COVID-19 and its response: environmental policy options
The COVID-19 pandemic has had a devastating impact on the global economy (IMF, 2020a). In response, G20 economies have introduced recovery packages, of which approximately £2.7 trillion affects the environment in some way (Vivid Economics, 2020).
There was optimism initially that the global need for recovery spending posed an historic opportunity to reshape environmental policy and invest in low carbon transitions (IMF, 2020b). Options for governments included attaching environmental regulations to recovery payments, directly investing into conservation projects, funding green organisations and incentivising green products (Vivid Economics, 2020). However, disruption caused by COVID-19 also poses challenges to formulation or implementation of environmental policies: reduced tax receipts may lead to tighter budgets and governments have been pressed into relaxing environmental regulations in order to return to economic growth.
The UK’s approach to environmental policy in the wake of COVID-19 has been mixed. In the energy sector, government investment is crucial to the transition to a low-carbon economy (IEA, 2020). The UK government announced £billions of investments in energy, including over £4 billion to make homes more energy-efficient (Carbon Brief, 2020). This policy married the need for supporting additional jobs with a long-term strategy to make homes more environmentally friendly. Arguably, COVID-19 has not changed the overall direction of energy policy, which already focused on efficiency and clean energy; however, the need for recovery spending has unlocked additional funding. For example, £800 million investment in carbon capture was announced last December, but an additional £200 million was allocated as part of recovery spending (UK Government, 2020).
In agriculture, the government missed the opportunity to attach environmental conditions to grants to high-emission cattle farmers (Gov.scot, 2020), and standards have even been relaxed temporarily. For example, farmers have been permitted to use slurry without the usual limits and reporting requirements (Gov.uk, 2020a). However, there has been investment in conservation programmes (Gov.uk, 2020b).
COVID-19 has changed how we travel and where we work. It is not yet clear how these social changes will play out in policy terms and there may be unexpected effects. While less office travel may reduce the use of cars in the short term, it may also affect the viability of public transport services. Some governments have spent recovery funding on reinforcing cycling infrastructure: France has earmarked £1.2 billion for this purpose (Carbon Brief, 2020). The UK government has not allocated recovery spending to cycling, although it had already announced £5 billion for public transport and cycling initiatives in February (Reid, 2020). However, £2.2 billion of bailouts have been granted to four major airlines (Bank of England, 2020).
In a global context, the UK’s approach has been significantly more green than other major economies. Out of the G20, only the UK, France, Spain and Germany have announced spending packages with a net environmental benefit. At the other end of the scale, China only allocated 0.3% of its package for green projects (Vivid Economics, 2020).
There have been bold policy announcements in the wake of COVID-19 and a shift in public perception and behaviour that may affect policy in years to come. While substantial investment has been made in green projects, the UK has arguably missed an opportunity to underline this investment with environmental regulations and incentives that accelerate the transition to a greener economy.

References
Bank of England, 2020. Market Operations Guide: Results and usage data. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/markets/bank-of-england-market-operations-guide/results-and-usage-data [Accessed 30 December 2020].
Carbon Brief, 2020. The world’s ‘green recovery’ plans to cut emissions after coronavirus. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.carbonbrief.org/coronavirus-tracking-how-the-worlds-green-recovery-plans-aim-to-cut-emissions [Accessed 1 December 2020].
Reid, C, 2020. Prime Minister Boris Johnson Pledges £5 Billion In New Cash For Buses And Bicycle Infrastructure. Forbes [Online]  Available at: https://www.forbes.com/sites/carltonreid/2020/02/10/prime-minister-boris-johnson-pledges-5-billion-in-new-cash-for-buses-and-bicycle-infrastructure/#553628bb6df6 [Accessed 30 December 2020].
Gov.scot, 2020. Farm payment schemes to alleviate COVID-19 pressures. [Online] Available at: https://www.gov.scot/news/supporting-agriculture/ [Accessed 7 December 2020].
Gov.uk, 2020a. Guidance: COVID-19 and spreading slurry or milk on land, or storing slurry: RPS C22. [Online] Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/COVID-19-and-spreading-slurry-or-milk-on-land-or-storing-slurry-rps-c22/COVID-19-and-spreading-slurry-or-milk-on-land-or-storing-slurry-rps-c22 [Accessed 3 December 2020].
Gov.uk, 2020b. Press release: £100 million rescue package for England’s zoos and aquariums. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/100-million-rescue-package-for-englands-zoos-and-aquariums [Accessed 3 December 2020].
International Energy Agency (IEA), 2020. Ministerial roundtable on Economic Recovery through Investments in Clean Energy. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.iea.org/events/ministerial-roundtable-on-economic-recovery-through-investments-in-clean-energy [Accessed 4 December 2020].
International Monetary Fund (IMF), 2020a. International Monetary Fund: World Economic Outlook, October 2020: A Long and Difficult Ascent. [Online] Available at: https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2020/09/30/world-economic-outlook-october-2020 [Accessed 1 December 2020].
IMF, 2020b. Beyond the Crisis. [Online] Available at: https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2020/06/turning-crisis-into-opportunity-kristalina-georgieva.htm [Accessed 2 December 2020].
UK Government, 2020. The Ten Point Plan for a Green Industrial Revolution. [Online] 
Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936567/10_POINT_PLAN_BOOKLET.pdf [Accessed 30 December 2020].
Vivid Economics, 2020. Greenness of Stimulus Index. [Online] Available at: https://www.vivideconomics.com/casestudy/greenness-for-stimulus-index/ [Accessed 16 November 2020].

