employ-
ment depends on, and approximately 90 percent 
of total businesses worldwide are defined as, 
micro-, small-, and medium-sized enterprises 
(MSMEs), which are, in turn, responsible for 
70 percent of global pollution and 60 percent 
of global industrial carbon emissions.189 They 

Source: International Trade Centre, SME Competitiveness Outlook 2021 (2021), xv.

Figure 4.1: Smaller, women-led, and youth-led firms  
are less likely to invest in climate adaptation
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also represent a large share of global resource 
consumption and waste generation, and they 
tend to be the most vulnerable segment of the 
private sector to climate-related disasters, with 
women and youth-led MSMEs being less likely 
to invest in climate change adaptation—gener-
ally because they have less capital at their dis-
posal and, therefore, less capacity to invest (see 
figure 4.1).190 

MSMEs constitute the bedrock of economies 
where many vulnerable communities reside in 
both the Global South and North. In emerging 
markets, for instance, most formal jobs (seven 
out of ten) are generated by MSMEs. By 2030, 
it is estimated that 600 million jobs will be 
needed to absorb the growing global work-
force.191 Prioritizing MSMEs’ development is 
then necessary to sustain economic growth 
worldwide. They are a key pillar of local, na-
tional, and global economies, meriting a cen-
tral position within COVID-19 broad-based 
and green recovery strategies.192 

Road to a Broad-based and 
Green Pandemic Recovery
Given the above challenges and need for further 
innovation and ambition to complement cur-
rent green recovery strategies and initiatives, 
the following five proposals warrant serious 
consideration:

4.1. Invest in human capital and upgrading 
skills to facilitate a broad-based and green 
recovery, emphasizing support to people 
at risk.
New low-carbon activities and investment in 
clean energy, alongside labor market disrup-
tions caused by automation and the pandemic, 
will require the transition of workers into job 
opportunities that are economically, socially, 
and environmentally sustainable. Aligned with 
their green recovery plans and commitments 
to combat climate change, governments should 
assess the skills and jobs required for moving 
toward green economies. According to the UK’s 
Green Jobs Taskforce, governments should en-
sure that “green job creation and skills demands 
across the economy and country are matched 

with those for training and education provision, 
infrastructure and technology build and rollout 
time, the transitioning of the workforce from 
one sector to the other, and local capacity.”193 
Setting out a strategy and plan to transition 
to net zero is needed to understand how and 
where market demand will be generated and 
which skills and training are needed to match 
this demand.

Over the medium-term, green recovery plans 
should invest in low-carbon activities and in-
frastructure with rapid job creation potential to 
support people at risk of unemployment, includ-
ing youth who were disproportionately impact-
ed by the pandemic. The agriculture sector, for 
example, could be prioritized given that global 
food production will need to rise by 70 percent 
by 2050 to feed the world’s growing population. 
Agriculture already accounts for around 1 bil-
lion jobs worldwide, and around 3 percent of 
global GDP.194 Possible green jobs in the agricul-
ture sector suggested by UNEP include: natural 
resource management, managing intensive live-
stock systems, organic farming, and reducing 
food waste.195 At the same time, the transition to 
sustainable agricultural practices is necessary 
to meet society’s present food and textile needs 
without affecting the future generations’ ability 
to meet their own needs. 

The transition to green careers should also 
prioritize investing in relevant education and 
skills development for growing yet environmen-
tally sound sectors of the global economy. The 
International Renewable Energy Agency esti-
mates that the renewable energy sector could 
employ more than 40 million people by 2050, 
with up to 2.5 million new jobs created annually 
as part of current recovery efforts.196 However, 
this transition is dependent on adapting edu-
cational systems, modernizing their curricula 
and making it easier for diverse students and 
prospective workers to access the learning 
and training needed for green jobs. Employers 
should also be encouraged to improve the skills 
of their workforce by providing training and ap-
prenticeship programs. For example, Unilever’s 
LevelUp initiative aims to educate and upskill 
1.5 million young South Africans by 2025 for fu-
ture work opportunities.197 
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The shift to green employment also offers an 
opportunity for governments to drive up work-
force diversity and boost the quality of jobs. A 
diverse workforce can stimulate innovation and 
challenge more traditional, unsustainable prac-
tices. Employers should consider strategies for 
improving access to green jobs for employees of 
diverse religious and political beliefs, education, 
socioeconomic backgrounds, sexual orientation, 
cultures, and disabilities. Under-represented 
groups, such as women and ethnic minorities, 
should be encouraged and supported to pur-
sue education and careers in green industries 
where a significantly higher share of employ-
ees typically identify as male and/or “white.” 
Emerging green sectors should also lead the way 
in providing quality jobs, which could entail fair 
pay; worker satisfaction; opportunities for ad-
vancement and participation in decision mak-
ing; well-being, safety and security; and voice 
and autonomy.198 While governments should be 
responsible for setting up national green plans 
that allow their labor markets to become more 
sustainable, regional organizations also play a 
key role in promoting integrated and unified 
strategies for green employment and facilitat-
ing workers’ reallocation and the movement of 
cross-border workers. The transition to green 
growth and job creation should also be support-
ed by the World Bank and International Labour 
Organization (ILO), which can provide exper-
tise for implementing new labor market policies.

4.2. Support micro-, small-, and medi-
um-sized businesses to accelerate the 
private sector transition to more equita-
ble and greener practices.
The COVID-19 pandemic and its associated 
economic crisis have severely affected the 

business community, particularly MSMEs. 
Business owners realize the need to build 
resilience to face future crises, including cli-
mate change. In Sub-Saharan Africa, for in-
stance, almost 70 percent of small firms agree 
that environmental risks are significant to 
their business. Investing in a green transition 
that focuses on MSMEs could generate both 
private and social gains. On the one hand, 
firms that invest in climate change adaptation 
and mitigation gain economic opportunities. 
Many governments are providing subsidies 
for MSMEs to green their premises, includ-
ing for installing renewable energy sources 
such as solar panels. This generates financial 
savings by lowering energy use and the firm’s 
environmental footprint. On the other hand, 
MSMEs’ lower carbon outputs can also cre-
ate broader economic and social benefits and 
contribute to the achievement of the SDGs: 
SDG 8 on work and economic growth, SDG 9 
on industrial development, SDG 12 on respon-
sible consumption and production, and SDG 
13 on climate action.199 For example, MSMEs 
advance SDG 8 by providing jobs to categories 
of employees considered vulnerable, such as 
women, youth, and older people, thus con-
tributing to their economic empowerment. 
In this regard, two types of intervention can 
help to facilitate such a green transition:

First, governments should give businesses eco-
nomic incentives to adopt emission-reducing 
practices; limit support for carbon-intensive in-
dustries and the use of fossil fuels; and encour-
age “climate-smart entrepreneurship.” Public 
financial institutions, such as state-owned de-
velopment banks, can support MSMEs through 
direct green financing involving low-cost credit 
lines linked to targeted green lending programs. 

The shift to green employment also 
offers an opportunity for governments 
to drive up workforce diversity 
and boost the quality of jobs.
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They can also offer investment subsidies for 
business activities that reduce emissions.200 
Moreover, policymakers can leverage green 
bonds to enhance the business community’s 
capabilities to implement green projects. For 
example, in 2020, the Swiss-based financing 
platform Symbiotics used bond proceeds to is-
sue a U.S. $7.75 million loan to Sri Lanka’s Pan 
Asia Banking Corporation to finance renewable 
energy and sustainable agriculture projects.201

Second, civil society, businesses, and govern-
ments should work together to create net-
works for knowledge and information-sharing. 
MSMEs tend to have limited capacity to assess 
risks,  or seize opportunities, associated with 
climate change.202 Addressing this knowledge 
gap can enhance their ability to modify un-
sustainable business models and accept new 
technologies that reduce their environmental 
footprint. Initiatives such as the Small- and 
Medium-sized Enterprises Climate Hub can 
provide businesses with tools and resources 
to help them take climate action. Founded by 
the International Chamber of Commerce, the 
Exponential Roadmap Initiative, the We Mean 
Business coalition, and the UNFCCC Race to 
Zero campaign, the Climate Hub helps business-
es curb emissions by providing them with tools 
to set up targets, develop a climate strategy, and 
measure their emissions.203 This type of support 
platform offers much-needed capacity building 
that can help MSMEs understand technical re-
quirements, standards and regulations, and how 
these apply to their particular circumstances.

The transition to sustainable practices pres-
ents both an opportunity and a challenge for 
MSMEs. Consequently, they must balance the 
short-term and long-term implications of their 
actions by calculating the future benefits and 
costs of climate action or inaction, and this re-
quires access to information that is not always 

easily available. Investments in greening a prof-
it-making enterprise must show a demonstra-
ble return on investment. Research conducted 
by the International Trade Centre shows that 
some measures (e.g., changing the management 
of water, chemicals, and electricity) to reduce 
businesses’ environmental footprint can cost 
nothing or very little. Solar power purchase 
agreements, for instance, permit the design 
and installation of solar energy systems on a 
customer’s property at little or no cost, and in 
return, the developer sells the energy to the 
host customer at a rate lower than the local 
utility.204 While some green investment projects 
might not pay off financially in the short term, 
others can see a faster return on investment. 
The International Trade Centre surveys found, 
for example, that the average cost to small and 
medium-sized enterprises of changing chemical 
management practices—best practices for man-
aging the use of chemicals in the production 
and delivery of a product or a service—was U.S. 
$1,000 per company and paid off financially, 
again on average, within two years.205 

4.3. Create a standardized corporate tax 
solution to reshape global commerce and 
address inequality.
Globalization facilitated the move of global cor-
porations’ headquarters to countries with low 
tax rates, fueling a cycle of tax avoidance. Given 
that there is no supranational tax authority, the 
tax-avoidance phenomenon results in estimat-
ed global tax revenue losses of more than U.S. 
$240 billion a year. Developing countries rely 
heavily on corporate tax revenue. In Africa and 
Latin America, for instance, they make up to 
15 percent of total tax revenues, compared to 9 
percent in OECD countries.206 

While the concept of a global minimum tax on 
corporations has existed for years (with support 

Civil society, businesses, and governments 
should work together to create networks for 
knowledge and information-sharing.
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from the UN and the Financing for Development 
Forum), the recent global corporate tax deal, in-
troduced by the U.S. and supported by the G7, 
attempts to address the issue of tax avoidance 
even more directly.207 A global minimum rate of 
corporation tax, alongside other stringent taxa-
tion measures, would make large firms and online 
tech giants pay more taxes in markets where they 
profit regardless of physical presence. The pro-
posal aims to put an end to the global race to the 
bottom on corporate tax rates, leveling the playing 
field to create more competition, and addressing 
inequalities in global commerce.208 The tax reve-
nues collected could help finance much-needed 
investments in green pandemic recovery.

The tax solution rests on two main pillars. Pillar 
one focuses on changing where large companies 
pay taxes and would apply to companies with 
more than 20 billion euros in revenues and a prof-
it margin above 10 percent. A portion of those 
companies’ profits would be taxed in jurisdic-
tions where they have sales, whereas currently, 
they may only be taxed where their headquarters 
are located. Pillar two applies to companies with 
more than 750 million euros (around U.S. $888 
million) in revenues and determines when the 
foreign income of a company should be includ-
ed in the parent company’s taxable income. The 
minimum 15 percent tax rate on global corpo-
rations is recommended in the second pillar.209 

Through this solution, fairer economies can be 
created by ensuring that corporations contribute 
their fair share to the global economy.

The G7 global tax deal had gained the support 
of 132 out of 139 members of the OECD/G20 
Inclusive Framework on Base Erosion and Profit 
Shifting (BEPS) as of July 9, 2021.210 Such ar-
rangements provide an inclusive space for con-
tinuing the dialogue on different tax rates and 
closely related ideas, as well as finding consen-
sus on a fair tax approach that puts an end to 
harmful and narrowly focused tax competition 
between countries. However, some civil society 
representatives and some countries are dissat-
isfied with the G7 proposal, asserting that the 
15 percent tax rate is too low and ignored the 
International Commission for the Reform of 
International Corporate Taxation’s call for a 25 
percent rate. They argue that a higher rate could 
make a considerable difference in developing 
countries’ capacity to invest in a green, fair, and 
equitable recovery from the pandemic.

4.4. Establish a coordination mechanism 
to trade debt for investments in the envi-
ronment to address the debt, climate, and 
biodiversity crises.
Already faced with debt distress, low- and mid-
dle-income countries have experienced a grow-
ing debt burden since the start of the pandemic. 

Source: Singh and Widge, Debt for Climate Swaps (2021), 11.

Figure 4.2: Structure of Debt-for-Nature Swaps
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https://www.climatepolicyinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Debt-for-Climate-Swaps-Blueprint-May-2021.pdf
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The average ratio of external debt to GDP in 
developing countries increased from 23 percent 
in 2008 to 31 percent in 2020.211 In 2020, seven-
ty-six low-income countries carried an estimat-
ed U.S. $573 billion in debt.212 The Debt Service 
Suspension Initiative and the Debt Relief Under 
the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries Initiative 
have helped to temporarily ease the financing 
constraints for the poorest countries by freeing 
up immediate liquidity, but this high level of in-
debtedness is unsustainable for the future. For 
many developing countries, restructuring their 
stock of debt has become a practical imperative.213

Developing countries also face many environ-
mental challenges, including food and water 

security, extreme weather, and rising sea levels, 
all of which are exacerbated by climate change.214 
These challenges necessitate the implementa-
tion of—and greater coordination with—inno-
vative Debt-for-Nature Swaps (DNSs). 

DNSs have been around for decades, with one 
of the first initiated in 1998, when the United 
States provided debt relief to protect tropical 
forests in developing countries. They allow for 
the cancellation or reduction of the level of debt 
servicing by a developing country in exchange 
for using the saved debt payments for invest-
ments in conservation or climate change miti-
gation projects (see figure 4.2). Many developing 
countries have participated in successful DNSs. 

Box 4.1: Trade debt for investments in nature in Seychelles

In 2018, Seychelles, an island nation in the Indian Ocean, carried out the first Debt-for-Nature Swap 
aimed at protecting ocean areas. Seychelles has built its economy around tourism. However, plastic 
pollution, climate change, and overfishing pose major challenges to the nation’s marine ecosystem, 
which threatens the country’s economic stability. With public debt reaching U.S. $910 million and a 
GDP of only U.S. $1.586 billion in 2018, the DNS served as a creative solution to tackle the country’s 
sovereign debt crisis while simultaneously addressing major environmental challenges.
Seychelles was able to partner with the Seychelles’ Conservation and Climate Adaptation Trust 
(SeyCCAT), a government conservation organization created in 2015, and with the U.S. conservation 
group The Nature Conservancy (TNC), to swap U.S. $22 million of Seychelles foreign debt, which was 
mostly owed to the UK, France, Belgium, and Italy. TNC bought the debt in exchange for Seychelles 
committing to build new marine protected areas, which would be overseen by SeyCCAT.
This DNS has already seen success. The environmental aspect of this swap has increased the percent-
age of Seychelles’ waters that are environmentally protected from 0.04 percent to 30 percent, and 
facilitated better-regulated fishing and oil exploration practices, beach clean-ups, and other green 
projects. Moreover, TNC allowed Seychelles to buy back part of its debt in order to restructure it 
and to free up cash flow for even more conservation efforts. Paying disadvantaged and vulnerable 
women and girls to harvest seaweed on the beaches for compost is an example of an innovative 
economic and environmental project that was facilitated by this Debt-for-Nature-Swap. Innovative 
efforts to address local and national environmental challenges are what Seychelles needed when 
entering this DNS. While arranging DNSs is not an easy task, their proper design, negotiation, and 
implementation can yield significant environmental and economic benefits, not only at the national 
but also regional and global levels.
One major takeaway is the importance of careful monitoring and collaboration by SeyCCAT and 
TNC, which buttressed the government’s commitment and capacity for success. This was the first 
DNS project worldwide focused on oceans, paving the way for similar ventures with the potential to 
achieve comparable wide-reaching environmental and economic results. Small island nations expe-
rience serious environmental challenges, mostly related to climate change, including sea-level rise 
and loss of biodiversity, while their economies are heavily reliant on tourism and natural resources. 
Debt-for-Nature-Swaps offer low-income small island nations viable tools that can be scaled up for 
greater environmental regeneration and other positive impacts.

Sources: Panorama Solutions, Seychelles’ first debt-for-nature swap for ocean conservation (2021); OECDiLibrary, OECD Tax Policy Reviews: 
Seychelles 2020 (2020); Gerretsen  , Isabelle, The deal that saved Seychelles’ troubled waters (2020); SeyCCAT, Seaweed: A Hidden Resource – 
a Recycling Project (2021).

https://panorama.solutions/en/solution/seychelles-first-debt-nature-swap-ocean-conservation
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/d5eb9d9a-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/d5eb9d9a-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/d5eb9d9a-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/d5eb9d9a-en
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200803-the-deal-that-saved-seychelles-troubled-waters
https://seyccat.org/seaweed-a-hidden-resource-a-recycling-project/
https://seyccat.org/seaweed-a-hidden-resource-a-recycling-project/
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For example, in 2018, Seychelles swapped U.S. 
$22 million of debt and committed the funds to 
ocean conservation (see box 4.1).215 Given the 
worsening climate crisis and economic chal-
lenges brought by the pandemic, DNSs offer an 
innovative path forward for developing coun-
tries struggling under debt.

Debt-for-Nature Swaps are carried out globally 
between governments and nongovernmental 
partners, and sometimes succumb to coordi-
nation and resource challenges. Hence, there is 
a need for a centralized body to coordinate and 
provide resources and information for DNSs. 
An “organizing framework” for DNSs has been 
proposed by the World Bank and the IMF, aimed 
at creating unity of purpose between debt relief 
and a country’s plans for investing in green, re-
silient, and inclusive development.216 DNSs have 
the potential to accelerate both socioeconomic 
recovery and green action in developing coun-
tries, and this organizing framework would add 
to their legitimacy, popularity, and access to re-
sources. Climate change and debt are inherently 
related, as many countries are not able to carry 
out sustainable practices when they are bur-
dened by debt. DNSs offer a pathway out, and 
they should be afforded a higher level of global 
coordination to function more effectively.217

4.5. Fill development financing gaps to 
create sustainable COVID-19 recovery 
opportunities, focusing on vulnerable 
economies. 
Developing countries have been adversely affect-
ed by the pandemic, with the ILO’s projection 
suggesting an estimated loss of U.S. $3.7 tril-
lion in income, equivalent to 4.4 percent of the 
world’s GDP in 2019.218 The IMF estimates that 
low-income developing countries will require 

close to U.S. $200 billion in spending for pan-
demic response and an additional U.S. $250 
billion to regain their pre-pandemic economic 
equilibrium.219 As post-COVID-19 recovery plans 
are created, technical assistance and financial 
investments from the international community 
are required to help developing nations bounce 
back and enhance their self-sufficiency over time. 
The Initiative on Financing for Development in 
the Era of COVID-19, launched by the Prime 
Ministers of Canada and Jamaica and the UN 
Secretary-General, in May 2020, provided a 
roadmap with concrete financing solutions to the 
COVID-19 health and development emergency.220 
It emphasized that while most recovery packages 
are focused on efficiency and support to existing 
structures, “in this critical juncture it is essential 
to review existing structures and develop new 
approaches conducive to inclusive, resilient and 
sustainable development pathways.”221

The IMF’s historic allocation of U.S. $650 bil-
lion in Special Drawing Rights, referenced ear-
lier in this section, provides additional liquidi-
ty to countries whose fiscal space has severely 
shrunk over the past year, but it is insufficient 
to compensate for the broader, far-reaching fi-
nancial needs for pandemic recovery. An inter-
national consensus and commitment to capital 
access for developing countries must be reached 
by the international community. 

In 1944, the Bretton Woods conference met to 
discuss new financial arrangements needed 
to ensure post-Second World War prosperity 
through economic cooperation. As the world 
is faced with multiple converging global chal-
lenges, all requiring significant resources to 
address them effectively, a Bretton Woods II as 
proposed recently by the Brookings Institution, 
much like the original conference, could foster 

Climate change and debt are inherently 
related, as many countries are not able to 
carry out sustainable practices when they are 
burdened by debt.
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a sense of international collective action and 
financial commitment.222 However, unlike the 
original, this conference should be hosted and 
led by countries from the Global South, as the 
results should take into account their needs and 
interests. One objective of the conference could 
be strengthening the development finance sys-
tem, with an emphasis on regional development 
banks (RDBs). Operating in the shadow of the 
bigger global institutions (the World Bank and 
IMF), RDBs have played a key role in COVID-19 
response by providing financial and technical 
assistance in the form of concessionary loans or 
grants for development in low- and middle-in-
come countries within their regions.223

RDBs are well-placed to not only coordinate 
with global development banks, but also to of-
fer tailored, more immediate funding to their 
region. Globally, they have already disbursed 
about U.S. $230 billion for COVID-19 recovery.224 
RDBs are a strong alternative to countries that 
are wary of facing credit downgrades within the 
G20 Common Framework. Through RDBs, they 
can coordinate with debtor countries to form a 
coalition of interests.225 The Bretton Woods II 
conference could bring international attention 
and investment from the international commu-
nity to RDBs, aiding in filling the estimated U.S. 
$1-1.5 trillion infrastructure and the U.S. $2.5 
trillion annual SDG investment gaps.226 

COVID-19 offers an opportunity to refocus the 
international community on sustainability. The 
EU green recovery plan aims to create 2.3 million 
jobs by 2023.227 While this level of job creation may 
not be possible in developing countries, the mile-
stone set by the EU suggests the relative level of 
ambition that other regions must strive for in their 
green recovery. The proposed Bretton Woods II 
conference could inform RDBs’ future funding 

efforts with a focus on green infrastructure and 
green jobs creation. The conference could also 
suggest a roadmap for accelerating investments 
in existing environmental plans, implementing 
fossil-fuel subsidy reform, and minimizing unsus-
tainable practices in resource extraction.228 For 
example, the Green Climate Fund allocated U.S. 
$300 million for the Asian Development Bank’s 
first Green Recovery Program in Southeast Asia. 
The program aims to bridge a major gap in fi-
nancing green infrastructure in Southeast Asian 
countries, which was estimated at U.S. $210 billion 
per year before COVID-19.229 Having RDBs coor-
dinate with the wider international community, 
and work on sustainably focused and regionally 
targeted plans can help developing countries ad-
dress their recovery financing gaps in a skillful 
and expeditious manner.

**

The pandemic’s impact on the global economy 
continues to affect millions of people’s livelihoods, 
both in formal and informal sectors. Across the 
world, but particularly in developing countries, 
the shock has only made more acute long-standing 
issues such as inequality, poverty, and a persistent 
lack of funding from public and private sources. 
These pre-pandemic legacy issues will only in-
tensify unless international institutions, govern-
ments, businesses, and civil society come together, 
side-by-side, to lay the foundations for an econom-
ic recovery that is fair, sustainable, and opportu-
nity-building. The recommendations presented 
in this section suggest a few steppingstones for 
consideration over the next three to five years. The 
next section addresses the attention that a green 
and equitable recovery must pay not only to the 
ongoing public health crisis but to the prevention 
of future health crises, giving special attention to 
the most vulnerable populations.

A Bretton Woods II, much like the original 
conference, could foster a sense of 
international collective action and  
financial commitment.
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V. Making the Recovery Health-  
and Well-Being Focused

“The pandemic is a reminder of the intimate and delicate relationship between people and the 
planet. Any efforts to make our world safer are doomed to fail unless they address the critical 
interface between people and pathogens, and the existential threat of climate change, that is 
making our Earth less habitable.” — The World Health Organization230 

Beneath the macro-economic and distribu-
tional effects of the global crisis brought on by 
COVID-19 are the very personal and primary 
effects of the pandemic on human health and 
well-being, which have shaken both richer and 
poorer countries—but with significantly great-
er impacts on the least well-off populations of 
each. An effective and just and equitable recovery 
requires recognition of those differences and of 
the opportunity—indeed, the moral necessity—
to build back together, especially as recovery 
efforts relate to human health, well-being, and 
fundamental rights. Specifically, this section ad-
dresses rights and recovery-related imperatives 
in public health, including vaccine availability, 
social protection, access to quality food, and 
access to water.

Ongoing Challenges and 
Current Responses 
Due to lack of universal health coverage, near-
ly 40 percent of the world’s population with-
out effective health coverage had to resort to 
out-of-pocket payments or forgo healthcare 
altogether during the pandemic.231 While ac-
cess to health services is considered a human 
right, an estimated 2.7 million people—many in 
low- and middle-income countries (LMICs)—
will die from zoonotic diseases (as COVID-19 
is widely suspected of being) every year.232 As 
infections spread, socioeconomic inequalities 
and lack of adequate healthcare translate into 
increased deaths and loss of livelihoods for the 
most vulnerable. These diseases can be traced 
to environmental factors such as deforestation, 
use of aggressive, industrial-scale agricultural 

practices, loss of biodiversity, and the unsafe 
management and consumption of wildlife. All 
of these actions erode environmental buffers 
to zoonotic disease.233 In many instances, the 
climate crisis significantly amplifies such public 
health challenges.

To effectively tackle such threats to public health, 
an impressive array of global institutions—in-
cluding the World Health Organization, the UN 
Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO), the 
World Organization for Animal Health (OIE),234 
the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), 
the UN Environment Program (UNEP), the Pan 
American Health Organization (PAHO), and the 
World Bank—advocate for an approach called 
“One Health” that highlights the interdepen-
dence of human, animal, and environmental 
health. One Health looks to create multisectoral 
partnerships that can bring climate and environ-
mental science together with human and animal 
medical science to increase coordination and 
communication between these critical sectors 
for better human health and well-being. This col-
laboration would, in turn, help prevent and track 
emerging diseases and respond quickly and effec-
tively to outbreaks in a more cost-efficient way.235 
But despite these endorsements, implementation 
of the One Health approach has been sporadic, 
reactive rather than proactive, and too small in 
scope. In addition, the lack of institutional guide-
lines for universal implementation, ineffective 
coordination among institutions, poor data shar-
ing mechanisms, and limited budgets have made 
it difficult to operationalize.236

Worldwide discrepancies in access to healthcare 
have been bluntly highlighted over the past few 
months by widely varying access to COVID-19 
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vaccines. At the beginning of September, 40 per-
cent of the world population had at least one dose 
of COVID-19 vaccine, and 27 percent were fully 
vaccinated, but vaccination rates vary widely by 
region (see figure 5.1). Over 50 percent of people 
in Europe and in North and South America had 
received at least one vaccine dose, compared to 
roughly 44 percent of people in Asia and only 
4.8 percent of people in Africa.237 This disparity 
follows from such factors as poor vaccine roll-
out and countries’ inability to afford vaccine 
purchases, to intellectual property rights con-
straints. Multilateral initiatives, such as COVAX, 
are obtaining vaccine donations and coordinat-
ing distribution to countries in need, as wide-
spread access to COVID-19 vaccines is necessary 
for achieving global immunity and paving the 
way for an equitable and fair global recovery from 
the pandemic. However, while G7 leaders have 
pledged to donate close to 1 billion vaccine doses 
to poorer countries, their commitment falls short 
of the estimated total need of 11 billion doses.238 

One major obstacle hampering vaccination 
efforts in low-income countries is patent pro-
tections on COVID-19 vaccines.239 Prominent 
world leaders, international organizations, and 

civil society, including the People’s Vaccine 
Alliance, have called for waiving such protec-
tions on COVID-19 treatments and vaccines.240 
WHO, the UN, and GAVI argue that since dis-
ease eradication is a public good and COVID-19 
vaccines contribute to it, the vaccines them-
selves should be treated as global public goods, 
that is, made sufficiently abundant that one 
person’s shot does not reduce another person’s 
opportunity to obtain a shot themselves (i.e., 
opportunity is “non-rivalrous”) and vaccina-
tions are available equally to all who want them 
(access is “non-exclusive”).241 

Beyond the issue of health care, more than 4 bil-
lion people lack access to adequate and compre-
hensive social protections.242 Among these are 
workers in the informal sector, which accounts 
for 89 percent of jobs in Africa, 66 percent in 
West Asia and North Africa, and 53 percent in 
Latin America.243 While current pandemic re-
covery plans have applied emergency social pro-
tection measures to prevent even deeper social 
damage, many of them are temporary, minimal, 
and have excluded some of the most vulnerable 
groups in society, such as migrants and informal 
workers.244 Even before the COVID-19 pandemic 

Source: Our World in Data, Coronavirus (COVID-19) Vaccinations (2021).

Figure 5.1: Share of people who received at least  
one dose of COVID-19 vaccine, Sept. 1, 2021
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https://ourworldindata.org/covid-vaccinations
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the ILO, UNICEF, the World Bank, African 
Union, and EU had joined forces to advocate for 
a universal social protection system.245 In 2009, 
the UN also adopted a social protection floor ini-
tiative, which covered universal access to public 
services, protections for the poor and vulnerable, 
and enhanced food and economic security.246

Social protection systems can also contribute to 
climate change adaptation by targeting popula-
tions that are highly vulnerable to environmen-
tal risks and natural disasters, including family 
farmers, pastoralists, forestry-dependent labor-
ers, fishers, and landless agricultural workers. 
According to FAO, social protection systems 
can contribute to environmental sustainabili-
ty by cushioning the impact of environmental 
crises and “enhancing household capacity to in-
vest in sustainable, climate-smart interventions 
that progressively promote environmental and 
social well-being.”247 But despite such potential 
benefits, and the availability of infrastructure 
to support such a Fund, there is a lack of com-
mitment to mobilize the necessary resources. 

The pandemic and its containment measures 
have further weakened already fragile food 
security and nutrition systems.248 Since 2014, 
food insecurity has been rising “due to various 
factors including conflict, socioeconomic con-
ditions, natural hazards, climate change, and 
pests.”249 COVID-19 has further disrupted food 
systems around the world. The economic slow-
down that resulted from restrictive measures 
on mobility has adversely impacted food sys-
tems around the globe and threatened people’s 
access to food.250 In 2020, a mid-range estimate 
of 768 million people faced hunger, up 15 per-
cent over 2019, while 2.37 billion experienced 

at least moderate food insecurity.251 All forms 
of malnutrition, especially among children, 
are exacerbated by the pandemic’s effect on 
household income and the availability and af-
fordability of nutritious food.252 Women in rural 
areas were particularly impacted by the pan-
demic and governments’ measures to contain it, 
given their role in the household and informal 
food markets. All of this heightens the chal-
lenge of achieving SDG 2 on ending hunger by 
2030.253 Short-term responses of internation-
al organizations such as the World Bank, the 
World Food Programme, and the FAO to rising 
food insecurity have included financing new 
and existing food projects, cash transfers, and 
urgent humanitarian food assistance.254 But 
long-term response plans, such as the World 
Bank’s International Development Association 
food security program, are needed to address 
the drivers of food insecurity by enhancing the 
resilience of food systems, building capacities 
for sustainable and safe food systems, and im-
proving natural resources management.255 

Malnutrition, of course, has many knock-on 
effects. It increases healthcare costs, reduces 
productivity, and hinders economic growth as 
well as social and economic development.256 
However, existing food system practices, such 
as intensive agriculture and unsustainable use 
of freshwater for irrigation, also damage the 
environment and deplete natural resources, 
worsening food insecurity in the long run.257 
Addressing food insecurity thus requires invest-
ments to make food systems more equitable, 
safe, and sustainable.258

LMICs face major challenges in integrating 
food security and sustainability into their 

The economic slowdown that resulted 
from restrictive measures on mobility has 
adversely impacted food systems around the 
globe and threatened people’s access  
to food.
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development plans, especially in rural areas. 
Challenges include institutional, infrastructur-
al, financial, and technical capacity constraints, 
as well as limited guidance and support from 
various levels of governance.259 Thus, the trans-
formation of food systems requires the active 
engagement of many stakeholders, local and 
global.260 The complexity and distinctiveness 
of food systems mean that solutions cannot be 
easily replicated, and need to be context-sen-
sitive and locally informed.261 But food sys-
tems, increasingly, have been globalized, and 
food governance-related issues are becoming 
more complex. The increase in the number of 
undernourished people reflects, in part, the 
weakness of global food system governance 
pre-COVID-19.262 

Another challenge is posed by the unbalanced 
structure of food systems in LMICs. A hand-
ful of multinational corporations seem to in-
creasingly dominate the food supply chains, 
while the income-generating capacities and 
economic opportunities for local food and 
agri-businesses and workers remain limited 
as they have to trade in a less competitive en-
vironment.263 Moreover, the vast majority of 
profits that are generated from global food 
value chains usually accrue to multinational 
corporations, rather than local businesses and 
workers in countries where production takes 
place.264 There is a challenge in aligning the 
interests of food and agri-multinational corpo-
rations, while simultaneously advancing food 
security and improving food affordability, safe-
ty, and sustainability.

Finally, the pandemic has highlighted the urgent 
need for better global access to water, sanitation, 
and hygiene (WASH) to combat the spread of 
the virus and stimulate a healthy, equitable, and 
green recovery. Although access to WASH ser-
vices increased between 2015 and 2020, gains 
were modest and remaining deficits profound. 
Water security has been emerging as a global 
challenge due to overexploitation of natural re-
sources, poor water management, and the grow-
ing effects of climate change.265 In 2020, around 
2 billion people still lacked access to “safely 
managed” drinking water, of whom 771 million 
did not have access to “basic” drinking water.266 

Similarly, 3.6 billion people lacked safely man-
aged sanitation, while 2.3 billion people lacked 
basic hand washing facilities at home.267 

The pandemic has only worsened deep-rooted 
inequality of access to water and sanitation be-
tween and within countries.268 Communities 
with limited access to water and sanitation are 
at higher risk of COVID-19 outbreaks. Large 
cities with high population density, informal 
settlements, and inadequate sanitation services 
have been identified as pandemic hotspots.269 
People in rural areas and informal settlements 
were already struggling due to limited access 
to water supply networks. Pandemic-related re-
strictions on mobility have worsened this strug-
gle by limiting access to public standpipes and 
water delivery services.270 On the other hand, 
pandemic-induced economic slowdowns have 
lessened industrial demand for water by 27 per-
cent, causing a drop in water utilities’ revenues. 
Many countries also exempted or deferred wa-
ter billing for vulnerable groups, which further 
reduced revenues, by an overall global average 
of 15 percent, with implications for expenditures 
on maintenance and investment in new water 
sector projects.271

Road to a Broad-based and 
Green Pandemic Recovery
Given the challenges and need for further in-
novation and ambition to complement current 
green recovery strategies and initiatives that 
address the inherent inequalities vulnerable 
groups face with regards to climate threats to 
health, social protection systems, and food and 
water security, the following five proposals are 
recommended:

5.1 Create a Multisectoral Coordina-
tion Mechanism as a tool for govern-
ments to operationalize the World 
Health’s Organization’s “One Health” 
guidelines on climate-related threats 
to public health and human-animal-en-
vironmental interdependence.
A Multisectoral Coordination Mechanism 
(MCM) is needed to: i) operationalize One 
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Health guidelines at the national level; ii) en-
sure sustainable coordination and data shar-
ing among different stakeholders, specifically 
ministries with policy-influencing authority 
responsible for human and animal health, 
wildlife, science, and the environment; and iii) 
to work with civil society actors that operate 
within the same thematic frameworks. As pro-
posed by the Tripartite Alliance of the WHO, 
FAO, and OIE, the MCM is intended to improve 
on and adapt existing national agencies and 
resources under a One Health paradigm. This 
mechanism would entail both multisectoral 
leadership and coordination, technical co-
ordination activities, strategic planning and 
emergency preparedness, surveillance and in-
formation sharing, outbreak investigation and 
response, joint risk assessment, risk reduction, 
communication strategies and community en-
gagement, and workforce development.272

Because the MCM would be intended to func-
tion within existing national infrastructure, the 
financial and human resources that government 
agencies already have at their disposal could be 
utilized and reoriented to achieve One Health 
targets. Furthermore, its multisectoral coor-
dination could help reduce costly duplication 
of activities. Additional funding could also be 
sourced from the private sector.

In May 2021, the WHO, FAO, OIE, and the 
UNEP convened the One Health High Level 
Expert Panel to reflect on COVID-19 lessons 
and strengthen the MCM guidelines. Going 
forward, the Panel will consider a long-term 
plan of action to reduce the risk of zoonotic 
diseases with pandemic potential, elaborate a 
monitoring and early warning framework, and 
develop the synergies needed to institutional-
ize the approach.273 Governments should sub-
sequently update the MCM guidelines to reflect 
the Panel’s final recommendations, expected for 
release in September 2021.

5.2 Waive intellectual property protec-
tions for COVID-19 vaccines and thera-
peutics through the World Trade Orga-

nization as a first step towards greater 
vaccine availability worldwide.
In 2020, South Africa and India submitted a 
proposal to the WTO to waive intellectual prop-
erty rights on COVID-19 vaccines and allow 
local, generic drug manufacturers to produce 
them. The proposal argued that international 
intellectual property rights hinder the devel-
opment and production of vaccines in low- and 
middle-income countries and, hence, global ef-
forts to battle the pandemic. The proposal also 
called for global sharing of vaccine technology 
and an annual review of this waiver until glob-
al herd immunity to the SARS-COV-2 virus is 
reached.274 Supported by over 100 countries, 
lately including the United States, and promi-
nent international organizations, such as WHO 
and the Joint United Nations Programme on 
HIV and AIDS, the concept has faced strong 
opposition from pharmaceutical companies.275 
They argue that vaccine development and pro-
duction are unpredictable and costly, and there-
fore they require strong intellectual property 
protections to incentivize research, develop-
ment, and production. They stress low manufac-
turing capacity, rather than intellectual prop-
erty disputes, as the root cause of low vaccine 
availability in lower-income countries.276 Others 
agree that closing the global vaccine supply gap 
requires expanded vaccine production capacity, 
but in addition to waivers, it also requires great-
er governmental support for vaccine production 
technology transfer.277 Proponents of waivers 
also stress that it was government support (e.g., 
U.S. Operation Warp Speed), not patent protec-
tions, that allowed for rapid COVID-19 vaccine 
development and rollouts. As of this writing, 
negotiations at the WTO are ongoing.278

Accelerated vaccine rollout is clearly imperative, 
especially in low- and middle- income coun-
tries, as the pandemic will not end until global 
herd immunity is reached. IMF staff research 
suggests that a minimum 60 percent vaccina-
tion rate in all countries by the first half of 2022, 
along with the continued enforcement of pub-
lic health measures, could add around U.S. $9 
trillion to the world economy by 2025, about 40 
percent of which would redound to advanced 
economies—a clear incentive for them to invest 
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in wider vaccine production, distribution, and 
delivery.279 While high-income countries should 
continue to help low-income countries access 
vaccines in the short-term, nimble action by 
the WTO on waiving intellectual property 
rights for COVID-19 vaccines could accelerate 
and broaden global vaccine availability in the 
medium-term. 

5.3 Create a Global Fund for Social Protec-
tion to assist developing country govern-
ments in providing adequate social pro-
tection systems.
A Global Fund for Social Protection (GFSP), 
as called for originally by the UN Office of the 
High-Commissioner for Human Rights and re-
stated by the Special Rapporteur on Extreme 
Poverty and Human Rights, is needed to im-
prove multilateral coordination towards es-
tablishing social protection floors worldwide. 
Crippling external debts, poorly diversified 
economies, depreciating currencies, and low-
er influx of remittances hinder the ability of 
low-income countries to implement adequate 
social protection f loors for their popula-
tions.280 The GFSP could add value in four dif-
ferent areas: i) boost coordination efforts for 
establishing social protection floors globally; 
ii) strengthen low-income countries’ ability 
to mobilize domestic resources; iii) address 
the funding gap for social protection floors 
in low-income countries; and iv) provide risk 
insurance to those economies that are high-
ly vulnerable to shocks.281 The Fund could be 
composed of two branches: a financial facility 
that could work towards closing the funding 
gaps for low-income countries to adopt com-
prehensive social protection floors, and a rein-
surance branch that could provide temporary 

funding against risks that might threaten a 
country’s capacity to provide and pay for in-
creases in demand for social protection.282

Resources for the Fund could come from dif-
ferent sources, including development aid bud-
gets from high-income countries, earmarked 
global, international, or national sources, global 
financial transaction taxes, carbon taxes, dona-
tions from charitable organizations, and from 
individuals in the form of voluntary add-ons to 
their national social security contributions. It is 
estimated that the annual volume required for 
the Fund to be successful is U.S. $10-15 billion, 
but it is recommended that it starts on a smaller 
initial budget and scope to pilot methodologies 
that can later be scaled up.283

The Fund could be governed by a board encom-
passing multiple stakeholders, including the 
United Nations, the ILO, the United Nations 
Development Programme, donors, recipient 
governments, and members of civil society.284 
In terms of structure, it is recommended that 
the fund be composed of five bodies: a political 
alliance involving the ministries of labor, so-
cial welfare, and finance from recipient govern-
ments, the board as outlined above, a secretar-
iat in charge of reviewing country requests for 
funding, a multi-partner trust fund in charge of 
allocating resources approved by the board and 
the secretariat, and an independent account-
ability unit for monitoring and evaluation.285 

The universal adoption of social protec-
tion floors through a Global Fund for Social 
Protection could significantly further the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development. Its imple-
mentation in the ten poorest countries could 
help pull 120 million people out of poverty and 
social insecurity.286

A Global Fund for Social Protection (GFSP)  
is needed to improve multilateral 
coordination towards establishing social 
protection floors worldwide.



BUILDING BACK TOGETHER & GREENER

49

Seen as both a human right and key ele-
ment of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, a comprehensive, rights-based 
approach to universal social protection sys-
tems is imperative and can have a multiplier 
effect that leads to increased school enroll-
ment, improved health outcomes, higher labor 
market participation, reduced poverty, gender 
equality, and social, economic, and environ-
mental sustainability.287 Additionally, extend-
ing social protections to people working in 
the informal economy can help to create more 
resilient and productive economies that fur-
ther workers’ livelihoods.288

5.4 Create a public-private Global Food 
Systems Innovation Alliance (GFSIA) 
to fight famine and food insecurity and 
improve food affordability, safety, and 
sustainability.
Robust mechanisms are needed to facilitate 
global coordination on food security and to 
improve food systems. As recommended by 
the Working Groups of the UN Food Systems 
Summit, Global Alliances and Innovations Hubs 
for food systems are two mechanisms needed to 
bring together actors and stakeholders from the 
public and private sectors, as well as interna-
tional organizations and civil society, to work 
on the common goal of advancing food security 
and improving food affordability, safety, and 
sustainability.289 

The global alliance concept has been used to 
address similar global challenges, such as en-
hancing nutrition and access to vaccines.290 
For example, the Global Alliance for Improved 
Nutrition (GAIN) increased the affordability 
of nutritious food in some LMICs through con-
text-specific designed programs. In Indonesia, 
GAIN established a “Premix Facility” to address 
the high cost of high-grade micronutrients re-
quired for sustainable food fortification pro-
grams. Using economies of scale, the Facility 
was able to reduce the cost of targeted food 
materials by 14.5 percent in the domestic mar-
ket.291 In a similar manner, the recommended 
alliance would design and apply food systems 
solutions that are “fit for purpose” and target 
gaps in LMICs’ food markets, including food 

fortification, food markets development, and 
post-harvest loss reduction programs.

The global alliance structure pioneered by 
GAIN and GAVI could be applied to food se-
curity, to stimulate cooperative design and 
implementation of food system solutions that 
are context-sensitive and locally informed. It 
could be formed as a multistakeholder plat-
form that brings together UN bodies, rep-
resentatives of local government agencies, 
private food sector businesses, researchers, 
civil society groups, and donors to work on 
improving food systems to become more eq-
uitable and sustainable. The headquarters 
of the new Global Food Systems Innovation 
Alliance (GFSIA) could coordinate the ac-
tivities of regional Food System Innovation 
Hubs, the operational focal points of the al-
liance, supporting participating states’ pro-
grams to enhance food accessibility, safety, 
and sustainability, co-generating knowledge 
and building the capacities of national insti-
tutions and food sector entrepreneurs and 
workers, and mobilizing money and other 
resources.292 More specific forms of support 
could include establishing food safety sur-
veillance systems, advising on or developing 
food safety standards, gathering data on local 
food markets, offering training for food han-
dlers and on better production, preparation, 
and delivery practices, and identifying orga-
nizations and individuals working in formal 
and informal food markets as candidates for 
working groups for capacity-building across 
regions within and between countries.293 

Scale and scope would determine the financial 
requirements for operating such a platform. For 
example, GAIN works in nine low- and mid-
dle-income countries, and their programs are 
mainly supporting food fortification. Its aver-
age annual operating expenses are estimated 
at U.S. $47 million.294 For a global entity like 
WFP, on the other hand, staffing expenses alone 
totaled U.S. $1.15 billion in 2020.295 The neces-
sary funding for GFSIA would fall somewhere 
in between, depending on the scale and scope 
of its work. Required funding could be pooled 
by international organizations, governments, 
and other donors. 
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The Innovation Hubs, as suggested by the 
Working Groups of UN Food Systems Summit, 
WFP, and World Economic Forum, could also 
aim to scale up innovative approaches for food 
systems by joining up stakeholders and facili-
tating technology and knowledge transfer, con-
necting those who need innovative technology, 
those who develop it, and those who would be 
interested to finance it.296 

5.5 Scale up financing for water infra-
structure projects to ensure safe water 
and sanitation for all.
A robust mechanism is needed to mobilize and 
facilitate global financing for WASH and to ad-
vance access and the quality of water services 
in LMICs, where water infrastructure is often 
underfunded and underdeveloped.297 The pan-
demic has stressed the importance of water 
infrastructure for health, hygiene, safety, and 
the urgent need to enhance vulnerable house-
holds’ access to reliable, affordable, and sus-
tainable water services.298 Enhanced water and 

sanitation infrastructure are also considered 
climate adaptation and mitigation measures. 
For example, cities become more resilient with 
appropriate flood and drought management, 
and ecosystems and biodiversity are better pro-
tected with wastewater treatment. Moreover, 
the use of recycled wastewater in agriculture 
contributes to food security. Improving water 
and sanitation is, therefore, fundamental to a 
green pandemic recovery and for building cli-
mate-resilient systems.299

Enhancing water infrastructure and the qual-
ity of water services to meet the Sustainable 
Development Goals requires substantial invest-
ment. The annual funding needs to meet SDG 
6 on water, sanitation, and hygiene for all by 
2030 is estimated at U.S. $114 billion annual-
ly.300 This means that the current water sector 
funding in LMICs would need to be multiplied 
two to four times current levels to achieve the 
targets set forth in SDG 6.301 Funding sources 
for water infrastructure projects are also less di-
verse. Capital for water infrastructure projects 

Box 5.1: Kenya’s innovative finance facility for water 

The Kenya Pooled Water Fund (KPWF) was established in 2016 as the first initiative of the Kenya 
Innovative Finance Facility for Water (KIFFWA), with support from the Swedish International 
Development Agency, Netherlands Embassy in Nairobi, United States Agency for International 
Development, Netherlands Development Organisation, and several Kenyan governmental agencies. 
KPWF acts as the national water blended finance facility, and develops and finances bankable options 
for water utilities. 

KIFFWA intends to create water investment opportunities by providing early-stage capital and 
technical support, thereby reducing water projects’ risk and attracting private investors. The facil-
ity uses donor guarantees to facilitate the issuance of bonds for water projects to investors. The 
funds raised are lent to creditworthy water utilities at reduced rates. The first pooled bonds were 
issued in 2018, with a 1 percent risk-free rate. The bonds are also listed on the Nairobi Securities 
Exchange. The exchange of bonds at approximately U.S. $25 to 40 million provides funds for six 
water utilities, and this is estimated to have allowed 700,000 people to access water, sanitation, and 
hygiene services, 27 percent of which are located in Kenya’s rural areas. As of 2019, KIFFWA has 
assisted with co-founding fourteen initiatives across the water sector, including projects on drink-
ing water, sanitation, and hydropower. The initiatives are expected to provide over 8 million cubic 
meters of clean and safely managed drinking water annually, offer 170 thousand people access to 
improved sanitation services, secure eco-efficient irrigation for 35 thousand acres of agricultural 
land, an additional 15 megawatts from renewable energy, and 1,300 direct and indirect jobs. Similar 
blended finance facilities can be established in other low- and middle-income countries to scale up 
financing for water infrastructure projects.

Sources: Nagpal et al., Mobilizing Additional Funds for Pro-Poor Water Services - An Exploration of Potential Models to Finance Safe Water 
Access in Support of Sustainable Development Goal 6.1 (2018), 27-28; World Water Week, “Blended Finance for Water: KIFFWA’s Approach 
for Co-Developing Water Projects”; and Kenya Innovative Finance Facility for Water, Essentials (2020), 6-7.

https://www.oecd.org/water/Background-Document-OECD-GIZ-Conference-Urban-Institute-GIZ-Innovative-Financing-Mechanisms-final.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/water/Background-Document-OECD-GIZ-Conference-Urban-Institute-GIZ-Innovative-Financing-Mechanisms-final.pdf
https://www.worldwaterweek.org/event/8553-blended-finance-for-water-kiffwas-approach-for-co-developing-water-projects
https://www.worldwaterweek.org/event/8553-blended-finance-for-water-kiffwas-approach-for-co-developing-water-projects
https://kiffwa.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/KIFFWA-brochure_indiv.-pages-1.pdf
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is usually covered by traditional funding sourc-
es, such as governments.302 Achieving the SDG 
targets on water would require more private 
and institutional investors, such as pension and 
sovereign wealth funds, to fill financing gaps.303 
However, water infrastructure projects tend to 
be less attractive to investors due to their high-
risk profiles.304 Water infrastructure projects 
are usually capital-intensive and require long 
timelines to be established and fully function-
ing. This means that such projects involve “a 
high initial investment with a very long pay-
back period.” Additionally, water infrastructure 
projects are often small and context-specific 
and tend to have high transaction costs com-
pared to larger, more profitable projects.305

In order to address this financing gap, blended 
finance facilities could be established to mobi-
lize additional and diverse water access financ-
ing from public and private actors, but also to 
create better water management systems to 
adapt to the effects of climate change.306 The 
principle behind the blended finance approach 
is to use development finance resources from 
governments and philanthropic foundations to 
attract “non-development” or private and com-
mercial resources.307

The blended finance approach has been used to 
address financing gaps in other development ar-
eas, such as health, education, agriculture, and 
climate change mitigation and adaptation.308 Its 
demonstrated effectiveness in countries such 
as India, Colombia, and Kenya (see box 5.1) 
suggests that many countries may benefit from 
such an approach.309

Blended financing mechanisms could pool 
resources and reduce the risks that are asso-
ciated with water infrastructure projects in 
LMICs.310 Blended finance instruments, such 
as investment funds or collective investment 
vehicles, are designed to mobilize public and 
commercial financing within a certain wa-
ter sub-sector or region. Such a setup lowers 
the risk-return profiles for investors and re-
duces the borrowing costs for water utilities. 
Guarantees are another blended financing 
mechanism designed to minimize the projects’ 
risk. Guarantees could be issued by the blend-
ed finance facility for investors to lower the 

commercial risk of funding water infrastruc-
ture projects. Such guarantees could increase 
investors’ confidence to finance projects. 
Other forms of blended finance instruments 
are grants for water utilities that could be used 
for the development of projects.311 

As recommended by the World Bank and the 
OECD, a global blended finance facility should 
be set up to facilitate the establishment of similar 
facilities at the national level. The global facility 
would be donor-funded, while the national-lev-
el facilities would facilitate the issuing of bonds 
and loans to local water utilities and projects. 
The global blended finance facility would sup-
port national facilities by providing funding, 
financial engineering, consultancy services 
on transactions, and financial management. 
National blended finance facilities would pro-
vide longer-term, lower-cost financing services 
to public and private water utilities with limited 
or no access to commercial finance or only access 
at unfavorable terms. The financing of water in-
frastructure projects could be prioritized based 
on their contribution to meet the Sustainable 
Development Goals and the Paris Agreement’s 
nationally determined contributions.312

**

How to build a world with equality and jus-
tice for all is a long-standing question that we 
must strive to find answers to in green pan-
demic recovery plans. As suggested in section 
II, a broad-based recovery must rebuild more 
sustainable, equitable, and inclusive societies 
and economies. The five recommendations pre-
sented in this section could serve as means and 
building blocks towards these goals, but a global 
commitment to support those most vulnerable 
is, first and foremost, necessary to ensure that 
the pandemic winds down as quickly as feasibly 
possible for all nations and peoples. Learning 
from past mistakes, the technological revolu-
tion that we have witnessed in past decades can 
be used to find innovative solutions as human-
ity adjusts to a new normal. The next section 
presents in detail new opportunities brought 
about by technology and digitalization for re-
sponding immediately to and recovering over 
time from the pandemic. 
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VI. Making the Recovery Digital Everywhere

“[T]he COVID-19 pandemic has ensured that the world will be poorer, just as digitalization has 
made it less equal.” — Mark Malloch Brown, President, Open Society Foundations and former UN 
Deputy Secretary-General313 

The COVID-19 pandemic further highlighted the 
importance of digital connectivity as major parts 
of people’s lives moved online, from working and 
learning to visits with the doctor. But it has also 
highlighted a continuing global digital divide, 
increased the threat of misinformation and dis-
information, and raised new questions not pre-
viously at the center of debates for developing 
norms for cyberspace. Tackling these challeng-
es—and capitalizing on the positive potential for 
digital connectivity—is a key component of any 
strategy for a broad-based, green recovery. 

Ongoing Challenges and 
Current Responses
As of 2019, 51 percent of the global population 
had access to the internet.314 While proposals 
to provide internet access to everyone were ini-
tiated in developed economies, including the 
United States and Europe, there continues to 
be a severe global digital divide within and be-
tween countries. For example, in France, 91 per-
cent of people have broadband access, whereas 
in India, it is only 38 percent.315 Women in lower 
and middle-income countries are 8 percent less 
likely than men to own a cell phone, and 300 
million fewer women than men in these coun-
tries are connected to the internet. The digital 
divide also affects children, as 436 million of 
them globally were unable to access any form 
of remote learning (radio, television, or inter-
net) during the pandemic.316 Moreover, while 
9 in 10 children in richer countries have inter-
net access, only 1 in 20 do in lower and middle 
income countries.317 Furthermore, broadband 
is becoming a key part of development; an im-
portant means of achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals by 2030.318 In light of this, a 
number of scholars are arguing that (fast) inter-
net access is becoming a human right, especially 

as the global community continues to recover 
from the pandemic.319 But growing digital con-
nectivity has both positive and negative impacts 
on efforts to create more secure, inclusive, and 
greener economies.

On the positive side, in addition to the gen-
eral benefits of increased connectivity and 
access to information and education, infor-
mation and communications technologies 
(ICTs) can be used to reduce communities’ 
carbon footprint, increase crop yields, and 
enhance awareness of natural disasters in ru-
ral areas.320 For example, risks of flooding can 
be mitigated with real-time mobile updates 
for citizens. Digitalization of government and 
business can also cut GHG emissions; accord-
ing to one estimate, up to 15 percent of global 
emissions could be cut by implementing dig-
ital solutions in the energy, manufacturing, 
and agriculture sectors, as well as in traffic 
management and transportation.321

At the same time, digital connectivity requires 
vast new infrastructure, especially 5G cellular 
networks providing greater bandwidth.322 The 
rollout of 5G—still in its early stages—has 
revealed national security concerns underly-
ing technological development as reflected in 
Western countries’ fears regarding tech giant 
Huawei and its relationship with the Chinese 
government, including concerns over espio-
nage-based data breaches arising from the op-
eration of foreign companies expanding into 
the U.S. market and exploiting the U.S. data 
system.323 There also has been a significant re-
cent rise in cybercrime: 88 percent of compa-
nies worldwide experienced phishing attacks in 
2019, and ransomware increased by 33 percent 
between 2019 and 2020.324 The Kaseya attack 
alone targeted up to 1,500 companies on differ-
ent continents. The group responsible for the 
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attack demanded U.S. $70 million to restore the 
affected data.325 Such cyberattacks are projected 
to cost the global economy U.S. $10.5 trillion 
annually by 2025.326

The risk of cybercrime and related data breach-
es or privacy violations, which can be mitigated, 
must be weighed against the known and poten-
tial good associated with data sharing and dig-
italization.327 For example, government digita-
lization can significantly improve data sharing 
between public and private sectors, the efficiency 
of public transportation, and disaster manage-
ment and mitigation.328 An especially ambitious 
program of digitalization is South Korea’s Digital 
New Deal, which was launched as a part of its 
national recovery (see box 6.1). 

At the same time, digitalization produces an 
environmental footprint of its own, which is 
becoming increasingly deep. Data centers (pro-
viding the proverbial “cloud” to purportedly 
keep our data safe) are estimated to account 
for 3.2 percent of worldwide carbon emissions 
by 2025 and to consume no less than a fifth of 
global electricity.329 

Cryptocurrencies are contributing to that de-
mand. For example, Bitcoin production (“min-
ing”) generates some 22 million metric tons 
of carbon dioxide each year, consuming more 
energy than entire countries such as Sweden 
or Malaysia.330 Regulating these currencies in 
some capacity could reduce their energy cost. 

For example, the Ethereum Foundation sug-
gests that a switch to a different verification 
method could potentially cut the energy cost 
for each digital transaction (i.e. the purchase or 
sale of bitcoin) by nearly 100 percent.331 Other 
cryptocurrency companies have signed the 
Crypto Climate Accord, which pledges to de-
carbonize the industry by 2030.332 Thus, some 
steps have been taken, but more work is needed 
to achieve actual reductions in environmental 
footprints—while remaining wary of potential 
efforts to mislead the public about the sound-
ness of industry practices, an approach better 
known as “greenwashing.” 

The pandemic also led to a surge in e-com-
merce, which has had a mixed environmental 
impact. Although people were not driving to 
stores (thus lowering their personal carbon 
footprints), the increase in delivery vehicles and 
product packaging increased net global GHG 
emissions and waste.333 Digital retail giants ex-
acerbate the environmental impact by staging 
big annual sales.

In addition, countries have been introducing 
e-commerce into their latest trade agreements. 
This was seen in a trade deal between the UK 
and Japan signed in October 2020.334 Trade 
digitalization (digitally-enabled transactions 
in goods and services) can enable businesses 
to retain economic activities, increase trade 
efficiency, and recover more quickly economi-
cally from COVID-19, though this may increase 

Box 6.1: South Korea’s Digital New Deal

South Korea is leading the world with its green growth initiatives and digital economic transformation 
as it implements an ambitious pandemic economic recovery plan. South Korea is considered to be a 
leader in the 5G and AI revolution on the Asian continent. In June 2020, the South Korean Government 
launched a New Deal program consisting of a Green New Deal and a Digital New Deal. The former 
is to prepare the country for rapid yet sustainable economic growth and recovery from COVID-19. 
The latter has three main pillars: data infrastructure, contactless services, and digitalization of social 
capital, such as social security programs. The Digital New Deal package involves the spending of 76 
trillion won (U.S. $62 billion) through 2025 to propel South Korea fully into the digital age. The plan 
calls for accelerating digitalization and includes the establishment of a National Strategy for Artificial 
Intelligence, which is geared towards establishing the world’s first Artificial Intelligence Government. 
The planned investments of the green and digital new deals are expected to generate more than half 
a million new jobs in AI and software programming.

Sources: Stangarone, Troy. “South Korea’s Digital New Deal” (2020); and International Energy Agency “Korean New Deal - Digital New Deal, 
Green New Deal and Stronger Safety Net” (2021). 

https://thediplomat.com/2020/06/south-koreas-digital-new-deal/
https://www.iea.org/policies/11514-korean-new-deal-digital-new-deal-green-new-deal-and-stronger-safety-net
https://www.iea.org/policies/11514-korean-new-deal-digital-new-deal-green-new-deal-and-stronger-safety-net
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environmental stress unless strong environ-
mental protection commitments are built into 
such agreements. 

With the digital age has come the generation 
of electronic waste, only a fraction of which is 
being recycled. The world generated 53.6 mil-
lion metric tons of electronic waste in 2019: an 
increase of an estimated 9.2 million metric tons 
since 2014. Electronic waste is expected to grow 
by 2030 to about 74.7 million metric tons annu-
ally. In 2019, only about 17 percent of electronic 
waste was recycled, and less than half of the 
world’s countries undertake electronic waste 
recycling.335 Many countries, particularly those 
in North America and Western Europe, used to 
send their waste to China, which stopped ac-
cepting waste from abroad in 2017.336 

Moreover, to date, only parts of discarded elec-
tronic products can be recycled. Some compo-
nents contain hazardous materials such as lead 
or mercury, posing health risks to waste man-
agement workers, and environmental risks to 
soil, air, and groundwater.337 Additionally, as 
the upgrade cycles of many electronic products 
shorten, both the amount of electronic waste and 
the need for proper waste management are grow-
ing. Electronic waste management is closely tied 
to fulfillment of the Sustainable Development 
Goals.338 Without proper waste management 
worldwide, the harmful environmental conse-
quences of electronic waste will likely multiply.

In sum, digital technologies harbor great poten-
tial to improve, for example, access to education 
and disaster mitigation, but also entail threats 
and risks. More recently, the environmental di-
mension of the digital revolution is becoming 
clearer as well, including its sizable footprint 
but also potential for sustainable innovation.

Road to a Broad-based and 
Green Pandemic Recovery 
Given the above challenges and need for further 
innovation and ambition to complement cur-
rent green recovery strategies and initiatives, 
the following five proposals are recommended 
for the domain of digital connectivity:

6.1 Adopt a New Global Digital Deal to 
expedite the achievement of Sustainable 
Development Goal 9 on resilient infra-
structure, inclusive and sustainable indus-
trialization, and innovation.
Seeing the cross-cutting importance of digital 
connectivity for post-pandemic recovery, the 
adoption of a New Global Digital Deal is recom-
mended as a normative basis for putting digital 
technologies in the service of a broad-based, 
green recovery. This would entail a special focus 
on taking forward SDG 9 on building resilient 
infrastructure, promoting inclusive and sus-
tainable industrialization, and fostering inno-
vation. Such a commitment should ideally be 
made at the level of the UN General Assembly, 
with due involvement of relevant non-state 
stakeholders from the business sector and civil 
society. There must also be commitments made 
by national government departments and agen-
cies for follow-through of such a global deal.

On July 18, 2020, UN Secretary General António 
Guterres observed that the “COVID-19 pan-
demic has brought home … the huge gaps in gov-
ernance structures and ethical frameworks. To 
close those gaps … we need a New Global Deal 
to ensure that power, wealth, and opportunities 
are shared more broadly and fairly at the inter-
national level.”339 As a specific manifestation of 

More recently, the environmental dimension 
of the digital revolution is becoming clearer 
as well, including its sizable footprint but also 
potential for sustainable innovation.
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the Secretary-General’s call for a New Global 
Deal in the digital domain, we lend our support 
to the call, by Bengaluru-based IT for Change, 
for a New Global Digital Deal (NGDD), to be ne-
gotiated by governments, in collaboration with 
international institutions, NGOs, the private 
sector, and civil society to establish the new 
model for digital global governance.340

The New Global Digital Deal would encourage 
wide multi-stakeholder participation and but-
tress the post-COVID-19 recovery. With close 
to half the world’s population lacking access to 
the internet (particularly communities in the 
Global South), this initiative sees bridging the 
digital divide as beneficial to both global jus-
tice and sustainability.341 In order to ensure the 
broadest possible participation, it would be ad-
ministered by national and regional task forces 
under UN auspices, comprising representation 
across various sectors of the society, including 
remote and rural populations.

The New Global Digital Deal would commit its 
signatories to help make contemporary tech-
nologies available to disenfranchised regions, 
including through direct aid and subsidies 
for telecommunications companies to deliver 
them, in the spirit of the UN75 Declaration’s 
commitment to “leave no one behind.” This 
includes the dissemination, where practical 
and cost effective,342 of 5G networks through 
international consortia, rather than individu-
al countries or companies. Many countries in 
the Global South are lagging behind with out-
dated digital technologies, including previous 
generations of cellular networks, which means 
slower speeds, less bandwidth, and lower data 
capacity.343 The 4G and 5G networks offer high 
data capacity and facilitate multiple device 
connectivity, cost-effectively. The 5G proto-
col is expected to revolutionize the use of the 
internet and has propelled the concept of the 
“Internet of Things” (IOT) into the conscious-
ness of the wider public. The IOT will integrate 
digital technology with people, places, and 
processes. It has the potential to incorporate 
and transfer data across extensive networks 
of industries with minimum human interac-
tion. The IOT will further facilitate Artificial 
Intelligence (AI).344 The IOT is emerging as the 

new frontier of the digital transformation rev-
olution, which will also have to be made safe 
and protected from abuse by both state and 
non-state actors. In doing so, it will become 
central to a New Global Digital Deal. 

The New Global Digital Deal should further 
include a commitment from governments that 
these technologies not only be made more 
widely available, but that they are used to fos-
ter modernization, build resilient infrastruc-
ture (particularly in the Global South), and 
promote sustainable industrialization in ful-
fillment of SDG 9. This far-reaching initiative, 
akin to the SDGs, should adopt more specif-
ic targets and milestones to be achieved over 
time. These could be tracked by special NGDD 
monitoring and implementation units, in col-
laboration with UN Agencies such as UNDP 
and UNESCO.

6.2 Promote large-scale investment in In-
formation and Communications Technolo-
gy infrastructure to achieve digital equity.
Key to operationalizing the New Global Digital 
Deal and advancing digital connectivity, in gen-
eral as part of the post-COVID-19 recovery, is 
closing the digital divide through large-scale 
investment in ICT infrastructure, including 4G 
and 5G networks. Reaching disconnected parts 
of society—especially in the Global South—
through such a program must become a matter 
of priority, endorsed by the UN and led by a 
coalition that further enhances global legitima-
cy (e.g., the UN Secretary-General’s Envoy on 
Technology and the ITU), political and econom-
ic clout (e.g., the G20), and technical expertise 
and financing from the private sector.

The roll-out of the program should be done, in 
particular, through public-private partnerships 
to ensure digital effectiveness and readiness, 
limit interruptions of essential services, and ad-
vance the steady digitalization of most (if not 
all) public services. Governments, supported 
by international and regional organizations, 
should work with the private sector and in con-
sultation with local populations to accelerate 
access to broadband connectivity, especially 
in rural areas. Priority should be given to proj-
ects where increased connectivity comes with 
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a demonstrable dividend, in terms of inclusivity 
and sustainability—that is, where this initia-
tive is likely to make significant contributions 
to closing the digital divide and lead to more 
sustainable ways of working and living too.

While providing internet access may not al-
ways mean providing 5G ultrafast access to 
everyone, in accordance with the principle of 
Net Neutrality, access should be provided in a 
non-discriminatory fashion and be fast enough 
to make secure, full use of contemporary inter-
net applications. Along with increased internet 
access must come improved electronic waste 
management and new technologies to ensure 
that increased access does not lead to more 
GHG emissions. An inspiring new initiative led 
by the International Telecommunication Union 
and UNICEF, along with digital infrastructure 
companies and service providers, aims to ac-
celerate access to broadband connectivity for 
everyone in the post-COVID-19 world by bring-
ing together relevant public and private sector 
stakeholders.345 It also intends to support a re-
pository of good practices and case studies that 
can be used by policymakers, regulators, and 
other stakeholders to deploy resources for and 
remove barriers to expanding internet access 
worldwide.346 This initiative can be expanded to 
include businesses and governments that lack 
large-scale connectivity. 

A program on a global scale would undoubtedly 
entail enormous costs. For the United States 
alone, it was estimated that providing every-
one with broadband access would cost around 
U.S. $80 billion.347 To make a significant global 
expansion of internet connectivity financially 
possible, the proposed ICT infrastructure pro-
gram could be (co-)financed by a portion of the 
proposed minimum 15 percent tax rate to be 
paid by large corporations, in keeping with the 
recently announced recommendation by the G7 
(see section IV). 

6.3 Fund digital outreach and skills train-
ing to combat mis-/disinformation and 
foster a digitally literate global citizenry.
Governments, alongside international organi-
zations and the private sector, need to under-
take more effective and timelier digital outreach 

to communicate essential information to the 
public, far beyond earlier calls to promote “cy-
ber hygiene” and data security.348 Needed going 
forward is a more proactive approach to edu-
cating wider parts of the population on how to 
handle the onslaught of online information to 
safeguard their own health and well-being and 
that of the planet. 

In rich and lower-income countries alike, an 
abundance of inaccurate information (and a 
lack of timely information) has hampered the 
effective channeling of critical COVID-19 in-
formation, guidelines, and statistics to the 
public. The pandemic offers lessons for future 
global crises about the value of prompt and 
accurate public information in maintaining 
public trust. A global digital literacy program, 
spearheaded by UNICEF and UNDP, in a con-
sortium with industry and civil society orga-
nizations, could help wider segments of the 
population take full advantage of new technol-
ogies and internet connectivity. For example, 
the Coronavirus Information Hub, an initiative 
of UNDP, UNICEF, WHO, and WhatsApp, has 
helped governments to distribute up-to-date, 
verified information to health workers, edu-
cators, and local businesses and communities 
across Africa.349

Governments, with the support of the above-
mentioned coalition, should offer digital-skills 
training in disadvantaged countries. In Sub-
Saharan Africa, where COVID-19 hit economies 
hard, new technologies can provide greater so-
cial and economic security. The International 
Finance Corporation estimated that revenue 
opportunity from “digital capacity-building” to 
Sub-Saharan Africa could amount to U.S. $130 
billion by 2030, along with 230 million new 
jobs in the digital economy.350 In the program 
proposed here, priority would be given to job 
creation that increases sustainability. 

This digital training can also include ways to 
fight misinformation and the spread of conspir-
acy theories that have flourished online due to 
the COVID-19 crisis. Addressing these issues is 
critical for building trust in institutions, ensur-
ing that people receive the vaccine, and driving 
home the seriousness of the climate emergency. 
Misinformation can be extremely harmful and 
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even kill. It is estimated that, in the first three 
months of the pandemic, nearly 6,000 people 
were hospitalized, with at least 800 fatalities, 
due to COVID-19 misinformation.351 It is para-
mount that governments come together to solve 
this growing problem. While there has been 
some progress in this area, such as the UN and 
the EU stepping up their efforts to fight misin-
formation, more is clearly needed.352 

Misinformation, as well as intentional disinfor-
mation and conspiracy theories, pose a threat 
not only to digital literacy, but also to the fight 
against climate change (see also section III, 
recommendation 3.5).353 Innovative approaches, 
led by governments and supported by regional 
and international bodies are, therefore, needed 
urgently to fight this threat. These can include 
steps such as digital training, improved me-
dia literacy, and access to factual information. 
Ultimately, these efforts can help to increase 
amenability to vaccines, trust in institutions, 
and support for environmental action. 

6.4 Protect indigenous communities and 
Small Island Developing States through tai-
lored improvements in digital connectivity. 
Given that many indigenous communities and 
Small Island Developing States (SIDS) face the 
double challenge of a lack of digital connectiv-
ity and exposure to environmental harm, dig-
italization to safeguard their citizens’ human 
security merits special attention. 

The empowerment and engagement of indig-
enous peoples are central to the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development and a green recov-
ery.354 While all seventeen SDGs apply to indig-
enous peoples, SDG 4 is particularly important, 
as it includes a target on the access to quality 

and equitable education for indigenous peoples. 
This objective must include digital education 
and digitalization of indigenous communities 
across the globe to ensure they are not deprived 
of the opportunities that these new technolo-
gies bring. To achieve this goal, governments, 
in collaboration with UNDP, the World Bank, 
multilateral corporations, and Development 
Finance Institutions, and with the full partici-
pation of the local governments and communi-
ties, should join forces to urgently promote the 
digitalization of indigenous communities.

The remoteness and uniqueness of indigenous 
communities makes it important that ICT hubs 
(a location with information and communica-
tions technology used to facilitate development) 
become the catalyst for the digital transfor-
mation of these indigenous communities and 
states more broadly speaking.355 ICT hubs and 
increased online access will provide the nec-
essary infrastructure and digital connectivity 
needed to implement post-pandemic recovery 
in these communities.356 In addition to the ICT 
hubs, promoting digital literacy and other on-
line training for indigenous peoples, who tradi-
tionally lack access to technology due to poverty 
and inequality, can benefit from services such as 
e-governance.357 With the introduction of e-gov-
ernance, crucial government services, such as 
obtaining documents like birth and death cer-
tificates, passports and national identification 
cards, can be accessed digitally by indigenous 
peoples who were previously cut-off from the 
digital mainstream. At the same time, e-gover-
nance and other types of information and data 
sharing over the internet will also create oppor-
tunities for cybercrime and the concomitant 
need for cybersecurity, in remote locations as 
anywhere else.358

Further multilateral cooperation is needed 
to curb the environmental impacts of 
cryptocurrencies and avoid exploitation of 
regulatory loopholes.
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Digitalization is also vitally important to SIDS 
globally. Being among the first states to suffer the 
adverse effects of climate change in sea level rise 
and more intense, global warming-driven natural 
disasters in recent years, they depend on climate 
resilience for their physical survival and econom-
ic viability.359 Improved digital connectivity can 
enhance disaster preparedness and communica-
tions, improving not only crisis response capabil-
ities but many other aspects of SIDS’ green and 
blue economies (their terrestrial and aquatic en-
vironments).360 A common focus on both kinds of 
economies will fulfill SDGs 13 (Climate Action), 14 
(Life below water) and 15 (Life on land).361 Fragile 
ocean ecosystems are increasingly impacted by 
environmental pollution that is either directly 
harmful to aquatic life or not biodegradable and 
increasingly drawn into the human food chain. 
The blue economy is particularly vital to the 
economies of SIDS, but protecting it will require 
international collaboration to help digitize blue 
and green economies alike, with funding sourced 
through a partnership of governments, the World 
Bank, Development Finance Institutions, and the 
Green Climate Fund.

6.5 Incentivize greener digital technolo-
gies and e-commerce via global carbon 
taxes, agreements governing digital trade, 
and laws curbing “flash” sales.
Due to the deep environmental footprints of 
digital technologies such as data centers and 
e-commerce, there needs to be more stringent 
regulation of these technologies and practic-
es with the aim of achieving their full carbon 
neutrality. This can be done through global 
agreements, and through actions by govern-
ments and regional bodies, where there are 
some promising initiatives now underway. For 
example, the EU and several American states 
are pursuing cryptocurrency guidelines. The 
environmental dimension is clearly recognized 
by a bill passed in the New York State Senate 
that would make the authorization of new cryp-
tocurrency mining centers conditional upon “a 
full generic environmental impact statement 
review and a finding that such center[s] will not 
adversely affect the state greenhouse gas emis-
sion targets.”362 However, further multilateral 

cooperation is needed to curb the environmen-
tal impacts of cryptocurrencies and avoid ex-
ploitation of regulatory loopholes. 

Such cooperation can take the form of a global 
carbon tax, which could be promoted by the G7 
following their breakthrough agreement on a 
minimum global corporate tax (as discussed in 
sections III and IV of this report). It can also entail 
international or regional agreements that govern 
digital trade. Additionally, e-commerce regulation 
can be tied to business incentives to decarbonize; 
this can include, for example, laws curbing flash 
sales by e-commerce firms, as enacted in India.363 
Similarly, the U.S. state of California is consider-
ing a rule limiting air pollution associated with 
the warehouses that are the (ironically physical) 
staples of e-commerce companies.364 Similar laws 
must be enacted worldwide in order to success-
fully mitigate the environmental costs of digital 
shopping and currencies.

In terms of electronic waste, money generated 
from these taxes can fund better waste manage-
ment and recycling programs or boost public 
awareness of those that already exist. Readily 
recyclable or reusable packaging and invest-
ment into sustainable ways to get packages to 
consumers should also be urgent near-term ob-
jectives. E-commerce is not going away, so it is 
imperative that it be made more sustainable in 
the post-COVID-19 world. 

**

Digital technologies have the potential to make 
significant contributions to a broad-based and 
green recovery from the pandemic. At the same 
time, they are far too often also shown to con-
tribute to insecurity and the stress placed on 
an already beleaguered environment, includ-
ing a fragile climate. Through the recommen-
dations presented here, the positive potential 
of technologies can be maximized, while curb-
ing some of their harmful impacts on people 
and the planet. For these and earlier proposals 
presented in this report, a carefully calibrated 
and sequenced strategy is necessary to channel 
the political will created by the pandemic into a 
longer-term reform agenda. The following sec-
tion sets out the pillars of such a strategy and 
its accompanying global green recovery plan.
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VII. Taking the Broad-based, Green 
Recovery Agenda Forward

“We recognize the economic impact [COVID-19] has unleashed, which continues to dominate 
the global economic and social landscape. In recognizing that these events have different ef-
fects on countries, we affirmed our sympathy and solidarity with hardest hit. We also stress 
that there is the opportunity to cooperate for finding joint responses to existing challenges 
and turning them into opportunities to build forward better towards an inclusive and sustain-
able, prosperous climate and nature-positive future.” — Communiqué, first G20 Climate-Energy 
Ministerial (July 2021)365

Although COVID-19 has been one of the great-
est global challenges to confront the United 
Nations since its founding in 1945, the initial 
international response to the crisis was often 
fragmented, delayed, ad hoc, and under-re-
sourced.366 The UN’s COVID-19 Response 
Summit in December 2020, convened a full ten 
months after the WHO declared the virus to 
be a public health emergency, failed to mobi-
lize new resources to fight the pandemic; it did 
not even generate a consensus statement from 
attending world leaders.367

Looking ahead to the coming three-to-five 
years, the recovery agenda proposed in this re-
port covers, arguably, a more complex, costly, 
and politically fraught set of transnational chal-
lenges than most leaders have as yet been willing 
to admit. The twenty post-pandemic initiatives 
for a sustainable and equitable global recovery 
presented in preceding sections will require 
additional strategic planning in the form of de-
tailed budgeting, sequencing of activities, and 
a logical operational division of labor among 
relevant global, regional, national, sub-nation-
al, and non-state actors. Moreover, and akin to 
the Sustainable Development Goals and Paris 
Climate Agreement’s Nationally Determined 
Contributions, these recovery initiatives will 
require sustained political support from leaders 
at all levels of governance, from global to local.

Fortunately, many important international 
gatherings in 2021 and 2022 are well-posi-
tioned to draw the attention and catalyze the 
support of many inf luential governmental, 

business, and civil society leaders. Together, 
they could culminate in a UN-G20 orches-
trated “Green Pandemic Recovery Summit,” 
in September 2022, during UNGA High-Level 
Week in New York. Such a gathering could 
chart a global path out of the COVID-19 crisis 
that also better positions the world to avoid 
climate catastrophe. 

Major Milestones on the 
Road to a Global, Broad-
based, and Green Recovery
Thirteen global gatherings, recently completed 
or planned for this year and next, can lay the 
foundations for a broad-based and green recov-
ery strategy in the near-term. 

May 2021: G20 Global Health Summit. This meet-
ing, convened by the Italian G20 Presidency 
and the European Commission, culminated in 
the Rome Declaration, which commits the G20 
and other signatory countries to, among other 
things, “[e]nable equitable, affordable, timely, 
global access to high-quality, safe and effective 
prevention, detection and response tools … and 
to strong, inclusive, and resilient health systems; 
and support robust vaccine delivery systems, 
vaccine confidence and health literacy.”368 Given 
that access to vaccines is a prerequisite to wider 
socioeconomic and environmentally sustain-
able recovery, the G20’s timely prioritization of 
vaccinations in the developing world responds 
to both a practical and moral imperative.
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June 2021: G7 Summit. This meeting, con-
vened by the United Kingdom G7 Presidency, 
culminated in the Carbis Bay G7 Summit 
Communiqué, which commits G7 members, 
alongside like-minded partners, to support a 
Build Back Better World (B3W) partnership 
that will: 

orient development finance tools toward the 
range of challenges faced by developing coun-
tries, including in resilient infrastructure and 
technologies to address the impacts of climate 
change; health systems and security; developing 
digital solutions; and advancing gender equality 
and education. A particular priority will be an 
initiative for clean and green growth to drive a 
sustainable and green transition in line with the 
Paris Agreement and Agenda 2030.369 

Global in scope—from Latin America and the 
Caribbean to Africa and the Indo-Pacific—the 
B3W initiative aims, in the coming years, to 
catalyze infrastructure investments totaling 
hundreds of billions of dollars for low- and mid-
dle-income countries.370

July 2021: UN High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) 
on Sustainable Development. Held under the aus-
pices of the UN Economic and Social Council, 
the 2021 HLPF focused on “sustainable and re-
silient recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic 
that promotes the economic, social and envi-
ronmental dimensions of sustainable develop-
ment: building an inclusive and effective path 
for the achievement of the 2030 Agenda in the 
context of the decade of action and delivery for 
sustainable development.” Focusing on nine of 
the seventeen Sustainable Development Goals at 
the start of the “Decade of Action” for the SDGs, 
the HLPF paid special attention to the kinds of 
policies and international cooperation needed to 
control the pandemic and its impacts.371

July 2021: G20 Climate and Energy Ministerial: 
This first of its kind meeting, convened by the 
Italian G20 Presidency, resulted in an agreed 
joint communiqué among G20 Energy and 
Climate Ministers, which welcomed, inter alia, 
“new commitments made by some of the mem-
bers of the G20 to each increase and improve 
their overall international public climate fi-
nance contributions through to 2025 and look 

forward to new commitments from others well 
ahead of COP26.”372

September 2021: UNGA High-Level Week. 
Though scaled back for a second year due to 
COVID-19, the general debate for the High-
Level Week of the UN General Assembly’s 76th 
session is slated for September 21–27. The over-
arching theme is: “Building resilience through 
hope—to recover from COVD-19, rebuild sus-
tainably, respond to the needs of the planet, 
respect the rights of people, and revitalize the 
United Nations.”373 UNGA High-Level Week 
is expected to feature broad-based and green 
recovery themes prominently, especially with 
two Secretary-General-convened high-level 
dialogues taking place that week on food se-
curity and energy, and with a critical UN cli-
mate change conference (COP-26) taking place 
only six weeks later.374 On September 10, 2021, 
the Secretary-General also released his Our 
Common Agenda report, which speaks to achiev-
ing a more just, healthy, and sustainable global 
recovery through greater solidarity, intergen-
erational equity, and practical investments in a 
new social contract centered around respect for 
basic human rights.

October 2021: G20 Summit. Building on com-
mitments made at the G20 Global Health 
Summit (May) and G20 Climate and Energy 
Ministerial (July), the G20 Summit, to be 
held October 30-31 in Rome, is expected to 
give special attention to sustainable recovery 
from COVID-19.375 The related priority issues 
of overcoming poverty and inequality will be 
underscored, as will the commitment of G20 
countries to preserving the global climate—in 
particular, by keeping global temperature rise 
from exceeding 1.5°C—and ensuring a clean 
and inclusive energy transition.376

November 2021: COP-26. The 26th United 
Nations Climate Change Conference of the 
Parties (COP-26), to be held from October 31 
to November 12 in Glasgow, will bring togeth-
er governments, the business community, and 
global civil society to accelerate action toward 
the goals of the Paris Climate Agreement and 
the UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change. Specifically, countries are encour-
aged to: i) come forward with ambitious 2030 
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emissions targets (Nationally Determined 
Contributions) that align with securing global 
net zero emissions by mid-century; ii) prepare 
for climate change by taking precautionary (ad-
aptation) measures and restoring ecosystems; 
iii) ensure that developed countries deliver on 
their promise to raise U.S. $100 billion in cli-
mate finance per year; and iv) finalize the Paris 
Rulebook (the rules needed to implement the 
Paris Climate Agreement), which can accelerate 
collaboration on climate action between gov-
ernments, businesses, and civil society.377

January 2022: Global Policy Dialogue on Global 
Governance Innovation. Convened by the Global 
Governance Innovation Network and Global 
Chanllenges Foundation, this Dialogue will 
bring together scholars, civil society advo-
cates, business leaders, and UN Mission and 
Secretariat representatives to take forward the 
UN75 Declaration’s twelve commitments and 
the Secretary-General’s vision of a more inclu-
sive and networked multilateralism through, 
in part, a dedicated intergovernmental process 
to strengthen and reform the UN system. The 
Dialogue will also consider and build on the re-
sults of COP-26 and the recommendations of 
the Climate Governance Commission for inno-
vating climate action (see box 7.1).

February 2022: UN Environment Assembly 
(UNEA) Declaration and UN Environment 

Programme+50. The next UNEA, to be con-
vened in Nairobi, will consider a High-Level 
Political Declaration on the Environment 
and commemorate the fiftieth anniversary 
of the UN Environment Programme. Onsite 
consultations will allow more sectors of glob-
al society to elaborate and contribute to the 
Declaration.378 

March 2022: Twentieth Anniversary Doha 
Forum & Green Recovery Global Policy Dialogue. 
Under the banner of “Transforming for a 
New Era,” one of the forum’s core themat-
ic focus areas will be “Climate Change and 
Sustainability.” During this twentieth edition 
of the Doha Forum, a select group of policy 
practitioners, scholars, activists, and former 
statespersons will consider the broad-based 
and green recovery-related findings and rec-
ommendations put forth in this Building Back 
Together & Greener report.

April 2022: World Bank and International 
Monetary Fund Spring Meetings. Deliberating 
upon and adopting some of the proposals put 
forth by the World Bank and IMF High-Level 
Advisory Group on Sustainable and Inclusive 
Recovery and Growth,379 the Spring Meetings 
offer another opportunity for Finance Ministers 
to consider key elements of a still nascent 
broad-based and green recovery agenda. It is 
also a promising setting for a related High-Level 

Box 7.1: Rethinking global governance of our planet’s climate

Established in 2019 by the Stockholm-based Global Challenges Foundation with strategic support from 
the Stimson Center and other partner institutions, the Climate Governance Commission aims to fill a 
crucial gap in confronting the global climate emergency, by proposing ambitious yet feasible, high-im-
pact improvements to the global governance architecture for urgent, exponential climate action, to 
limit global temperature rise to (or below) 1.5°C. The Commission builds on existing knowledge about 
climate and the environment, by both facilitating and leveraging innovative climate solutions identified 
by the Exponential Roadmap Initiative (https://exponentialroadmap.org/) and related efforts.
The Commission’s forthcoming report, entitled Governing Our Climate Future, will diagnose obstacles to 
climate action and propose effective global governance responses. Among the climate governance inno-
vations to be featured are: Climate Clubs, an International Court for the Environment, a Global Resilience 
Council, a Global Environment Agency, and Climate Policy Councils. The Commission also works to 
rethink the climate action roles of existing global institutions, including the UN Security Council, UN 
Peacebuilding Commission, World Trade Organization, World Bank, and International Monetary Fund.

Source: Global Challenges Foundation, “Climate Governance Commission” (2021).

https://exponentialroadmap.org/
https://globalchallenges.org/initiatives/partnerships/climate-governance-commission/


62

BUILDING BACK TOGETHER & GREENER

Meeting on Green Pandemic Recovery Financing 
(see further details below).

June 2022: Stockholm+50 Declaration. The 
Declaration is expected to be endorsed by gov-
ernments attending the international meet-
ing, “Stockholm+50: a healthy planet for the 
prosperity of all—our responsibility, our op-
portunity,” planned for June 2-3. The meeting 
will mark the fiftieth anniversary of the land-
mark 1972 United Nations Conference on the 
Human Environment (known as the Stockholm 
Conference). This new instrument aims to deep-
en environmental connections with the broader 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, in-
cluding by focusing on a sustainable recovery 
from the coronavirus pandemic.380

July 2022: UN High-Level Political Forum on 
Sustainable Development. One year prior to 
the mid-point review (July 2023) of the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development provides 
an opportune time for the HLPF to further reca-
librate the seventeen Sustainable Development 
Goals, in light of UN Member States’ identi-
fied broad-based green recovery objectives and 
the need to provide urgent help to those most 
adversely affected by the coronavirus and its 
knock-on effects.

By trial ballooning many novel and creative pro-
posals in support of a broad-based and green 
recovery—and mobilizing political support for 
ideas with widespread appeal among diverse 
stakeholders—these meetings will help to de-
velop a lasting, environmentally-sustainable, 
and socioeconomically-sensitive roadmap out 

of the pandemic. To make good use of it, how-
ever, states and their leaders will also need to 
grow beyond zero-sum mindsets and narrow 
definitions of national interests, not only to de-
feat COVID-19 but to come to grips with the 
simultaneous and increasingly urgent needs of 
the climate crisis and global inequality.

Preparing for the proposed 
September 2022 Green 
Pandemic Recovery Summit
The above-noted meetings can take signifi-
cant steps toward a common approach to a 
broad-based and green recovery, but actual-
ly marshalling governments, businesses, and 
civil society behind a coherent, representative, 
and sustained global implementation strategy 
will require a culminating session—a “Green 
Pandemic Recovery Summit.” Orchestrated 
by the United Nations and G20 and timed to 
coincide, in September 2022, with the annual 
UN General Assembly High-Level Week, the 
proposed two-day summit would help to ensure 
that political leaders at the highest levels com-
mit to advancing, by all creative means at their 
disposal, a common approach to climate-for-
ward and equitable socioeconomic development 
post-COVID-19.

Without such public commitment, initiatives 
such as those laid out in the preceding sections 
are unlikely to come to fruition, or will do so 
in a—long-familiar—lackluster and fragmented 
manner. But even drawing on new thinking and 

Orchestrated by the United Nations and G20 
... the proposed two-day summit would help 
to ensure that political leaders at the highest 
levels commit to advancing ... a common 
approach to climate-forward and equitable 
socioeconomic development post-COVID-19.
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Box 7.2: Turbocharging a greener and fairer recovery from COVID-19  
with a “G20+”

The G20 group of leading economies can play a key role in bringing about socioeconomic recovery 
that is not only effective but equitable and sustainable, recouping some of the shine that it gained 
initially from its responses to the 2008–9 financial crisis. The Pittsburgh G20 Summit in September 
2009 vowed to make the G20 the “premier forum” for overseeing international economic and 
financial cooperation, and it established the Financial Stability Board to implement reform of 
international financial regulation and supervision. However, in the intervening decade, economic 
inequality increased sharply in many parts of the globe, concentrating income and wealth in a small 
and shrinking percentage of the world’s population. In both advanced industrialized and developing 
countries there is, unsurprisingly, a spreading sense of resentment against such inequality, and 
the economic globalization to which it is linked, among those who have benefited least and see 
themselves as left behind. 
The G20 members (nineteen countries and the European Union) account for more than 80 percent 
of world GDP, 75 percent of global trade, and 60 percent of the population of the planet. Still, the 
G20 does not give representation to 174 other countries, many in the Global South, or provide for 
other forms of structured, inclusive, and transparent engagement with those outside the club. But 
those non-members are also concerned with sustaining and sharing in global economic growth, 
while maintaining economic stability, reducing global inequality, and addressing the economic, so-
cial, and political threats posed by future pandemics and the accelerating effects of climate change.
For the G20 to become a globally legitimated “premier forum” of global economic and financial gov-
ernance, it needs a modest upgrade to what the 2015 Albright-Gambari Commission called a “G20+.” 
The main policy focus of the “G20+” should remain—as is the case for the G20—priority-setting 
on critical issues for the world economy, including in response to economic crises (beginning with 
the current one, where recovery efforts to date are mixed globally and inequalities within and 
between states are intensifying). An upgraded G20 should develop its own institutional memory 
by means of a modest, standing secretariat, enabling the group to establish formal links with inter-
governmental organizations, for substantive inputs, greater coherence among economic, social, 
and environmental policies, and rallying support for effective implementation and follow-through. 
G20 Heads of State should meet every two years at UN Headquarters in the G20+ formation, timed 
to coincide with the gathering of all 193 Member States’ leaders at the start of the UN General 
Assembly in September in New York. In accounting for the concerns of all countries, whether large, 
small, advanced industrial or developing, the proposed inaugural September 2022 G20+ Summit 
(on “Green Pandemic Recovery” at the United Nations) detailed below—and the forward agenda 
outlined above, in 2021 and early 2022—would privilege inclusive and sustainable socioeconomic 
recovery priorities, such as strategic investments in public transport and power grids that source 
energy from renewables.

Source: Ponzio and Larik, “Deepening G20-UN System Cooperation to Foster Socio-Economic Recovery from the Pandemic and Reduce 
Inequality Worldwide: Towards a G20+” (2021).

the diverse experiences of scholars, non-gov-
ernmental organizations, and the private sec-
tor, the proposed summit’s impact is likely to 
correlate most closely with the strength and 
consistency of support it receives from the 
world’s richest and most powerful countries. 
Here is also where a modest evolution of the 
G20—to a “G20+,” first conceived in 2015 by 
the Albright-Gambari Commission on Global 
Security, Justice & Governance, and developed 

further over time—could offer valuable and 
timely support (see box 7.2). 381

As detailed in figure 7.1, a comprehensive road-
map to the summit could entail a series of fo-
rums, studies, and preparatory and public out-
reach activities to maximize the gathering’s 
potential to adopt, and its participants to imple-
ment, a global green recovery plan. These activ-
ities are discussed below, grouped under three 
general headings: Enhancing the effectiveness 

https://www.t20italy.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/TF8-PB-Ponzio.pdf
https://www.t20italy.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/TF8-PB-Ponzio.pdf
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of Summit preparations, Broadening dialogue 
and ideas, and Catalyzing key supportive efforts.

Enhancing the effectiveness  
of Summit preparations
Summit preparations will need a dedicated 
preparatory team, an effective communica-
tions strategy (before, during, and after the 
Heads of State gathering), the ability to in-
tegrate ambitious ideas emerging from the 
roster of meetings highlighted above, and 
the ability to support Member State working 
groups developing the summit’s agenda and 
drafting potential summit language for Heads 
of State approval. 

Establish a small summit secretariat and build 
upon existing planning frameworks: Based in 
an office shared by the UN’s Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs and Development 
Coordination Office, the summit’s small secre-
tariat team should also welcome secondments 
from the World Bank, IMF, WTO, and G20 
Presidency country (India in 2022). Reporting 
directly to the UN Deputy Secretary-General, 
Amina Mohammed (who also chairs the UN 
Sustainable Development Group), the secretariat 
should be entrusted with backstopping Member 
States’ pre-summit work groups and drafting the 
summit’s global green recovery plan under their 
supervision, building directly upon relevant, 
existing international climate/COVID response 
planning frameworks. These include the United 
Nations Comprehensive Response to COVID-19 
(encompassing: i) the WHO-led COVID-19 
Strategic Preparedness and Response Plan; ii) 
the Global Humanitarian Response Plan; and iii) 
the UN Socio-Economic Response Framework, 
which positions climate action as a priority);382 
the World Bank and IMF’s High-Level Advisory 
Group on Sustainable and Inclusive Recovery 
and Growth;383 the WTO’s High-Level Dialogue 
with the WHO on “Expanding COVID-19 vac-
cine manufacture to promote equitable ac-
cess”;384 and the G20’s Health Summit,385 Climate 
and Energy Ministerial,386 and annual Leaders’ 
Summit Declarations. 

Ensure an effective communications and so-
cial media plan: A robust communications 
and social media outreach plan, developed 

and led by the summit’s secretariat, should be 
prioritized early in the summit’s preparations, 
underscoring initial progress (e.g., from the 
currently scheduled international meetings 
noted above) and early wins that can improve 
conditions for achieving more ambitious mile-
stones as the summit nears. Special attention 
should also be given to reframing narratives to 
counter public messaging from potential spoil-
ers, as well as engaging formal and informal 
non-traditional, local-level spokespersons—
such as television and radio personalities, re-
ligious clergy, tribal elders, and civil society 
leaders—to make the case for the summit’s 
global green recovery plan over the short-, 
medium-, and long-term.

Integrate ambitious ideas from major 
pre-scheduled international meetings, while 
standing up working groups in New York to 
develop the summit’s agenda: As noted above, 
the summit will take full advantage of major 
upcoming international gatherings to generate 
momentum for a common approach to broad-
based and green recovery and begin to sig-
nal high-level political support for the Green 
Pandemic Recovery Summit in September 
2022. At the same time, working groups are 
needed in New York at UN Headquarters to 
prepare a coherent, joined-up plan for recovery 
from COVID-19 that underscores coordinated 
macroeconomic, social, and environmental 
policies and programs across countries and 
regions. Organized under the four proposed 
thematic headings—sustainable recovery, fair 
and inclusive recovery, a health-focused re-
covery that protects the most vulnerable, and 
a digitally connected recovery—half of each 
manageably-sized working group could consist 
of G20 country representatives (with total par-
ticipation balanced between the Global North 
and Global South) and be co-led by a devel-
oped and developing country UN Permanent 
Representative appointed by the President of 
the General Assembly. The working groups 
should also engage actively with representa-
tives from civil society, the business communi-
ty, parliamentarians, and think tanks through 
several carefully designed consultative tracks 
(see figure 7.1).
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Ensure that the summit results in a fo-
cused and action-oriented agenda for a just, 
healthy, and sustainable global recovery: 
Convened in a G20+ formation (see box 7.2) 
during 2022’s UN General Assembly High-
Level Week (20-26 September), the Heads of 
State and Government-level Green Pandemic 
Recovery Summit will conclude negotiations 
around a comprehensive global green recovery 
plan (see first bullet above). The adopted by 
consensus plan would encompass both pro-
grammatic initiatives—ideally, inspired by 
many of the ideas floated in this and related 
studies—and structural economic reforms 
that are carefully prioritized, sequenced, bud-
geted, and able to be monitored closely (over 
the short-, medium-, and long-term) given 
their concrete, time-bound, and measurable 
character. Instead of reinventing the wheel, 
the summit’s global green recovery plan would 

build directly upon—and ensure close win-win 
synergies with relevant earlier international 
planning frameworks, as well as to acknowl-
edge the wealth of green deals and programs 
underway around the world.

Broadening dialogue and ideas
It is critical that summit organizers reach out 
to a wide range of potential idea contributors 
and be seen to be doing so. That effort should 
elevate voices of women and youth, national 
legislators, and scholars, as well as sponsor a 
series of Track 1.5 dialogues to help feed ideas 
to the working groups charged with developing 
summit content.

Elevate citizens’ voices, especially women and 
youth, through global-regional civil society fo-
rums and online platforms: Organized in dif-
ferent regions to engage a broad cross-section 

Figure 7.1: Roadmap to the 2022 Green Pandemic Recovery Summit
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of global civil society and sometimes in con-
junction with the aforementioned internation-
al meetings culminating in next September’s 
summit, a series of global-regional civil soci-
ety forums could encourage non-governmen-
tal advocacy, research, and business-oriented 
groups to provide a watchdog role and weigh-
in on the kinds of broad-based and green re-
covery policy prescriptions world leaders need 
to hear. Women and youth leaders should be 
given prominent speaking roles at these fo-
rums, especially since national female leaders 
have, to date, outperformed their male coun-
terparts in managing the COVID-19 crisis and 
its recovery, and young leaders, such as Greta 
Thunberg, have shown moral authority and 
climate action ambition far beyond older gen-
erations. These in-person discussions should 
also be complemented by virtual dialogues to 
extend this outreach effort’s reach and the par-
ticipation of diverse stakeholders from across 
civil society.

Organize a two-part dialogue with Global 
Parliamentarians on Green Pandemic 
Recovery, in conjunction with the summit: 
Legislators associated with national and re-
gional parliaments can bring fresh ideas—as 
well as strong constituent connections—to 
the preparation of a global green recovery 
plan. To maximize their substantive inputs 
and visibility vis-à-vis global media, the par-
liamentarians’ participation could begin with 
the preparation of a declaration through a 
legislators-only online dialogue (April-May 
2022), followed by a presentation of the decla-
ration to the summit’s four thematic working 
groups (June 2022), active public promotion 
of the declaration in each parliamentari-
an’s constituency (July-August 2022), and 
finally, through the convening of a Global 
Parliamentarians Forum on Green Pandemic 
Recovery, immediately prior to the summit in 
New York (September 2022), to rally further 
support for a progressive forward agenda.

Commission independent research to inform 
summit deliberations: To ensure that policy-
makers can access up-to-date analysis based 
on the latest empirical evidence, the summit’s 
secretariat should commission independent 

research in the form of both policy briefs and 
more in-depth studies on major issues and 
broad-based and green recovery proposals un-
der consideration. This would usefully include 
a focus on resource mobilization and “right-fi-
nancing”387 in order to crowd in private capi-
tal, made necessary by the global macro-fiscal 
crisis. In addition to both synthesizing earli-
er research and challenging conventional as-
sumptions, the studies commissioned should 
give priority to creative and actionable green 
recovery reform proposals for which world 
leaders and international institutions could 
be held accountable. 

Undertake a Track 1.5 exercise to feed well-re-
searched and creative proposals into summit 
preparations: A series of Track 1.5, off-the-re-
cord global policy dialogues would help govern-
ments and international organizations think 
carefully through the implications of policy and 
institutional reform ideas under consideration in 
the lead-up to the summit. The series could in-
volve the co-lead UN Permanent Representatives 
for the summit’s four proposed thematic working 
groups, leaders from international organizations, 
academia, think tanks, the business communi-
ty, and global civil society, and former world 
leaders associated with the Club de Madrid, 
The Elders, and Group of Women Leaders for 
Change and Inclusion. Facilitated by the new 
Global Governance Innovation Network, this 
multi-stakeholder exercise could draw upon—
and help to peer review—the independent re-
search and creative proposals commissioned by 
the summit’s secretariat.

Catalyzing key supportive efforts
Summit outcomes will need financing, and the 
Spring Meetings of the World Bank and IMF 
would offer a compelling backdrop for such fi-
nancial planning. Summit outcomes will also 
require monitoring and assessment, something 
that the recommended G20+ should have both 
the interest and the ability to support. 

Convene a High-Level Meeting on Green 
Pandemic Recovery Financing, in conjunction 
with April 2022 World Bank-IMF Meetings: 
The Green Recovery Financing High-Level 
Meeting—akin in many ways to the July 2015 
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Addis Ababa Financing for Development 
Conference that preceded the adoption of the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development—
could give special attention to addressing pub-
lic-private (or blended) financing for a broad-
based and green recovery from the coronavirus. 
This would entail addressing—in part, through 
integrated national financing frameworks388—
the financing gap to achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goals estimated at U.S. $2.5 
trillion annually, with some U.S. $1.7 trillion 
attributed to growing needs and declining re-
sources associated with COVID-19.389 It could 
also underscore the importance of mobilizing 
domestic revenue, combating illicit financial 
flows, and ensuring that all Green Pandemic 
Recovery Summit commitments are financial-
ly supported to incentivize follow-through. 
Held in conjunction with the April 2022 World 
Bank-IMF Meetings, it should forge linkages 
with the midpoint review of the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development by the UN High-
Level Political Forum in July 2023. It should 
also integrate ideas for a “Bretton Woods II 
Conference”, as presented in section IV (see 
recommendation 4.5).

Establish a joint, UN-G20 mechanism for 
tracking post-summit progress and taking 
corrective action, as and when necessary: 
Even the best-designed and well-financed glob-
al green recovery plan will require careful gar-
dening and high-level political attention to fa-
cilitate its full, time-sensitive implementation, 
because setbacks of various kinds are inevita-
ble. Servicing this new mechanism for tracking 
progress, a small UN successor office to the 
summit’s secretariat could, together with the 

proposed G20+ secretariat (box 7.2), prepare 
and disseminate both quarterly and annual 
progress reports,  assess implementation gaps, 
and recommend early corrective action.

Potential bottlenecks to progress
Potential obstacles of both a practical and 
high-level political nature are foreseen for tak-
ing forward the proposed global green recov-
ery plan and related Green Pandemic Recovery 
Summit to facilitate the plan’s deliberation, 
adoption, and implementation. On the practical 
side, traditional donor countries, corporations, 
and foundations expected to help mobilize re-
sources worldwide for broad-based and green 
recovery collectively took a major hit in 2020 
(with a 3.3 percent contraction in the world 
economy). A balance will, therefore, need to be 
struck between competing domestic and inter-
national recovery demands, and between an eq-
uitable and thoughtful distribution of resources 
across the major thematic components of the 
recovery plan.

On the high-level political side, two major con-
siderations stand out: 

First, as noted above, the G7’s new Build Back 
Better World (B3W) partnership aims to cata-
lyze infrastructure investments totaling hun-
dreds of billions of dollars for low- and mid-
dle-income countries, driving green growth in 
line with the Paris Climate Agreement and the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.390 
Meanwhile, since 2013, China’s Belt-and-Road 
Initiative (BRI) has poured billions into trans-
port, energy, and other kinds of major infra-
structure projects across the developing world, 

The trillions of dollars in COVID-19 stimulus 
spent in the richest countries confirm that 
financial tools are available for serious issues 
when political will is mustered and creative 
market incentives are introduced.
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and the BRI’s focus going forward will have 
enormous implications for post-pandemic re-
covery too.391 Sooner rather than later, some 
degree of coordination between the B3W and 
BRI—including steps to avoid unnecessarily 
working at cross-purposes within a specific 
country or region—would be prudent, espe-
cially where shared goals may co-exist around, 
for example, climate action and employment 
generation. Indeed, in this regard, the pro-
posed Green Pandemic Recovery Summit 
could serve as an important first step. 

Second, the close, mutually reinforcing relation-
ship between the global green recovery plan and 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
needs to be defined early in preparations for the 
summit. Especially with the 2030 Agenda’s mid-
point review being planned for the July 2023 
High-Level Political Forum, the September 2022 
summit during UNGA High-Level Week offers 
an opportunity to recalibrate and endorse the 
updated seventeen Sustainable Development 
Goals to better meet urgent socioeconomic, 
environmental, and human rights needs that 
target communities and individuals adversely 
affected by COVID-19 and its severe knock-on 
effects. This will also entail updating national 
Sustainable Development Goals action plans 
(under development and implementation since 
2016) to incorporate tailored strategies for 
broad-based and green recovery coming out 
of the pandemic. Fortunately, plans are now 
afoot to fully integrate, by early 2022, the UN’s 
comprehensive COVID-19 response plans into 
the UN system’s normal country-level program 
cycle organized around the UN Sustainable 
Development Cooperation Framework (with its 
focus on national level implementation of the 
17 Sustainable Development Goals by 2030).392

Toward a Broad-based 
and Green Global 
Recovery for All
UN Secretary-General António Guterres has 
spoken with growing alarm about the “Triple 
Planetary Emergency” of global warming, 
nature loss, and pollution.393 From the 1987 

coining of the term “sustainable development” 
by the World Commission on Environment and 
Development to other more recent conceptu-
al advances, such as just transition, circular 
economy, and global green growth, humanity 
is collectively starting to comprehend the chief 
elements of how to respond to these three, inter-
locking environmental crises—and, at the same 
time, the contours of a broad-based and green 
global recovery coming out of the pandemic. 
Moreover, the trillions of dollars in COVID-19 
stimulus spent in the richest countries confirm 
that financial tools are available for serious is-
sues when political will is mustered and cre-
ative market incentives are introduced. What is 
most needed now are the practical operational 
details of a durable, environmentally-sensitive, 
and equitable socioeconomic path worldwide 
going forward, with clear goals, timelines, and 
creative programming ideas (such as the twen-
ty presented in this report). Commitments 
and resources drawn from related initiatives 
can also help, building on the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, the Build Back Better 
World partnership, the Belt-and-Road Initiative, 
and the wealth of green deals and programs un-
derway around the world.

People and nations are understandably reeling 
from the present pandemic, the fear that we 
may be nearing the point of no return with re-
spect to catastrophic climate change, and other 
global threats looming on the horizon. History 
teaches us that in times of great tumult and hu-
man anguish—think the two World Wars, the 
1918-20 Great Influenza, severe depletion of the 
ozone layer in the 1980s, and recurrent fam-
ines—leaders have emerged, and their govern-
ments and citizens have mobilized to effectuate 
mammoth and seemingly improbable changes 
through global collective action. Fortunately, 
we already possess a system of multilater-
al institutions, with the United Nations at its 
heart, designed to nurture and help steer, even 
if imperfectly, a worldwide political consensus 
toward (and activate governments, business-
es, and civil society groups in the service of) 
a shared just, health-focused, and sustainable 
action agenda to better cope with the current 
crises. Let’s get to work.
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Annex
List of resources on global governance innovation from the Stimson Center and its partners:

Reports and Books:
• Confronting the Crisis of Global Governance (June 2015)
• Just Security in an Undergoverned World (Oxford University Press, 2018)
• Beyond UN75: A Roadmap for Inclusive, Networked & Effective Global Governance (June 2021)

• An Innovation Agenda for UN75: The Albright-Gambari Commission Report and the Road to 2020 
(June 2019)

• Reimagining Governance in a Multipolar World (co-published by the Doha Forum and Stimson 
Center, September 2019)

• UN 2.0: Ten Innovations for Global Governance – 75 Years beyond San Francisco (June 2020) 
• Coping with New and Old Crises: Global and Regional Cooperation in an Age of Epidemic 

Uncertainty (co-published by the Doha Forum and Stimson Center, December 2020) 
• Fulfilling the UN75 Declaration’s Promise: An Expert Series’ Synthesis of Major Insights and 

Recommendations (June 2021) 

Action Plans from the UN75 Global Policy Dialogues series:
• Preventive Action, Sustaining Peace & Global Governance (Doha: Doha Institute for Graduate 

Studies, December 2018)
• Global Security, Justice & Economic Institutions (Washington, D.C.: Stimson Center, June 2019)
• Climate Governance: Innovating the Paris Agreement and Beyond (Seoul: Global Green Growth 

Institute, October 2019)
• Global Economic Institutions (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, November 2019)
• Roadmap for the Future We Want & UN We Need: A Vision 20/20 for UN75 & Beyond (UN75 

Global Governance Forum, September 2020)

UN75 Global Governance Innovation Perspectives policy brief series: 
• Towards Multiple Security Councils (June 2020)
• Multilateralism for Chronic Risks (June 2020)
• Closing the Governance Gap in Climate, Security, and Peacebuilding (September 2020) 
• Strengthening the Rules-Based Global Order (September 2020) 

UN75 Regional Dialogues summaries: 
• UN75 Regional Dialogue for Africa: Toward Innovation and Renewal of Global and Regional 
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While the COVID-19 pandemic continues to top lists of pressing global concerns, the Intergov-
ernmental Panel on Climate Change predicts that economic and political business as usual will 
likely push global warming to 3-4ºC above 1850-1900 levels by the end of the century, further 
magnifying already intense droughts, fires, flash floods, and sea level rise. To effectively meet 
rising public health, environmental, and related socioeconomic challenges, multilateral coop-
eration is urgently needed—as stressed in last year’s UN75 Declaration—to harness the ideas, 
capabilities, and networks of international organizations, governments, businesses, and civil 
society groups in the interest of effective global problem-solving. This report focuses on the 
emerging agenda essential to achieve a global recovery over the next three to five years that is 
sustainable, equitable, and inclusive. It further calls for a Green Pandemic Recovery Summit 
in September 2022, orchestrated by the United Nations and G20, to ensure that world lead-
ers commit to advancing, by all creative means at their disposal, a common approach to cli-
mate-forward and broad-based socioeconomic development post-COVID-19.
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