
The arrival of COVID-19 has led to huge societal change, with far-reaching impacts to 
our home and working lives, as schools have closed and large numbers have begun to 
work from home. The effect on environmental management has been extraordinary. 
The UK has seen a noticeable impact on its waste streams with a big drop-off in 
commercial waste and a big spike in household waste. This has been complicated 
by the change in materials being collected and disposed of (for example, increased 
PPE from the NHS and likely confusion over whether/how to dispose of waste from 
households in quarantine). There has been reduced capacity to separate materials at 
some local authority sites (local authorities already operate different systems across 
the country).
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New large housing and commercial developments are dependent on 
ecological surveys and these are typically seasonal (Spring/Summer 
being the best time). There remain questions over what impact the 
current lack of surveys (and the delays/backlogs caused after lockdown 
is lifted) will have on building programmes. Even if automatic traffic 
counters and air quality monitoring can be undertaken during lockdown, 
the data collated during April and May will not be representative. 
Consequently, professional judgement will be needed. What is a 
reasonable assumption? Is there past data available? It’s also important 
to remember that all such developments go through a legal process 
(public consultations, notices erected on sites) and this must be fulfilled 
wherever possible with an appropriate consideration of impacts. This 
crisis has demonstrated the real need for site managers to collaborate 
with ecologists / environmentalists. IEMA itself is discussing with 
Government and the sectors it works with how best to accommodate 
such pragmaticism.

What the crisis has certainly told us is that all these systems are 
extremely complex with multiple interdependences and vulnerabilities. 
The challenge is thus how best to measure/manage/reduce these 
vulnerabilities in order to build back better.

“The crisis has seen people connect 
back into their communities. It has 
given us more awareness of what’s 
around us”

The future and how best to succeed

Businesses were already becoming aware of these complexities. Change 
was underway. When the greenhouse gas emissions target was an 
“80% reduction by 2050” (as per the requirements of the 2008 Climate 
Change Act), most companies were possibly expecting that they might 
fall into the 20% unimpacted. Now, with “Net Zero”, there’s really no 
hiding place: everyone is caught – and some organisations will have 
to work harder than others (actually strive for Absolute Zero). So, even 
before the crisis, many businesses recognised that they would have to 
go further, faster. This economic crisis has not changed the underlying 
risk of climate change. The sectors that IEMA has been talking to are 
not calling for a step back from those commitments (though, in truth, 
they are probably not asking for a stack of new requirements) as they 
recognise the climate science hasn’t changed!

It’s clear that those investment portfolios with strong environment, 
social and governance (ESG) credentials are outperforming those 
without, and green bonds are doing well. Investment will be tight going 
forwards but investors will be putting their money where they can see 
risk/resilience policies are already in place. Put simply: low risk means 
something is more investible – and those lower risk businesses will also 
have access to capital on better terms. This current crisis has provided 
a really important steer from the market that companies need to 
maintain and strengthen their sustainability programmes and those that 
better understand the system in which their business operates (their 
supply chain, their customer base, their role as part of society and their 
stewardship of the environment) will inform how the broader economy 
comes back.

Societal expectations have changed, possibly for ever

The crisis has seen people connect back into their communities. It has 
given us more awareness of what’s around us (lower air pollution, less 
traffic, more space for cycling). Some local authorities, anecdotally, 
are suggesting they are looking at how to embed this into the short 
term and beyond. So businesses that want to roar back may find that 
local councils are not in such a rush to open back up to the way things 
were before. And that may also be the response from employees and 
consumers. A thriving resilient organisation relies on the health and well-
being of its workforce. 

IEMA has had to respond to the changing circumstances of its members. 
Some are operating in frontline services (eg NHS) – so are working as 
before but under a great deal more stress; some have been furloughed, 
some are self-employed.

IEMA’s response has been to increase online service delivery and this has 
been well-received and will likely continue when current restrictions do 
not apply as the ‘new normal’.

The nature of environmental audits has inevitably changed as a result 
of the crisis and there has been a rapid transition to digital techniques 
such as remote assessment. It remains unclear how this approach plays 
out for the Environment Agency, as a regulator, can typically only act on 
what information it receives, either as self-reported (by a company) or 
via its own EA inspectors. It will be interesting to see if the EA similarly 
adopts digital techniques.
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