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COVID-19 and other disasters: 
similarities and differences



A similarity: Poor people lose little in absolute 
value, but their wellbeing is the most affected

The poorest experience the 
largest welfare impacts

Impacts from lockdowns are also very heterogenous, and 
even more complex to assess



Another similarity: Beyond the direct effect, 
propagation through supply chains plays a key role



A difference: for many “traditional” disasters, 
consumption impacts are more than GDP impacts
After most disasters, most of the drop in consumption comes 

from the need to pay for repair and replacement of lost assets



For traditional disasters: fast reconstruction can reduce 
wellbeing losses; for COVID, strict and short lockdowns 
preferable 
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Source: Hallegatte and Vogt-Schilb, 2019, Advances in Spatial and 
Economic Modeling of Disaster Impacts

A stronger, quicker, and more inclusive reconstruction 
everywhere would reduce global well-being losses due to 

disasters by 31%. 

https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-16237-5


COVID-19 is more similar to a drought, where both water-
use restriction and water scarcity affect people



Material World by Peter Menzel.

What does COVID-19 mean for current 
vulnerability?





Precautionary 
savings cannot 
protect people 
from consumption 
poverty

Half of the households (51 
million individuals) would 
exhaust precautionary 
savings within the first month 
of the crisis if they tried to 
maintain pre-COVID 
consumption levels. 

Within 3 months, 63 million 
individuals will have entirely 
depleted their savings.



What is the right response in the 
post-COVID recovery? 





Source: Gentilini et al. (2020)

Short-term response to COVID-19 
economic impacts have led to a massive 
increase in the coverage of social 
protection across the world. 

The strengthening of social protection 
scalability, if maintained over time, can 
help make countries more resilient to 
future impacts of climate change.

Build on the social protection scale up and make 
the new systems permanent



Use recovery spending to capture all sorts of 
benefits: more growth, more inclusiveness, less 
pollution, more resilience, etc.



Source: International Energy Agency (2020).

Among the investments that generate more than 
10 jobs per million dollars invested, one finds 
many green investments such as
• Solar PV
• Urban transport infrastructure
• Building energy-efficiency retrofit or 

construction

However, one also has to consider:
• Skill composition and geographical 

distribution: will these jobs be accessible to 
the unemployed? 

• Timeliness: are these projects ready to be 
implemented?

• Domestic content and financial sustainability: 
will these projects increase trade balance 
issues or create unsustainable maintenance 
needs? 

Select projects and interventions with the large job 
content



Source: 

Depending on how they are designed, recovery and 
stimulus packages implemented to mitigate the 
economic consequences of COVID-19 can either:

- Entrench fossil fuel and carbon-intensive activities 
and practices, and reduce the resources available in 
the future to finance the transition to a zero-carbon 
economy

- Support and facilitate the transition toward a 
resilient and inclusive zero-carbon economy, through 
increased investment in public transit, landscape 
restoration, building retrofits

So far, stimulus and recovery packages offer a mixed 
picture, with less than 40% of resource supporting a 
green transition.

Invest in a resilient zero-carbon economy



Investing in resilience is sound, 
profitable, and urgent

$4
In net benefit for each $1 
invested in infrastructure 
resilience

Net benefit from building 
new infrastructure to 
higher resilience 
standards

$4.2 trillion
Cost of delaying action by 
one year

$100 billion



Source: Kornejew, Hallegatte,
Rentschler2019

A major opportunity through maintenance
In the power system

In the transport system
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Maintenance is very labor intensive, and quicker to 
do than investing in new assets
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More information? 
shallegatte@worldbank.org

mailto:shallegatte@worldbank.org
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