
Sustainable Mobility
Post Covid-19  

Is Covid-19 pushing the need for climate-friendly mobility?



Our world is engaged in a common goal – saving 
its people and economy from the impact of the 
Covid-19 crisis. Every country is putting its best 
foot forward in this path. 

But while we all are fighting one crisis, do we 
pause the others?   

Kristalina Georgieva, Managing Director at 
IMF, says No. As part of the recent Petersberg 
Climate Dialogue, her opening remarks 
put stress on a climate resilient future. She 
emphasizes that coming out of one crisis 
does not mean entering another. Hence ‘green 
recovery’ is paramount as we all struggle to 
come back.   

Source: 
Climate Watch, based on raw data from IEA (2018), CO2 Emissions from Fuel Combustion, 
modified by World Resources Institute (WRI).

Historically, we have seen the transportation 
sector (road, rail, air, marine) contributing 
significantly to the energy related GHG emissions 
(Refer to the diagram below). All these sectors 
have suffered mighty considering the Covid-19 
crisis. And their demand in near future is also 
unprecedented. Out of all these sectors, there is a 
spotlight on private road vehicles as they would 
be the priority when the lockdowns get uplifted.  
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https://www.wri.org/resources/data-visualizations/world-greenhouse-gas-emissions-2016
https://www.wri.org/resources/data-visualizations/world-greenhouse-gas-emissions-2016


However, we also need to be cognizant that 72% 
of the global emissions from transport come 
from roads. 

A near to true picture of how a world with less 
road vehicles would look like was brought to 
us by a crisis. Nearly empty roads contributed 
to global CO2 emissions reduction by 5% in Q1 
2020 than in Q1 2019. This fall is majorly an 
effect of temporary shutdowns and stay at home 
orders. And hence, this may not be something 
to celebrate soon. A United Nations report, 
projected that a 7.6% drop is required every 
year from 2020 to 2030 to be in line with the 
Paris Agreement for the 1.5°C goal. Hence, this 
might be an early lesson that needs an action. A 
timely and important action to act strongly and 
scale up the investment in sustainable transport 
and technologies that are more efficient such as 
electric mobility is the need of the hour.   

Learning from the past is always a good way 
to plan the future. A team of economists 
undertook a survey of more than 700 economic 
recovery packages and combined the analysis 
from 2008-2009 crisis lessons and revealed 
that policies with climate focus result in better 
economic and climate impacts.

This time now, an understanding is being made 
that just saving the industry is not the only 
solution. There is potential for countries to 
use this time as an opportunity to transform 
the industry by including a higher scale of 
sustainability integrated within the stimulus 
packages.

Echoing these thoughts are leaders from world’s 
development institutions (IMF, World Bank etc.) 
who are spreading awareness and encouraging 
countries on “Build Back Better” approach. 

While stimulus packages are being utilized across 
the world to alleviate the immediate effects of 
the pandemic, some countries are using it more 
efficiently to boost green initiatives. Look at 
below world map highlighting few interesting 
things happening across the world where few 
countries have embraced green recoveries. 
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https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/ipcc_wg3_ar5_chapter8.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/ipcc_wg3_ar5_chapter8.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/ipcc_wg3_ar5_chapter8.pdf
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/30797/EGR2019.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://aclima.eus/en/green-recovery-packages-best-for-economy-and-climate/


Mobility of passengers or goods is both 
very important for the survival of national 
economies. The crisis had major impacts on it. 
The government guidelines for transport (for 
travel, for shopping, for going outdoors, for 
work) were made based on it being essential 
or not (though there was a lot of grey area 
around this). This basically led to non-essential 
travelling being stalled. A major impact of 
this was also seen in the improvement of 
air quality. This impact is again temporary 
but provides another learning that indicates 
investment in sustainable transport could help 
build resilient cities and prepare for any future 
pandemic. 

A recent report by ILO and UNECE “Jobs in 
green and healthy transport”, also suggests 
opportunities in employment could open in the 
future in the course of investment in public 
transport and shift towards electrification of 
more vehicles.

Hence some green strings attached to the 
transformation of this sector could be a helpful 
way to achieve lower carbon, climate-friendly 
mobility. A selection of examples is listed below – 
but of course there are many more.

Few examples highlighting green recovery

Latin America (Uruguay):
Fuel subsidies getting 
converted to EV subsidies

Germany: proposed a green 
stimulus package that has 
incentives for buying electric 
cars

Berlin: Increasing bike lanes

Canada: Loans 
for companies 
investing in 
climate action

Austria:
Conditional 
bailout (linked 
to climate 
targets) to 
airlines.

France: Stimulus package to 
boost local manufacturing of 
electric and hybrid cars and 
increasing government 
subsidies to incentivize buyers

European 
Union

Green Deal

Bogota, Mexico, 
Vancouver, 
Budapest:
Increasing
bike lanes

UK:
• £2 bn plan to boost cycling 

and walking both during and 
after the lockdown 

• £10 mn to support active 
travel infrastructure in 
Scotland

Spain: New 
Interim Climate 
legislation to 
boost EV
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https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_745151.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_745151.pdf


As we emerge from the shock of the Covid-19 pandemic and start to see the long haul that lies ahead of us for recovery, 
the other global crisis – climate change – has not gone away. If we are to build back better in a real, organised and 
resilient way, it is now time for far more transport professionals (and our infrastructure colleagues across all other 
sectors) around the world to turn their minds to crafting solutions that will address both Covid-19 and climate together. 
This plays out across the whole sustainability spectrum and affects every project at all scales, and every transport mode 
and system in operation today. 

The three critical aspects of true sustainability, embedded at the heart of the UN Sustainable Development Goals, 
have not changed: managing environmental and climate change, reducing social inequality and securing appropriate 
economic growth all remain ‘in play’.  To continue the analogy, if we take our eye off the climate ‘ball’ then we are 
effectively choosing to open ourselves up not only to the risks of more frequent climate mega-shocks – floods, fires, 
droughts and their consequent effects – but also the more insidious and gradual longer-run climate change – towards 
warmer, drier or wetter conditions or poorer air quality– that affect far more people and livelihoods everywhere, every 
day, often without being noticed or addressed.  The hard-wired link between these global sustainability challenges and 
our everyday transport roles may not be immediately obvious, but it is inescapable (and inexcusable) that in 2020 the 
transport sector remains responsible for around a quarter of global carbon emissions.  This proportion will increase as 
other sectors continue to tackle and reduce their emissions very substantially. 

On the basis that a crisis always generates new opportunities if we look for them, the time for action must be now.  

This paper is intended as a conversation starter but where the story ends depends on all of us. I look forward to hearing 
your thoughts. 

Rachel Skinner 
HEAD OF DISCIPLINE – TRANSPORT, WSP IN THE UK

FROM TRADITIONAL MOBILITY… … TO A CLIMATE-FRIENDLY MOBILITY

Increase use of cars 

Traditional Aviation Fuel 

Management of movement 
by car (including EV)

Concerns regarding EV batteries, charging 
and range limit consumer demand

Conditional bailout of industry 
(tagged with climate actions)

Electrification of trains exist but for 
freight there is more potential

Increase use of public transport and 
active modes (walking and cycling)

Reduced levels of aviation overall plus 
significant shifts towards greener or 

more sustainable aviation fuels

Increased congestion pricing strengthens the 
traffic management and helps raise funds 

for future investment in public transport

More knowledge, better and more widespread 
infrastructure and efficient business 

models increase consumer ‘pull’ 

Performance of industries is tagged 
to their climate actions 

Continued  electrification of freight 
and passenger rail systems 

Temporary and permanent bike lanes / 
Increase in lanes for cycling and walking  

Electric cars dominate, where trips cannot 
be fulfilled by other sustainable modes 

Data is utilized to better inform users, encourage 
sustainable movement and manage congestion 

More examples of low carbon vehicles

No (or few) bike lanes

Traditional petrol and 
diesel cars dominate

Traffic Management is getting 
difficult with rising urbanization 

Climate Smart Transport 
(Example – Quito Metro - Ecuador)
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Map Sources

VANCOUVER

JUNE 7, 2020

Bike lanes installed on urgent basis across 
Canada during COVID-19 pandemic (CBC)

FRANCE

MAY 27, 2020 

France unveils stimulus plan worth €8 billion 
for car industry (Deutsche Welle)

SPAIN

MAY 19, 2020

Spain to push for net zero by 2050 as 
government unveils sweeping new climate law 
(Business Green)

BUDAPEST

MAY 18, 2020

'Cleaner and greener': Covid-19 prompts world's 
cities to free public space of cars (Guardian)

LATIN AMERICA 

MAY 14, 2020

How redirecting subsidies could hasten the 
clean energy transition amid COVID-19 
(Business News Americas)

CANADA

MAY 12, 2020

Canada Ties Corporate Coronavirus Relief to 
Climate Action (Global Citizen)

UK

MAY 9, 2020

U.K. Government boosts bicycling and walking 
with ambitious £2 billion post-pandemic plan 
(Forbes)

GERMANY

APRIL 28, 2020

Germany's Merkel wants green recovery from 
coronavirus crisis (Reuters)

BERLIN 

APRIL 21, 2020

Coronavirus: Should we be cycling during 
lockdown and is it safer than ever? (The 
Independent)

AUSTRIA

APRIL 17, 2020

Austrian Airlines bailout to be linked to climate 
targets (EURACTIV Media Networks)

BOGOTA

MARCH 18, 2020

Bogotá expands bike lanes to curb coronavirus 
spread (Smart Cities World)

EU DEAL

A European Green Deal 

Sustainable Mobility Post Covid-19  05

https://www.cbc.ca/news/business/bike-lanes-covid-pandemic-canada-1.5598164
https://www.cbc.ca/news/business/bike-lanes-covid-pandemic-canada-1.5598164
https://futurism.com/the-byte/hong-kong-robots-disinfect-subway-trains
https://www.dw.com/en/france-unveils-stimulus-plan-worth-8-billion-for-car-industry/a-53578294
https://www.dw.com/en/france-unveils-stimulus-plan-worth-8-billion-for-car-industry/a-53578294
https://www.businessgreen.com/news/4015402/spain-push-net-zero-2050-government-unveils-sweeping-climate-law
https://www.businessgreen.com/news/4015402/spain-push-net-zero-2050-government-unveils-sweeping-climate-law
https://www.businessgreen.com/news/4015402/spain-push-net-zero-2050-government-unveils-sweeping-climate-law
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/18/cleaner-and-greener-covid-19-prompts-worlds-cities-to-free-public-space-of-cars
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/18/cleaner-and-greener-covid-19-prompts-worlds-cities-to-free-public-space-of-cars
https://www.bnamericas.com/en/news/how-redirecting-subsidies-could-hasten-the-clean-energy-transition-amid-covid-19
https://www.bnamericas.com/en/news/how-redirecting-subsidies-could-hasten-the-clean-energy-transition-amid-covid-19
https://www.bnamericas.com/en/news/how-redirecting-subsidies-could-hasten-the-clean-energy-transition-amid-covid-19
https://futurism.com/the-byte/hong-kong-robots-disinfect-subway-trains
https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/canada-covid19-loans-climate-action/
https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/canada-covid19-loans-climate-action/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/carltonreid/2020/05/09/uk-government-boosts-bicycling-and-walking-with-ambitious-2-billion-post-pandemic-plan/#55585d8b3d7c
https://www.forbes.com/sites/carltonreid/2020/05/09/uk-government-boosts-bicycling-and-walking-with-ambitious-2-billion-post-pandemic-plan/#55585d8b3d7c
https://www.forbes.com/sites/carltonreid/2020/05/09/uk-government-boosts-bicycling-and-walking-with-ambitious-2-billion-post-pandemic-plan/#55585d8b3d7c
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-climate-change-accord-germany-idUSKCN22A28H
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-climate-change-accord-germany-idUSKCN22A28H
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/cycling-lockdown-coronavirus-rules-exercise-a9476196.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/cycling-lockdown-coronavirus-rules-exercise-a9476196.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/cycling-lockdown-coronavirus-rules-exercise-a9476196.html
https://futurism.com/the-byte/hong-kong-robots-disinfect-subway-trains
https://www.euractiv.com/section/aviation/news/austrian-airlines-bailout-to-be-linked-to-climate-targets/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/aviation/news/austrian-airlines-bailout-to-be-linked-to-climate-targets/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/aviation/news/austrian-airlines-bailout-to-be-linked-to-climate-targets/
https://futurism.com/the-byte/hong-kong-robots-disinfect-subway-trains
https://www.smartcitiesworld.net/news/news/bogota-expands-bike-lanes-overnight-to-curb-coronavirus-spread-5127
https://www.smartcitiesworld.net/news/news/bogota-expands-bike-lanes-overnight-to-curb-coronavirus-spread-5127
https://www.bnamericas.com/en/news/how-redirecting-subsidies-could-hasten-the-clean-energy-transition-amid-covid-19
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en


Others

MAY 19, 2020

The COVID-19 pandemic cut carbon emissions 
down to 2006 levels (The Verge)

MAY 5, 2020

Green recovery packages best for economy and 
climate (Aclima)

APRIL 30, 2020

Global energy demand to plunge this year as 
a result of the biggest shock since the Second 
World War (IEA)

APRIL 29, 2020

IMF Managing Director’s Kristalina Georgieva 
opening remarks at the Petersberg Climate 
Dialogue XI

APRIL 24, 2020

The green road to post-crisis recovery (Financial 
Times)

APRIL 22, 2020

Could COVID-19 Be the Tipping Point for 
Transport Emissions? (The World Bank)

APRIL 22, 2020

How Covid-19 emphasizes the need for public 
transport in climate action: Reflections on Earth 
day 2020 (from home) (UITP - International 
Association of Public Transport)

APRIL 14, 2020

How coronavirus stalled climate change 
momentum (Financial Times)

FEBRUARY 19, 2020

The role of transport electrification in global 
climate change mitigation scenarios (IOP 
Science)

OCTOBER 16, 2019

Everything you need to know about the fastest-
growing source of global emissions: Transport 
(World Resources Institute)

2019

UN Environment programme – Emissions Gap 
Report 2019

2018

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
Report on Transport
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https://www.railway-technology.com/news/gb-railfreight-trials-use-of-commuter-trains-to-deliver-parcels/
https://www.theverge.com/2020/5/19/21262259/greenhouse-gas-emissions-carbon-drop-climate-change-coronavirus
https://www.theverge.com/2020/5/19/21262259/greenhouse-gas-emissions-carbon-drop-climate-change-coronavirus
https://www.duurzaambedrijfsleven.nl/mobiliteit/33527/felyx-corona
https://aclima.eus/en/green-recovery-packages-best-for-economy-and-climate/
https://aclima.eus/en/green-recovery-packages-best-for-economy-and-climate/
https://www.iea.org/news/global-energy-demand-to-plunge-this-year-as-a-result-of-the-biggest-shock-since-the-second-world-war
https://www.iea.org/news/global-energy-demand-to-plunge-this-year-as-a-result-of-the-biggest-shock-since-the-second-world-war
https://www.iea.org/news/global-energy-demand-to-plunge-this-year-as-a-result-of-the-biggest-shock-since-the-second-world-war
https://www.iea.org/news/global-energy-demand-to-plunge-this-year-as-a-result-of-the-biggest-shock-since-the-second-world-war
https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2020/04/29/sp042920-md-opening-remarks-at-petersberg-event
https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2020/04/29/sp042920-md-opening-remarks-at-petersberg-event
https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2020/04/29/sp042920-md-opening-remarks-at-petersberg-event
https://www.ft.com/content/16d84fbc-74fe-11ea-90ce-5fb6c07a27f2
https://www.ft.com/content/16d84fbc-74fe-11ea-90ce-5fb6c07a27f2
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2020/04/22/earth-day-2020-could-covid-19-be-the-tipping-point-for-transport-emissions
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2020/04/22/earth-day-2020-could-covid-19-be-the-tipping-point-for-transport-emissions
https://www.uitp.org/news/how-covid-19-emphasises-need-public-transport-climate-action-reflections-earth-day-2020-home
https://www.uitp.org/news/how-covid-19-emphasises-need-public-transport-climate-action-reflections-earth-day-2020-home
https://www.uitp.org/news/how-covid-19-emphasises-need-public-transport-climate-action-reflections-earth-day-2020-home
https://www.uitp.org/news/how-covid-19-emphasises-need-public-transport-climate-action-reflections-earth-day-2020-home
https://www.ft.com/content/052923d2-78c2-11ea-af44-daa3def9ae03
https://www.ft.com/content/052923d2-78c2-11ea-af44-daa3def9ae03
https://www.duurzaambedrijfsleven.nl/mobiliteit/33527/felyx-corona
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ab6658
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ab6658
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ab6658
https://www.wri.org/blog/2019/10/everything-you-need-know-about-fastest-growing-source-global-emissions-transport
https://www.wri.org/blog/2019/10/everything-you-need-know-about-fastest-growing-source-global-emissions-transport
https://www.wri.org/blog/2019/10/everything-you-need-know-about-fastest-growing-source-global-emissions-transport
https://www.iea.org/news/global-energy-demand-to-plunge-this-year-as-a-result-of-the-biggest-shock-since-the-second-world-war
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/30797/EGR2019.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/30797/EGR2019.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/ipcc_wg3_ar5_chapter8.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/ipcc_wg3_ar5_chapter8.pdf
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WSP is one of the world's leading 
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are dedicated to our local communities 
and propelled by international brainpower. 
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advisors including engineers, technicians, 
scientists, architects, planners, surveyors 
and environmental specialists, as well as 
other design, program and construction 
management professionals. We design 
lasting solutions in the Transportation 
& Infrastructure, Property & Buildings, 
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the globe engineer projects that will help 
societies grow for lifetimes to come.
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