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Three defining characteristics of today’s 
world

 Interdependence

 All risks affect each other through a web of complex interactions
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Three defining characteristics of today’s 
world

 Velocity:

 Rapid change:

 Being slower by no more than 250 milliseconds (a quarter of a 

second) is enough for a website to lose hits to its “faster” competitors!

 Decision-makers have more information and more analysis than 

ever before, but less time to decide
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Three defining characteristics of today’s 
world

 Complexity:

 Complexity can be defined as what we don’t understand or find difficult to 

understand

 Complex systems are often characterized by an absence of visible causal links 

between their elements, which makes them virtually impossible to predict

 Complexity can roughly be measured by three factors:

 The amount of information content or the number of components in a system

 The interconnectedness

 The effect of non-linearity
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Three defining characteristics of today’s 
world

 Complexity creates limits to our knowledge and understanding of 

things; it might thus be that today’s increasing complexity literally 

overwhelms the capabilities of politicians in particular – and 

decision-makers in general – to make well informed decisions.
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Coronavirus and the 
environment
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Similarities of Covid Pandemic and 
Climate Change

 Both are systemic risks which propagate very fast and amplify 

the effect of each other and other risks

 The probabilities and distribution of their impacts are very hard, 

if not impossible, to measure

 They are global in nature and therefore can only be properly 

addressed in a globally coordinated fashion

 They affect people disproportionately (poor people are affected 

more severely)
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Dissimilarities of Covid Pandemic and 
Climate Change

 Pandemics are a quasi-instantaneous risks; by contrast, climate change and 

nature loss are gradual and cumulative ones. 

 Pandemic risk requires immediate action that will be followed by a rapid 

result, while climate change and nature loss also require immediate action, but 

the result (or “future reward”, in the jargon of economists) will only follow 

with a certain time lag

 In the case of the pandemic the causation link between the virus and the 

disease is obvious: SARS-CoV-2 causes COVID-19; In the case of 

environmental risks, it is much more difficult to attribute direct causality to 

a specific event

 Fighting a pandemic does not require a substantial change of the underlying socio-

economic model and of our consumption habits in contrast to environmental risks
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Effect of Air Pollution on Pandemic Risk

 Air pollution worsens the impact of any particular coronavirus 

including COVID-19

 By more susceptibility to corona virus infection and more lethality.
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Effect of Pandemic on climate change

 The pandemic is destined to dominate the policy landscape for years, that it could 

overshadow environmental concerns

 The economic consequences of the pandemic are so painful, difficult to address and 

complex to implement that most governments around the world may decide to 

“temporarily” put aside concerns about global warming to focus on the economic 

recovery

 It is in the best collective interest to pursue growth at “any cost” in order to cushion the 

impact on unemployment.
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Effect of Pandemic on climate change

 Accelerating the digital transformation and automation:

 This may lead to less need to transportation and less air pollution

 Change in behavior: 

 Consumption patterns changed dramatically during the lockdowns by forcing us 

to focus on the essentials and to adopt “greener living”
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Fear cannot be without hope nor hope 
without fear
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Greater Collaboration 
And Cooperation Within 
And Between Countries
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