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Introduction

Covid-19 is an unprecedented event with socio-economic consequences of immense proportion 
for West Africa. The COVID-19 pandemic is probably the single most significant socio-economic 
event in West Africa over the last 50 years. While the number of deaths linked to Covid-19 in the 
subregion has not been as high as originally feared during the initial outbreak in March 2020, the 
pandemic has and continues to stretch regional and global health, financial and socio-economic 
resilience to their very limits. The Covid-19 pandemic kickstarted an economic recession in West 
Africa.  Economies in West Africa were growing at about 3% GDP before Covid-19, but are now 
projected at between 3% and 8% recession due to Covid-19 pandemic.1 The subregion is expected 
to witness inflation of up to 5%, alongside a dramatic fall in remittance and FDI in 2021 and 
beyond. Some projections indicate up to 30 million jobs could be lost and between 28 to 49 million 
could be pushed into extreme poverty. Meanwhile, the increase in food price in urban markets 
has also been attributed to the pandemic. Given the multiple dimensional relationships between 
climate and Covid-19 pandemic, it is certain that for the Economic Community of West African 
States (ECOWAS) and Africa at large, recovery from Covid-19 cannot be deemed successful if 
detached from the need to tackle climate change and put the region on the path to green growth. 
Therefore, making a strategic path to green and resilient recovery very imminent. This brief explores 
government responses to Covid-19, challenges and sector-specific recommendations towards green 
and resilient recovery in West Africa.

1. OECD 2020: Covid-19 In Africa: Regional Socio-Economic Implications 
And Policy Priorities retrieved from https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/
view/?ref=132_132745-u5pt1rdb5x&title=COVID-19-in-Africa-Regional-socio-
economic-implications-and-policy-priorities
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Challenges

It is desirous to recover the West Africa subregion economies from the Covid-19 socio-economic 
shocks without exacerbating GHG emission and its climate change impacts. To this end, some 
challenges to the green recovery are outlined as follow.

Lack Of System Thinking and Planning
Climate ambition will suffer unless there are deliberate 
plans to mainstream such climate goals into recovery 
efforts. Without clear thinking and planning, governments, 
keen to revive their economies can abandon their existing 
climate commitments and targets and begin to invest 
billions and trillions in the sort of economic activities that 
caused the climate change in the first place. For example, 
eager to save jobs and kick-start the economy governments 
could subsidize fossil fuel, lower vehicle emission standards, 
relax the ban on coal mining, remove taxes on high 
polluting economic activities, etc. The literature indicates 
that across 16 major economies, that have announced 
stimulus packages, roughly $2.2 trillion is being directly into 
sectors that have a large and lasting negative impact on 
the environment and climate.2 The consequence of such 
policies may well be the exacerbation of climate change 
with all the negative consequences such as loss of lives, 
sea-level rise, heatwaves, and possibly the outbreak of 
some kinds of new diseases.

Setback On Sustainability
The impact of the global pandemic is mostly felt in 
developing countries and exposes rural communities to 
higher risks of the outbreak. These major setbacks which 
paralyzed the economies of most African countries place 
a daunting responsibility on the various governments to 
first of all control the virus by limiting its spread as well 
as reviving and stabilizing a shattered economy back. For 
many resource-constrained governments, there is high 
probability to deprioritise environmental sustainability and 
adaptation and mitigation efforts at a time when the impact 
of climate change is getting more pronounced. Measure 
towards economic recovery may come a high cost to 
sustainability and health of the environment.

Worsening Public Debt Situation
Debt to GDP ratio, which has been on the rise – and huge 
macroeconomic problem in West Africa – has been greatly 
worsened by Covid-19.  With the sharp and enduring 
economic contraction following the lockdown as well as the 
massive local and international borrowing to fund post-
Covid19 recovery measures, West Africa will experience 
an unprecedented expansion in public debt in 2021 and 
beyond. Already public debt has gone up to 10 percentage 
points of GDP compared to the pre-Covid-19 situation and 
the increasing trend is likely to rise.3 Such an expansion on 
top of already weak public finance is bound to weaken the 
balance sheets of all central banks dramatically. Default in 
public debate repayment is also now more likely than ever 
before in the history of West African nations. This raises 
the possibility of assets seizure by foreign nations, further 
economic hardship and political unrest.

Economic Recession and Reversal Of SDGs 
Progress
Covid-19 could result in lower emissions but upend the 
achievement of SDGs in West Africa. The sharp and 
potentially long economic recession caused by Covid-19 
could result in the carbon emissions in the subregion being 
much lower than it is currently; but then, the economic 
recession could slow progress in the development of 
the technologies and innovation needed to make long 
term sustainable progress in tackling climate change and 
moving the economies along the green development 
paths. Moreover, global economic recession is likely to 
have negative impact in the efforts to achieve other critical 
global Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) such as 
achieving global food security, ending poverty in all its 
forms everywhere, ensuring high quality education for all 
and proving all people with access to water and sanitation.

2. Not Enough Climate Action in Stimulus Plans: https://www.wri.org/blog/2020/09/coronavirus-green-economic-recovery
3.  UNCTAD/PRESS/PR/2020/026/Rev.1 retrived from https://unctad.org/press-material/bold-public-spending-only-way-recover-better-covid-19-says-unctad-report
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Recommendations For Green Recovery and Advocacy

Greening Recovery Plans 
To ensure a climate resilient and sustainable recovery 
from the covid-19 pandemic, the ECOWAS should 
champion a push for win-win recovery plans that are 
underpinned by green economy thinking and effort to 
address climate change.  ECOWAS should champion 
efforts to promote options that seek to address the current 
wind of risks associated with the pandemic while building 
climate-resilient economies. It is imperative for member 
states to invest in green innovation, renewable energy, 
transformative adaptation, biodiversity preservation as 
central parts of their Covid-19 recovery plans. These plans 
must spell out rigorous actions which drive climate change 
and sustainable development priorities as key measures to 
tackling economic and social challenges of the covid-19 
pandemic. They must also capture commitments regarding 
the conservation of biodiversity and effective management 
of illegal wildlife trafficking, especially in the face of the 
zoonotic linkages of the Covid-19 origin. The authority 
must additionally provide crucial technical and financial 
support for country level recovery plan development. This 
will promote uniformity and coherence of recovery plans 
while supporting a case of practicality with re gards to 
actual, and not perceived, green recovery planning and 
action. 

Strengthening ‘Climate-Covid’ Related 
Systems
Covid-19 and climate change crises present opportunities 
to further enhance systems of water access and 
management, food security, and resilient infrastructure. 
These systems are affected by covid-19 and climate change 
dynamics (which are evidentially interlinked) and vice versa. 
Observation of the green nexus within the ECOWAS and 
Africa at large clearly indicates numerous commitments 
under these systems. Thus, an opportunity to further 
invest in these low hanging fruits has been presented by 
the pandemic, and as such, recovery actions must seek to 
upscale efforts within the remits of these systems. This is 
crucial as a result of the direct impact these systems have 
on widening or lessening the inequality, poverty, health, 
and financial challenge gaps.  Strengthening ‘climate-covid’ 
related systems therefore means putting in place working 
measures to ensure robust resilience against current and 
more importantly, future pandemics/crisis. This includes 
supporting climate-smart agriculture, improving water 
provision technology and access, promoting sustainable 
buildings among others. 

Prioritising Energy Investments 
The call for green energy investments as a pivotal action in 
promoting climate change resilient development, healthier 
societies, and economic empowerment remains a priority. 
Renewable energy investments have become more 
important in the face of this pandemic as requirements 
for consistent energy supply and stress on existing energy 
systems continue to increase. The economic, social, and 
climate implications of renewable energy investments 
across the ECOWAS sub-region is a key element in building 
a successful covid-19 recovery process. The African Green 
Stimulus Programme indicates that “investments in clean 
energy create three and a half times the number of jobs 
as the same size investment in fossil fuels” and “would 
enable further economic benefits such as improved 
healthcare services, especially in the most remote areas” 
while supporting further “the empowerment of women, 
who represent an estimated 35% of the renewable energy 
labour force and whose role will become more prominent, 
notably through the productive use of renewable energy”. 
The ECOWAS must align itself, therefore, to attract 
investments from all sources applicable to upscale clean 
energy projects and embark on energy mix diversification 
as efforts to combat Covid-19. This must be underscored 
by effective capacity building programmes and backed by 
respective country policies and sustainable development 
commitments. 

Tacking Spending 
It has become a popular phenomenon across the globe 
to see many economies signing up for economic stimulus 
packages in efforts to address Covid-19 challenges. Ghana, 
Senegal, Nigeria are some countries that have received 
assistance in this regard from the International Monetary 
Fund to support actions to address covid-19 challenges. 
All the same, the divide between fund acquisition and 
actual use especially for vulnerability mitigation activities 
across Africa cannot be overemphasized. It is imperative to 
monitor consistently and transparently, economic stimulus 
package use (by the private sector, media, concerned 
citizens, non-governmental organizations, international 
community to mention a few), to ensure the lives of the 
vulnerable are indeed being positively affected. Where 
applicable, sanctions should be meted out to countries that 
deviate from their green recovery commitments as fairness 
and inclusivity have not been ensured. 
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Promoting Social and Political Engagement 
Inclusivity via engagement of communities and leadership 
presents a good opportunity to dialogue on the most 
effective green options (projects, programmes etc.) in the 
short, medium, and longer-term. Building back better is 
much stronger and impactful when undertaken together. 
Additionally, this offers a simple but very responsive way 
of amplifying gender considerations in the green recovery 
planning process and subsequent implementation in many 
West African countries. The role of women remains critical 
in the green nexus due to their direct interaction with 
various ‘Climate-Covid’ related systems such as ensuring 
water availability, providing nutritional needs of households, 
selling farm produce among others. The ECOWAS can 
as a matter of urgency throw its weight behind countries 
that are already carrying out engagement processes in 
this regard and create awareness within countries yet to 
undertake such result-oriented effective green recovery 
actions.

Boosting Technology Use and Access 
Covid-19 and climate change crises have both underscored 
the need for technological development and investments 
as effective tools for managing related impacts. From the 
rising death toll and stress on medical facilities to the 
inability to meet food requirement needs, it is evidential 
that there is the need to expedite actions that seek to 
enhance improvements in technology and its application 
as well as adoption and replication to sustainably tackle 
current and future crises. The ECOWAS must put out 
an agenda to intensify technology use and access across 
the sub-region. This agenda must be supported by 
comprehensive and well contextualized research and 
innovation. For example, the authority can commission 
a research project into effective and efficient ways of 
greening healthcare infrastructure systems across the sub-
region. Subsequently, gains in technology use and access 
shall result in the digitization of the sub-region further 
promoting easy information sharing regimes, timely crises 
diagnosis and response, and more increased resilience for 
many formerly vulnerable societies.  

There are opportunities for governments to use the 
COVID-19 recovery efforts to shift their economies 
from a brown and unequal trajectory to a much 
greener and equitable path. With concerted effort, 
the government could act decisively in utilizing steps 
to reboot the economy into opportunities to invest in 
sustainable sectors, create millions of new green jobs, 
and facilitate a global green growth transition in the 
subregion. Hopefully, they will see that tackling climate 
change is not a needless inconvenience that should be 
set aside in the pursuit of the recovery of economic 
growth; but rather a necessity that needs to be 
tackled alongside, and indeed as part of the ECOWAS 
economic recovery plan. The green recovery pathways 
herein presented need a strong political will, beyond the 
business as usual approach, to execute the ambitious 
economic recovery plans of the government in the West 
African states. 

Conclusion 
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