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INTRODUCTION

COVID-19 may just as well be the
first event since 9/11 to change the
entire trajectory of international
affairs. Relations between national
governments, international
organisations, civil societies,
businesses, and us- the ordinary
citizens- have undergone major
transformations over the past two
years. It is important to understand
how COVID-19 has affected each unit
of organisation so that we can predict
future happenings on the global and
regional levels better. This report
aims to document the impact of
COVID-19 on four aspects of our daily
lives- politics, the economy, the
environment, and society. Written by
our team of undergraduate students, 

we hope that this report serves as a
guiding reference for policymakers to
understand the concerns of our
society better, especially from the
perspective of the youth. Through
this report, we also hope that you,
the reader, can understand how
COVID-19 affects each one of us on a
personal level. 

Regards,
CIAA Research Team 
(Semester B 2021/22) 
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DECLINE IN DEMOCRACY
DURING COVID19

In 1933, Hitler invoked Article 48 of the Weimar Republic as an emergency
response to an arson attack on the Reichstag building, which was labelled by
the Nazis as the beginning of the Communist revolution in Germany. Under
Article 48, a State of Emergency was imposed in Germany, under which the
government curtailed constitutional rights including the freedom of press, the
freedom of expression, and the right to assembly, which ultimately led to the
establishment of the dictatorship regime in the country and a state of
emergency that lasted twelve years . 

2



While comparing Hitler’s Empire to modern states imposing
emergency measures during COVID-19 seems radical, figures show
that there has been a significant decline in democracy and values
associated with democracy during the course of COVID-19.
According to Freedom House’s report, democracy has declined in 80
countries over the past two years. The dangers of COVID-19 have
resulted in governments having to take measures that restrict the
rights of citizens- whether intentionally or unintentionally.
However, in countries that already restrict or increasingly are
restricting the rights of citizens, including freedom of speech and
assembly, COVID-19 has presented a unique opportunity to justify
such restrictions. Whether through emergency laws, geotracking of
citizens, or censorship of media, governments around the world
have shown the willingness and the ability to implement such
measures. This makes it important that political and legal changes
brought about during COVID-19 are carefully documented and
examined. 

Image Source: Freedom House Report Special Report 2020
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https://freedomhouse.org/report/special-report/2020/democracy-under-lockdown


A state of emergency can be declared by the government when the
circumstances of the country are so extraordinary, such as during a
civil war, natural disasters, international wars, or during a
pandemic, that the government is permitted extra power to protect
its citizens- otherwise not allowed under normal circumstances.
Emergency powers can differ from state to state, however some
common features include- the suspension of the constitution, the
concentration of power with the President, or even the
implementation of a martial law. The authorities may pass
emergency laws and implement policies that restrict the freedoms
of the citizens without due procedure to respond to the emergency
situation immediately. However, this makes it incredibly easy for
governments to exploit their power. Historically, governments have
strategically timed controversial decisions to coincide with other
major events when the citizens are likely to be distracted, and
which raises the risk of such measures being integrated into normal
life in a post-covid world. The normalization of emergency powers
is known as the “normalization of the exception” as the exception
gradually becomes the norm. 

According to the COVID-19 Civic Freedom Tracker, as of September
2021, 109 countries have executed a state of emergency to combat
the spread of the coronavirus. Many of these were imposed without
a clear legislative or constitutional provision. For instance, in
Rwanda, lockdowns were imposed without any constitutional
provisions and without the approval of the Parliament. In other
cases, states have either exceeded the state of emergency beyond
the time frame stipulated in the constitution or do not have a
provision for the termination of the emergency status (such as in
Nepal). Hungary even proposed a bill to extend the state of
emergency indefinitely. National and subregional elections were
delayed in 79 countries, and while the effects of delayed elections
are not that obvious, the authorities had enhanced powers, which
could have been used to manipulate the processes or results of the
elections. In Sri Lanka, national elections were delayed, and the 
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https://voxeu.org/article/politics-distraction
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/publications/emergency-law-responses-to-covid19.pdf
https://www.icnl.org/covid19tracker/?location=&issue=5&date=&type=
https://ancl-radc.org.za/node/630
https://www.wfd.org/2020/09/29/sunset-clauses-dont-let-the-sun-go-down-on-democracy/
https://ecre.org/hungary-proposed-law-to-extend-the-state-of-emergency-indefinitely/
https://www.idea.int/news-media/multimedia-reports/global-overview-covid-19-impact-elections
https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/2020-10/COVID-19_Special_Report_Final_.pdf


Social groups already vulnerable in their countries are now facing
new challenges under COVID-19. COVID-19 restrictions and
regulations are arbitrarily being used to target minorities. In
Uganda, where same-sex unions are discouraged and
constitutionally banned, 23 people living at an LGBT community
shelter were arrested under the pretext of breaking COVID-19
public gathering restrictions, even though there are no regulations 

national legislature was left out of session beyond what the 
constitution allows for, which weakens the checks and balances on
the executive power. In Cambodia, the opposition leader was
arrested for “inciting the public to  break COVID-19 rules” when he
commented on the corruption prevalent in COVID-19 relief efforts in
the country. Political opposition activists in Azerbaijan were also
arrested on similar grounds. In Serbia, the judicial branch weakened
significantly as trials were carried out on video calls without proper
provisions, and sometimes even without the presence of defence
attorneys. 
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https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/03/uganda-lgbt-shelter-residents-arrested-covid-19-pretext
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/03/uganda-lgbt-shelter-residents-arrested-covid-19-pretext
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/04/03/uganda-lgbt-shelter-residents-arrested-covid-19-pretext
https://thediplomat.com/2021/04/cambodia-opposition-leader-charged-over-covid-19-lockdown-comments/
https://eurasianet.org/azerbaijan-cracks-down-on-opposition-amid-coronavirus-outbreak
https://eurasianet.org/azerbaijan-cracks-down-on-opposition-amid-coronavirus-outbreak
https://eurasianet.org/azerbaijan-cracks-down-on-opposition-amid-coronavirus-outbreak
https://www.fairtrials.org/news/commentary-preserving-procedural-safeguards-during-covid-19-crisis-serbian-perspective
https://www.fairtrials.org/news/commentary-preserving-procedural-safeguards-during-covid-19-crisis-serbian-perspective
https://www.fairtrials.org/news/commentary-preserving-procedural-safeguards-during-covid-19-crisis-serbian-perspective


on the number of residents living in a home or a shelter. In
Turkey, the Directorate of Religious Affairs made a statement
blaming the LGBT community for spreading COVID-19. In Cambodia,
the Ministry of Health made a distinction between COVID-19
patients belonging to the “Khmer Islam” minority and 
others in their official reports, leading to mass discrimination
against Muslim Cambodians, who were blamed for the local
outbreak. In India as well, Muslims were termed as “super-
spreaders” by the authorities for attending a mass festival
gathering, while the same term was not used for the attendees of a
mass Hindu festival gathering. In Bulgaria, predominantly Roma
neighbourhoods had stricter restrictions than other localities. 

COVID-19 restrictions have been mutually exclusive with Civil and
political rights movements and have posed a major setback to
movements around the world. States with already weak civil
liberties were quick to squash all public movements under new
COVID-19 regulations, banning large gatherings and imposing
restrictions on speech to allegedly counter the spread of fake news
and misinformation. In Thailand, pro-democracy protestors were
arrested under the Emergency Decree, with the spread of COVID-19
being one of the main concerns of the authorities. Similar setbacks
to social movements occurred in Hong Kong and Algeria. 

Censorship plagued the world as rapidly as the virus. In Vietnam,
criticising the government’s response to the virus led to hundreds of
people being fined for spreading ‘fake news ’, eventually after
which, Facebook itself agreed to censor posts that criticised the
government. In Sri Lanka, several arrests have been made of doctors
and journalists reporting on the COVID-19 condition in the country,
which was deemed to be false information by the authorities since
it showed them in a bad light. The same was seen in several
countries around the world- China, Malaysia, Indonesia, the
Philippines, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, the Philippines, Tajikistan,
Azerbaijan, Zimbabwe, Rwanda, to name a few. Academic research
related to COVID-19 was also blocked in many of these countries. 
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https://www.ekathimerini.com/opinion/252534/turkish-government-scapegoats-lgbti-community-for-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.ekathimerini.com/opinion/252534/turkish-government-scapegoats-lgbti-community-for-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-international-religious-freedom/cambodia/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/india-coronavirus-tablighi-jamaat-delhi/2020/04/02/abdc5af0-7386-11ea-ad9b-254ec99993bc_story.html
http://www.romea.cz/en/news/world/bulgarian-covid-19-pandemic-measures-have-closed-romani-neighborhoods-causing-job-losses-and-food-shortages
https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2020/12/17/how-covid-19-infected-human-rights-protection/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/fine-09032021182640.html
https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/publications/emergency-law-responses-to-covid19.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/11/china-clamping-down-on-coronavirus-research-deleted-pages-suggest


A growing trend of securitization of the state has been observed.
Countries have increasingly involved the military and
police forces in civil matters. In Kenya, within three months of the
implementation of a night curfew in March 2020, the police 
shot dead 15 people caught breaking the curfew. President of the
Philippines, Rodrigo Duterte, gave a “Shoot-to-kill” order to the
military if they found anyone protesting government COVID-19
orders. According to the CIVICUS Monitor report (September
2021),there have been reported instances of excessive police
(September 2021),there have been reported instances of excessive
police and military force in enforcing COVID-19 policies in at least
79 countries including France, Bangladesh, and Brazil. 

The pandemic has created a demand for geo-tracking services,
specifically for contact tracing to prevent community outbreaks.
According to the COVID-19 Digital Rights Tracker, as of 25 March
2021, 19 contact tracing apps with over 4 million downloads
combined globally, have no privacy policies. Out of the 47 apps
analysed, 60% had no publicly stated anonymity measures. The
International Center for Not-for-Profit Law’s (ICNL) COVID-19 Civic
Freedom Tracker states that such privacy issues have been noted in
61 countries, in many of which there are special agreements
between these apps or telecommunication companies to share data
with governments and private companies.  

CONCLUSION
The purpose of this report is not to spark paranoia. Rather, the
report attempts to shed light on how the political state is being
transformed while society is preoccupied battling the invisible
enemy, COVID-19. The report does not aim to blame governments
for tackling the virus in ways necessary, rather, it hopes that
governments are able to frame and implement policies that not only
preserve the health of the nation but also respect the rights granted
to their citizens. 
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https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/04/philippines-president-duterte-shoot-to-kill-order-pandemic/
https://monitor.civicus.org/COVID19September2021/
https://monitor.civicus.org/COVID19September2021/
https://www.top10vpn.com/research/covid-19-digital-rights-tracker/
https://www.icnl.org/covid19tracker/?location=&issue=5&date=&type=


December 2019 marked what could be called a “critical point” in the
history of the world. The SAR-CoV-2 (or COVID-19) Pandemic is widely
believed to have started in December 2019 and completely changed the
world. Several sectors of the world have seen massive changes over the
last seventeen months: The Digitalization Wave received a significant
boost with apps like Zoom and Microsoft Teams; the importance of
Healthcare Architecture became extremely apparent after seeing how ill-
equipped countries were in dealing with the outbreak; the Global Economy
received a significant shock, with UN Department of Economic and Social
Affairs (UNDESA) estimating a decrement of 3.6%; and even new forms of
geo-politics have formed such as Vaccine Diplomacy. As such, several 

COVID SHOCKS THE WORLD:
THE GREATEST DEPRESSION

INTRODUCTION
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https://www.chp.gov.hk/en/healthtopics/content/24/102466.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/publication/world-economic-situation-and-prospects-as-of-mid-2021/#:~:text=According%20to%20the%20World%20Economic,UN%20forecasts%20released%20in%20January.
https://www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/publication/world-economic-situation-and-prospects-as-of-mid-2021/#:~:text=According%20to%20the%20World%20Economic,UN%20forecasts%20released%20in%20January.
https://www.wsj.com/articles/china-seeks-to-use-access-to-covid-19-vaccines-for-diplomacy-11597690215


topics can be addressed when talking about COVID; however, this
article will be mainly focused on the effect of the Coronavirus, the
measures against it, as well as the changes brought by the
introduction of the vaccines on the Global Economy, with a special
focus on Hong Kong.
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COVID AND THE WORLD

Fig 1.0:  A. Global Growth, B. Change in global activity indicators (2020)

The COVID-19 Pandemic has had a massive impact on general
health and human toll, which continues to grow daily, with
thousands of deaths and several more suffering from a decline in
prospects and disrupted lives. In their Global Economic Prospects,
the World Bank has called this pandemic a representation of the
largest economic shock the world economy has witnessed since the
Great Depression of the 1930s. The World Bank estimates a drop of
7% in the growth of Advanced Economies, 2.5% for Emerging
Markets and Developing Economies (EMDEs), and per capita incomes
by 3.6%. From the data in Fig 1.0. A and 1.0. B, we can see the sharp
dip in year-on-year GDP (Gross Domestic Product) of the World,
Advanced Economies (such as the United States and Japan), and the
EMDEs (such as India and China). We can also notice a dip in certain 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/global-economic-prospects
https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/global-economic-prospects
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/e/economic-shock.asp
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2020/06/08/covid-19-to-plunge-global-economy-into-worst-recession-since-world-war-ii


variables, which are indicators of human activity, such as Air
Pollution levels, etc.

The pandemic has been the hardest on nations where Tourism,
Global trade, Commodity Exports, and External Financing, among
other things, form the crux of the national GDP, the after-effects of
which will likely persist ways into the future. The former Vice
President of EFI ( Equitable Growth, Finance, and Institutions) at the
World Bank - Ceyla Pazarbasioglu, has rightly said, "This is a deeply
sobering outlook, with the crisis likely to leave long-lasting scars
and pose major global challenges. Our first order of business is to
address the global health and economic emergency. Beyond that,
the global community must unite to find ways to rebuild as robust a
recovery as possible to prevent more people from falling into
poverty and unemployment."
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https://www.worldbank.org/en/about/people/c/ceyla-pazarbasioglu


Regional Economies around the world have experienced COVID
outbreaks of varying intensities. However, output in “Advanced
Economies” saw a sharp decline in 2020, as the domestic demand-
supply balance, Trading, and Finance took massive shocks. However,
halfway through 2021 and aided by the rapid rollout of COVID-19
Vaccinations in large economies, as well as support from fiscal,
monetary, and financial sector policy changes, Global Growth
prospects have significantly improved and are now projected to
expand by 5.4% in 2021. 
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Fig 1.2: A. Daily cumulative confirmed cases and containment measures (Stringency Index). The stringency index range
is between 0(least) and 100(most). The sample includes 32 advanced economies; B. Confidence data are normalized

across countries (data from 2015 to 2019). Asterisk indicates that 2020 data is up to May 2020. 

According to the World Bank, advanced Economies, collectively,
were projected for economic expansions of about 1.6% but have
now undergone a compression of 7%. As the number of COVID cases
rose, governments implemented far-reaching lockdowns and other
restrictions to slow the pandemic and aid the healthcare
architecture, as can be seen from the “Stringency Index” in Fig
1.2.A, which refers to the average sub-indices of nine COVID
Mitigation measures: 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/global-economic-prospects
https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/global-economic-prospects


School closings 
Workplace closings
Cancelation of public events and public transport 
Restriction on gatherings 
Stay-home requirements
Restrictions to international and domestic travel
Public information campaigns 
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Fig 1.2 A and B represent shocks to both the demand and supply
activities of said economies. Considering the Demand side of things,
the above measure, elevated uncertainty, and falling confidence in
the economy have caused declines in consumer consumption and
investments. According to the Global Economic Prospects Report,
heightened risk aversion and a "flight" to economic safety have
induced tighter credit conditions for normally eligible borrowers.
Furthermore, on the supply side, the supply chain has been
disrupted due to businesses' shutting down, increased
unemployment rates, and steep dips in production rates. As a
consequence, this reduced economic activity has considerably lead
to plummeting consumer confidence.

https://www.investopedia.com/terms/c/cci.asp
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Fig 1.3: A. Graph comparing COVID work hours to pre-COVID work hours; B. US Transportation Security Admin.
Passenger Traffic Data; C. US Oil Prices and Oil Structures Investment

Furthermore, the decline in the oil prices had decreased
investments into the United States shale oil sector. To combat this
impending economic apocalypse, The United States Federal Reserve
had announced certain far-reaching measures to stabilize financial
institutions. They included – unlimited purchases of US government
debt and mortgage-backed obligations, large-scale purchases of
corporate bonds and of securities issued by lower levels of
government (over $1 trillion in loans to firms and to state
governments), as well as a $1.9 billion fiscal stimulus package  

In the United States, as shown in Fig 1.3, certain high-frequency service sectors,
such as services and travel, have had a perplexing dip in activity.

https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/global-economic-prospects
https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/global-economic-prospects
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(March 2021). The World Economic Situations Report 2021 believes
that the stimulus package has augmented personal disposable 
incomes and boosted consumer spending, while the proposal to
increase public investments has raised expectations about future
growth prospects. As such, the US GDP is projected to expand by
6.2% in 2021, which will enable it to surpass pre-COVID levels of
output. The Situations Report credits rapid progress on vaccinations
with this surge in consumer confidence stating, "While the daily
number of new confirmed COVID-19 cases remains relatively high,
households and businesses have regained confidence and turned
more optimistic".

COVID AND HONG KONG
Hong Kong entered 2020 on the back foot, with a receding economy.
With the US-China Trade War, the Hong Kong Autonomy Act, and
domestic social unrest, Hong Kong’s GDP had already declined to a
-3% by December 2019. And on January 23rd 2020, Hong Kong
recorded its first COVID-19 case, spreading like wildfire almost
immediately (crossing 70 in under a month). As of June 12th 2021,
Hong Kong accounts for 11,875 confirmed cases (175 million
globally) with 210 deaths (3.77 million globally). The global health
crisis has delivered quite a significant shock to Hong Kong's
economy; the GDP contracted to its lowest ever of -9.1% in the first
quarter of 2020. This relatively good situation can be attributed to
the Hong Kong government's actions during the pandemic's infancy,
having already dealt with a previous SARS epidemic in 2003. Which
managed to pull Hong Kong back from the pit of depression – the
first quarter of 2021 saw Hong Kong’s GDP expanding by an
unprecedented 17% since the 1st quarter of 2020 up to +7.9%. 

To contain the virus, as mentioned in the Legislative Councils’
Research Brief, the government, for the first time, imposed cross-

https://www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/publication/world-economic-situation-and-prospects-as-of-mid-2021/#:~:text=According%20to%20the%20World%20Economic,UN%20forecasts%20released%20in%20January.
https://tradingeconomics.com/hong-kong/gdp-growth-annual
https://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/202012/14/P2020121400394.htm
https://www.coronavirus.gov.hk/eng/index.html
https://tradingeconomics.com/hong-kong/gdp-growth-annual
https://tradingeconomics.com/hong-kong/gdp-growth-annual
https://tradingeconomics.com/hong-kong/gdp-growth-annual
https://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/202012/14/P2020121400394.htm
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boundary epidemic control with a raft of social distancing measures
– suspension of schools and classes, work from home arrangements,
etc. They also adopted an “early identification, early isolation, and
early treatment of the infected" strategy, which included mass
testing, contact tracing, and provisions of quarantine and isolation
facilities. Consequently, these measures lead to a decline in
economic activity, adversely affecting the Hong Kong economy's
four pillar industries (up to 60% of the GDP): The Financial Services;
Tourism; Trading and Logistics; Professional and Producer Services.

Fig 2.1: Unemployment and Under-employment situation in Hong Kong

Aside from the fact that Hong Kong saw an unemployment rate of
6.4% (the highest in 16 years), the effect of the pandemic was
rather lopsided. The “Financial Services" Industry has seemed to
remain relatively resilient, seeing positive growth in establishments
and employment: 9.4% in Financing, 5.9% in Asset Management, etc.
The “Trading and Logistics” Industry appears to have been mildly
impacted: Import and Export trades to -8.9% and Wholesale to

https://www.legco.gov.hk/research-publications/english/1920issh32-four-pillar-industries-in-hong-kong-20200703-e.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/global-economic-prospects
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-12.6%, Postal and Courier services have gone up to 30.2%, etc. The
"Tourism" Industry has received the most considerable shock: seeing
a -94.8% decline in Tourism, convention and exhibition domain, a
-26% in the Food services, among other things.

The Hong Kong Government's relief measures seemed to be one of
the quickest and most effective globally, leading to a 17% GDP
expansion. Aside from the nine standard COVID mitigation measures
(such as closing schools, and setting stay-home requirements, etc.),
the government set up the "Anti-Epidemic Fund" in Feb 2020 in
addition to a HK$120 billion relief package under the 2020-21
Budget. The fund totaled HK$ 191.5 billion (~6.7% of GDP) and had
three rounds of roll out which focused on: Job Retention (HK$81.15
billion), Relief Measures for affected businesses and sectors
(HK$41.83 billion), and enhancing anti-epidemic capability
(HK$24.08 billion), mainly.

Fig 3.2: Major usages of the three rounds of financial commitment, under the Anti-Epidemic Fund

https://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/202012/14/P2020121400394.htm
https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/global-economic-prospects
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As stated by the former Vice President of EFI at the World Bank,
Ceyla Pazarbasioglu, “the global community must unite to find ways
to rebuild as robust a recovery as possible." This pandemic has
indeed affected every country globally, and as it affects one
country, another is bound to be affected as well, a global “Domino
Effect," if you will. As such, most, if not all, nations of the world
have seemed to have adopted the customary nine COVID mitigation
measures: School closings, Workplace closings, Cancelation of
public events and public transport, Restriction on gatherings, Stay-
home requirements, Restrictions to international and domestic
travel, Public information campaigns. Many more take inspiration
from each other, such as with Hong Kong’s Job retention scheme. In
New Zealand and Japan, businesses with revenue decline beyond a
threshold due to COVID-19 are eligible for wage subsidies; in the
United Kingdom, retail outlets subject to mandatory closing down
may claim wage subsidies, etc.

Another major deciding factor for global recovery is – Vaccinations.
Universal access and immediate delivery of COVID-19 Vaccines are
essential for the inclusive recovery of the world economy.
Vaccinations will eventually lead to the development of herd
immunity and allow for the reopening and resumption of economic
activity. But the growing differences in the coverage of vaccinations
between countries and "Vaccine Nationalism” are severely
demeaning global recovery efforts. As of April 24th, 2021, 1.01
billion vaccine doses have been administered globally, with the
United States, the United Kingdom and China collectively
accounting for nearly 50% of all the doses. In Hong Kong, as of June
12th, only 15.5% of the population (1,165,661 of 7,500,000) has
been fully vaccinated. The faster that the population gets
vaccinated, the faster the nation can attain a sense of normalcy. 
However, about 2 million vaccine doses are still in storage, many of 

CONCLUSION

https://www.jhsph.edu/covid-19/articles/achieving-herd-immunity-with-covid19.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2021/2/7/what-is-vaccine-nationalism-and-why-is-it-so-harmful
https://www.coronavirus.gov.hk/eng/index.html
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-kong/health-environment/article/3134835/coronavirus-health-experts-suggest-selling-or
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which are due to expire as close as of August 2021. Therefore, it is
suggested that people should get vaccinated as soon as possible
and that the administration should bolster their vaccination
campaign. As vaccination rates are now, Health Experts suggest
donating/selling the remaining vaccines to other nations that need
them.

It has become clear that we are experiencing a historical event that
has forever changed the course of humanity. Furthermore, the
COVID recession has deeply affected the advanced economies and
caused the first economic contraction of the EMDEs in the last 60
years. Tourism, Trade, the Food Industry, Sports, leaving no sector
unaffected. It is stated to be the worst recession since World War II,
truly deserving of the title – “The Greatest Depression”.



The recent Global Risks Report from the World Economic Forum shows
that environmental degradation is one of the rising global challenges
faced by humanity in the 21st century. With the rampant spread of
COVID-19, it would be no exaggeration to say that the entire situation
added fuel to the fire. The seriousness of the pandemic has led to the
closure of airports, commercial activities, and global events. That
being said, these phenomena have placed a strain on the economy and
society as a whole. Face masks transferring into a valuable resource in
the battle against the virus, promoting community awareness and
increasing community acceptance of hygiene norms. Governments
urged people to stay at home or imposed social distancing measures.
Thus, the way the world works can be considered disrupted. 

WHAT IS THE
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT OF

COVID-19?

INTRODUCTION
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https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-risks-report-2021


Hong Kong, the global financial center located in Asia, is trying hard
to maintain its economic status even in the face of the pandemic.
Findings suggest that less socially and economically damaging
prevention measures, including virus testing, contact tracing, isolation
and quarantine of confirmed patients and their close contacts, and
moderate social distancing can effectively control novel coronavirus
disease compared to a complete city closure. Therefore, the aim of
prioritizing economic interests can be reasonably inferred from the
government’s epidemic prevention policy, and society does not seem
to have stopped functioning because of the public health issue. These
actions have sequentially created the problems this paper will further
discuss — the increase of medical waste and inappropriate waste
management, as well as the uncertainty of pollution reduction. 

Medical Waste and Improper Disposal Ways
As the World Health Organization (WHO) suggests, wearing a face mask
is recognized as a compulsory measure to prevent the spread of the
virus. As such, people begin to be more cautious about their personal
hygiene. This shift of mindset can be observed from the insufficient
supply of face masks due to the sudden rise of demand at the
beginning of the pandemic in early 2020. Meanwhile, PPE such as
single-use gloves and face shield masks, as well as hand sanitizer,
were also in short supply. When epidemic prevention measures become
a new custom in the communities, the consumption of medical
supplies naturally increases. Along with the COVID-19 outbreak, there
is a dramatic rise in medical activity and plastic-based PPE being used
all around the world. Consequently, the problems following up might
be the improper disposal of medical waste due to the public’s lack of
knowledge about the appropriate disposal ways. 

Medical face masks — a medical product designed to be liquid-
resistant and prevent the spread of the excretion of respiratory
droplets from infected to uninfected individuals. Also, its effectiveness
and function remain even when the face mask becomes wet. After a
short period of usage, normally one day, it will be disposed of. 
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As mentioned earlier, the increased use of face masks and medical
products daily has led to the improper management of PPEs waste,
which might cause new environmental problems. For example, Wuhan,
the city itself, had produced over 200 tons of medical waste when the
epidemic first broke out. Additionally, the amount of medical waste
generated in the city exceeds the city’s actual capacity of waste
disposal facilities by four times.

Furthermore, Tracey Read, the founder of “Seas Without Plastic” in
Hong Kong, once said that masks are made of polypropylene, a type of
plastic, and it is known to be non-environmental friendly. Large
amounts of single-use masks washed up to a 100-meter stretch of
beach in Hong Kong, threatening the environment and animals or
destroying the entire ecosystem. As a result, a marine conservation
organization warns that COVID-19 face masks that wind up in the sea
will take approximately 450 years to degrade. Moreover, surgical face
masks that are discarded will contribute to the pile of plastic that we
dump into the oceans every year. The species will accidentally mistake
disposed face masks. Still, the whole community might also face the
risk of eating poisonous species (e.g., fish) as those masks might
contain exotic chemicals and bacteria polluting the oceans. 
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Nonetheless, what can be done to reduce or reverse the harm that
humanity has created to the environment? Businesses might consider
redesigning the face masks by choosing the most suitable material
that could reduce the impact on the environment. Quilt (C10) and
Cotton 600 TPI (C11) are cotton materials that are used for producing
masks, offering the highest quality of filtration efficiency and
breathability while causing the least amount of environmental effect.
However, it might be challenging to ask people to switch from plastic-
based face masks to environmentally friendly cloth masks as the city
has low adoption of reusable masks. In the mid-year of 2020, the
government launched a free reusable mask program. Citizens were
required to apply online and receive their masks through the Hong
Kong Post. This policy has drawn criticism from the public. Many
elderly and underprivileged may not be able to use the online
registration as well as have privacy concerns about the personal
information the government requires before distributing the masks.

Besides, with restricted and limited public gatherings, the increasing
demand for food delivery and takeaways have, in turn, increased the
demand for plastic bags, plastic-made cutlery, and lunch boxes.
Although food delivery applications such as Foodpanda and Deliveroo
provide the option for the customers to opt-out of the plastic utensils,
it does not efficiently reduce the waste as customers might still prefer
to have plastic cutlery provided for their convenience. Also, one might
not exclude the possibility of other wastes, such as increased online
shopping activity. All these activities have undoubtedly added more
burden to the capacity of plastic wastes in the city. Therefore, a new
challenge is coming for waste collection jobs in Hong Kong, and
people should be aware of the risk of too much waste overwhelming
the city’s landfills shortly. 
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Air Quality and Pollution Problems 
Once operated as a factory, the world was forced to shut down
urgently, resulting in a moment that it had returned to the beginning
of the Anthropocene epoch. With the restrictions of travelling abroad,
countries started closing down their borders externally and
implemented lockdown internally. Newspaper articles begin to
highlight the blue sky, cleaner air, and clearer water that have been
discovered in different cities after lockdown. On the one hand,
research from NASA showed that regulations and laws such as
lockdowns that were implemented during the pandemic had cut
worldwide nitrogen dioxide concentrations by approximately 20%
since February 2020. Nitrogen dioxide is a contaminant in the air that
is mainly created by burning fossil fuels in industry and transportation,
both of which were drastically decreased at the pandemic’s peak to
control the new coronavirus from spreading. 

On the other hand, the stagnation of the global economy has resulted
in lower carbon emissions of air pollutants in industrial economies.
Satellite images from NASA demonstrate that NO2, SO2, and other
environmental contaminants in major epicenters have reduced by 20–
38% in Italy, Spain, and the UK. Pollutants such as PM2.5, PM10, and
NO2 had fallen by up to 30% in Italy. In addition, pollution levels in
New York dropped almost 50%, and China dropped approximately 25%.
However, industries that are forced to stop operating during the
pandemic may seek higher output levels so that they could catch up
with the economies as quickly as possible. In order to let the economy
back on track, governments may also loosen environmental regulations
and provide subsidies for those affected sectors. 

Following the lockdown policies and social distancing measures, “work
from home” became a popular culture when everyone was suggested
not to leave home too often to prevent the spread of novel
coronavirus. This new working culture is preferable for more
companies and employees. They could easily arrange more flexible
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working hours and contents and provide employees with more
possibilities to create values—no matter when and where one could
just open their laptop and start working. As a result, it helps to reduce
carbon dioxide and greenhouse gas emissions as the flow of people
and vehicles will decrease. 

However, it is worth mentioning that staying at home does not
necessarily help to reduce carbon footprint as the energy consumed
using Netflix for one hour is equivalent to driving a Tesla car for 30
kilometers. Yet, it has been argued that the amount of energy
consumed for live streaming is significantly dependent on network
selection, device performance, and design characteristics. Therefore,
the impact of live streaming on CO2 emissions during the COVID-19
pandemic should be discussed more comprehensively. Whether to stay
at home or go out, one should make wise choices as everything
humans have done will more or less affect the environment.

If one looked at Hong Kong itself, would it also positively reduce the
air pollutants during the pandemic? Researchers argued there might be
an uncertainty of the improvement of air quality in Hong Kong during
the COVID-19 period. Compared to historic data from 2017–2019, the
study indicated that pollutants such as NO2, PM10, PM2.5, CO, and
SO2 were largely reduced in 2020. Despite this, COVID-19 pollutant
reductions were not always more significant than pre-COVID-19
pollutant reductions, and emissions were sometimes considerably
higher during the pandemic. 

Although there has been a significant decrease in foreign tourists, it
has boosted the mobility of local people. The promotions offered by
merchants provide an alternative way for those who cannot travel
abroad. More people plan to visit theme parks during weekends and
public holidays or go to outlying islands for outdoor activities such as
hiking and camping. As such, the environmental impact on domestic
tourism should not be neglected as well. 
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To sum up, either internationally or domestically, the world and Hong
Kong are both facing the problems of huge medical waste and PPE
waste that might create more harm to the environment. Waiting for the
moment when the global epidemic will end, humans may have created
an unprecedented waste of masks. Once again, humans have made a
selfish decision to return to a “normal world” they want it to act like.
The short-term environmental change brought about by the suspension
of economic activity is only an illusion. Because after everyone has
become accustomed to the epidemic, economic activity will resume,
and factories will continue to emit harmful substances to the
environment.

COVID-19 is a warning. It is hinting at the flaws and vulnerability of
human society. It is irrational if one takes a chance that the pandemic
has helped delay or diminish the severity of climate change. In the
long run, countries, organizations, and individuals should work
together in a win-win way to make changes to environmental
problems.
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INTRODUCTION

Ever since the world has been introduced to the coronavirus,
everything has been disrupted. Covid-19 has had a major impact on
higher education which cannot be overlooked. According to a study
done by UNESCO, there are approximately 1.5 billion students in over
160 countries who are unable to attend their school due to the
pandemic, which has led to the exploration of different teaching
methods of online learning. This particular method, although the most
effective has been troublesome for not just teachers but students as
well who are also struggling with the emotional, physical and
economic difficulties that have accompanied the virus.

THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON
HIGHER EDUCATION
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Hong Kong students have vented their dissatisfaction throughout the
year-long disturbance that the pandemic has brought to their studies,
which they say antagonistically affected their performance at school,
physical and mental health, and future advanced education and
employment opportunities. Besides being dependent upon
contamination dangers and pandemic control measures, they have
battled with on-and-off school terminations for over a year. Students
find their PowerPoint slides or pre-recorded exercises hard to get a
handle on. Students have lost opportunities for personality
development at this critical phase of their life, including socialising,
networking , going to extracurricular exercises, travelling and doing
temporary jobs, all of which will affect their future employment. Only
27% of Hong Kong students studying in universities were happy with
their web based teaching methods picking up during the COVID-19
flare-up, and 60% discovered internet learning less helpful than
classroom teaching, a new review by the School of Graduate Studies of
Lingnan University (LU) uncovers. The three primary difficulties of
internet learning were absence of self-control (59.98%), a helpless
learning environment (56%), and eye weariness because of long screen
time (54.77%). Furthermore, a high extent of respondents said their
studying time (42%) and effectiveness (53.71%) diminished with web
based learning, while their work related pressure expanded (48%).
More than 85% of respondents (85.57%) desire to continue classroom
teaching, including 65.28% respondents desire to continue classroom
teaching accompanied by web based learning after the pandemic. 
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This dissatisfaction can be observed in students all over the globe. In
early 2020, the officials at the education bureaus were forced to close
campus and shift the classes to an online mode of teaching.
Universities in The United States of America have had to switch to
online classes, cancelled spring break vacations, and many students
were highly encouraged to fly back home for the duration of their
studies. 
Another survey conducted by Science Direct observed that among the
2739 respondents, 84 % showed no appeal to do their education
abroad after the pandemic. For those respondents who will keep on
pursuing further degrees abroad, Asian districts and nations, explicitly
Hong Kong, Japan and Taiwan, are recorded in the main five, aside
from the US and the UK. The pandemic has fundamentally diminished
global student movement as well as moving the portability stream of
worldwide understudies. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has acquired numerous difficulties to
advanced education in terms of instructing, learning, research joint
efforts and institutional administration. Additionally, this pandemic
achieves a fantastic open door for different partners to revaluate and
surprisingly re-plan advanced education with a powerful danger the
board intend to build the supportability and flexibility of this area
later on. This emergency powers advanced education partners to
rethink the job of data and correspondence advances, explicitly
auditing the effectivity of internet learning in advanced education. 
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 Although internet learning has been treated as a solution for
advanced education issues (for example rising educational costs),
students and educators have communicated many negative concerns in
regards to learning viability and collaborations during the pandemic.
The impacts of the pandemic on global advanced education are shown
in different viewpoints. As to student versatility, the lessening in
global students because of the pandemic will considerably influence
abroad higher education institutions, explicitly for those monetarily
relying upon the educational costs of international students. For
instance, the UK colleges would confront a roughly £2.5 billion
misfortune in educational cost pay in the new scholarly year.
Additionally, the pace of recuperation from the pandemic and post-
pandemic administration will turn into a critical factor for objective
nations to draw in international students.

To put it plainly, albeit the COVID-19 pandemic has contrarily
influenced the internationalization of advanced education, the pattern
of regionalisation may turn into a recent fad in worldwide advanced
education in and after the COVID-19 pandemic.
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