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Foreword

Anuna de Wever

The coronavirus caused the closing of borders and locked entire
continents down. Competitions were cancelled and people
prohibited from going to work. Planes remained grounded and vast
parts of the economy were put on hold as the world focused on
surviving the virus.

What a contrast with 2019, when thousands and thousands of
young people walked with me in Brussels, to demand an ambitious
climate policy! Yet, the stories of climate and corona are almost the
same: they are both signs of a planet in distress. The coronavirus is
the planet’s SOS to humanity.

In a crisis, the most drastic measures are taken. The unthinkable
becomes imaginable, because we are facing a virus that kills.

But where is our sense of urgency in the face of climate chaos? A
heat wave can kill a healthy person in six hours. A hurricane can kill
thousands of people. Forest fires can kill millions of animals. And
what if half a billion people were forced to flee because of food and
water shortages? Unfortunately, ‘climate change’ has a less deadly
ring to it than ‘pandemic’. And yet, COVID-19 is just a preview of
our future, if we do not change course. The pandemic is a warning
sign for a broader, global problem - one that we too often forget to
mention.



My visit to the Amazon rainforest took me deep into the natural fabric
of this planet. Although the web of life is still partly unaffected there,
humanity is busy burning that precious biodiversity hotspot to the
ground, giving a boost to both global warming and life-threatening
viruses. The indigenous peoples taught me how nature can be all-
giving, but that our greed destroys all of that.

This could be a make-or-break point in the fight for system change.
Social inequality is once again blatantly exposed and deepened by
the pandemic. But we have also seen solidarity and that is what we
need to build on to fight for a more just world. We need to rebuild our
economy into a sustainable, green and circular economy. An economy
that cooperates with the Earth. This publication shows how Europe
can take a leading role in this process. That Europe has a crucial
responsibility in ensuring a sustainable rebuilding of our economy is
the message | passed on to Ursula von der Leyen when we met. This
is the message Greta Thunberg and | conveyed to Angela Merkel.

Publications like this one are fundamental to keep people informed
about the state of the world and to launch bold new ideas. l insist that
people need three things to take action:

1. They must be informed about the injustices that are taking place.

2. They must realise that they have a responsibility to fight against
this at the micro or macro level.

3. They must realise that if they fight for change, they can really
make a difference.

These are the reasons why | am an activist myself. And these are the
reasons behind this publication: to activate people to join us on this
mission to make the world a better place. Nature has rung its alarm
bells - now is our last chance to ‘get on with it’ and make some much
needed changes.

II



Introduction

We feel your pain. You, me, we all are so sick and tired of either
corona itself or its impact on our lives. But are you and | not also
tired of all the instability and insecurity more generally? A new virus
and unpredictable lockdowns are just the latest in a series of things
thrown at us, from financial crashes to hurricanes and heat waves.
Maybe the real tragedy is not that these shocks to our existence
exist, but that we actually have a fairly good idea of where they come
from, who is largely responsible for them, what the alternatives are
and yet, we fail to change course. The harder question is: What did
we do, once we knew?

At the European Environmental Bureau (EEB) we want to contribute
with answers, including ideas that go beyond the usual. We have
been watchdogs of environmental policymaking in Europe for
almost half a century. We are known as advocates for strong
environmental protection across a vast array of policy areas, and
many of our members, supporters and staff can also be found on
the streets, demonstrating with the young people of Europe who
shouted they wanted system change, not climate change. Systemic
change is possible and needed. It is even fair to say that the time for
reconstructing society has never been as good since 1945. It is now
as though through crisis we can finally conceive of a new world order
and understand that we can leap from fear to hope, that the great
healing can begin. If we work together.

This publication goes beyond the day-to-day policy work we do. We
just cannot stay silent on the more deep-seated causes of the various
trends we experience in Europe: from climate chaos to a growing
democratic deficit and from ‘forever chemicals’ everywhere to a self-
defeating philosophy of eternal growth. We cannot even stay silent
on the same old machos responsible for the corona mass graves and
who are destroying so much of what we hold dear.

If we do not rise up to this bigger challenge, then humanity will fall


https://eeb.org/library/turning-fear-into-hope-corona-crisis-measures-to-help-build-a-better-future/

down harder than most of us dare to imagine. Still, many of us do
not dare to imagine the systemic change needed, afraid that it is just
too far above our heads to be realistic and actionable. Before we can
re-wild nature, we need to re-wild our imagination. Only by thinking
bigger can we get out of this mess.

We cannot return to ‘normal’, because the ‘old normal’ was broken.
There is nothing ‘normal’ about infinite growth on a finite planet with
finite resources. It is common sense for anyone who understands the
basic functioning of the natural world that this Great Acceleration,
as system scientists call it, is taking us right to the brink through an
already unfolding climate catastrophe, the sixth mass extinction and
quickly increasing conflicts over natural resources. But the neoliberal
normalis nota law of nature. People and the planet can thrive together.

Theresponsefrom governmentstothe corona crisis showsthatpolitical
arrangements are not setin stone. They can change dramatically, in the
blink of an eye. But top-down crisis control cannot replace a bottom-
up process of systemic change. Change is not just about justice for
the marginalised, as important as this is in itself. Change is also about
ending the self-destruction of the human species. We need healthy
ecosystems and healthy people to survive and thrive as humans, it is
as simple as that.

Humanity now has a rare opportunity to reorganise the way in which
we humans relate to the rest of the natural world - and with one
another. The myriad of interactions and connections between cultures,
economies, the living environment and how they evolve in time have
been overlooked or downplayed for too long. Some academics think
that we have a one in six chance of seeing the eradication of the human
species this century. At this rate, the whole of humanity is now part of
a game of Russian roulette. It is time to unload the gun pointed at us.

What follows is an opinion on how the pandemic unfolded and what post-
pandemic progress could really look like, if we unchain our imagination.
After following the journey of the virus in PART 1 of this book, in
PART 2 we will continue our journey to some of the more radical solutions
that can both reduce future risks of pandemics and help us heal.


https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/2053019614564785?journalCode=anra&
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2020/apr/26/what-if-covid-19-isnt-our-biggest-threat
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2020/apr/26/what-if-covid-19-isnt-our-biggest-threat

About this book

While many EEB staff and some EEB members were consulted, this
text does not purport to reflect their opinions.

‘Turning point’ differs from the more traditional EEB publications
as it is neither a report nor a position paper. Rather, it is a personal
thought piece, a long op-ed, written in a more informal style, aiming
to be thought-provoking and inspiring. The opinions expressed in
this piece do not necessarily correspond to an official EEB position or
that of its members and should be taken as exclusively belonging to
the author, Nick Meynen.

Nick Meynenisthe EEB’s Senior Policy Officer for Economic Transition
and has supported the work of EEB members on this topic since it
was added to the EEB’s portfolio of activities in 2018. Nick combines
his work on systemic change with his activities as author, speaker,
activist and punditin Flanders, where he regularly publishes opinion
pieces in various mainstream media. One of his four books was
also translated to English and became a hit among young climate
activists: Frontlines. Stories of Global Environmental Justice. The
present book is an updated, expanded and restyled version of the
Dutch original “De val van Icarus. Het virus als kantelpunt”.

If you are holding a print copy: all the underlined words are hyperlinks
to sources. You can access these links through the online version of
the book.


https://www.teenvogue.com/story/best-books-about-climate-change
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/43871036-frontlines
https://www.epo.be/nl/ecologie/4655-de-val-van-icarus-9789462672529.html
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protect nature



Part 1 - To prevent pandemics, protect nature

The story of Icarus can help us understand where we are in the
course of history. In ancient Greek mythology, Icarus and his father
used wings made from feathers and wax to escape from an island.
The story goes that Icarus was warned to not fly too close to the sun
as the heat would melt the wax. His hubris still made Icarus fly too
high, and he crashed down. To this day, Icarus is depicted all over
the world, in places like the Bankruptcy Court of Amsterdam’s town
hall, as the symbol of excessive self-confidence, over-ambition and
carelessness that comes before a downfall. Some humans took the
whole of humanity on a very similar journey to that of lcarus. We fell
pretty hard, but the vast majority of us survived. Now, we can rise up.

It is tempting to call this pandemic ‘bad karma’ or ‘Mother Nature
taking revenge’ - after all, this virus managed to cross over from
animals to people to then treat humanity how humanity has generally
treated animals and their homes: with violence and without mercy.
But while tempting, that logic is flawed. Not everyone is equally
harmful to animals or nature, very far from it. The consequences of
the choices made by some humans shape this unfolding story far,
far more than they will ever admit or will want to understand. There
is no conspiracy theory needed to conclude that a small group of
humans is disproportionately responsible for creating many of the
conditions that resulted in the situation we are in, as well as for
allowing this virus to thrive, knowingly or not. We need to talk about
how all of this has happened, how we can avoid more misery, and
how we can do so in a way that restores the broken bonds between
humanity and the rest of the living world.

We first need to connect dots between the corona pandemic and
the ongoing war on nature, which in turn is a direct side-effect of
an economic system that benefits some at the increasing expense
of an ever larger majority of humankind. The cost of not connecting
the dots is that we are already now starting to subsidise the next
pandemic with money doled out for the ‘recovery’ from the current
one. So before we talk about systemic change, what are our system
errors?



The war on wildlife

Tropical rainforests teeming with life have a perfect but delicate
balance. The destruction of rainforests has impacts that reach far
beyond their boundaries, wreaking climate havoc and killing living
organisms. Perhaps ironically, along the way, potential cures for
some of our ills are killed, too.

Yet, we will need cures, now that we know that the attacks on (the
homes of) wildlife create perfect conditions for new viruses like
SARS-CoV-2 to jump from animals to humans. This is just the latest
case in a long line of transmissions, with SARS, HIV, Ebola and avian
flu as notable predecessors. Scientists are convinced that pandemics
whose origin lies in either wildlife consumption or humans’ increasing
proximity to wildlife due to habitat destruction, will become more
frequent in the near future. They already noticed that the number
and diversity of epidemics has risen over the past 30 years. The way
we treat wildlife and their homes did not just create a black swan
event, it propelled us straight into the pandemic era. The relationship
between the war on wildlife and the resulting pandemics illustrates
the urgency of prioritising the concept of planetary health. Planetary



http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF%20HGHI_Outbreak_Readiness_Business_Impact.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_swan_theory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_swan_theory
https://ipbes.net/pandemics
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/mar/18/tip-of-the-iceberg-is-our-destruction-of-nature-responsible-for-covid-19-aoe
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health is an academic field that focuses on the human health impacts
of human-caused disruptions of the earth’s natural systems. Perhaps
the most surprising thing about this concept is how long it has taken
humanity to even consider it a relevant field of study.

Scientists show that by killing too many animals and by vandalising
the homes of those that remain, biodiversity is declining rapidly.
According to the latest Living Planet Report 2020 by WWF, animal
population sizes tracked over 46 years (1970-2016) declined by
68% on average. The animals that have survived are quite literally
stressed by our behaviour, which in turn is proven to increase the
risk of viruses like SARS-CoV-2 jumping from distressed animals
to humans. One study after the next states that if we want fewer
animal-to-human virus transmissions, we had better leave the bats
and civet cats of this world alone.

Hunting the hunters

Some say that we should just stop all illegal wildlife trade to prevent
future outbreaks. This would also help reduce the global biodiversity
loss so urgently needed - according to scientists we are already in
the middle of a sixth mass extinction. Others argue for a ban on all
live wildlife markets and the use of wildlife in traditional medicine.
While such goals are worthwhile, one coalition warned of over-
simplistic and indiscriminate restrictions on wet-markets, which
could exacerbate poverty and inequality, most likely resulting in the
death of even more wild animals. No simple solution exists.

It is undeniable that wildlife trafficking is a serious environmental
crimerecognised by the UN, the EU and the 183 national governments
that ratified the CITES convention. Still, the EU is at least complicitin
the growth of illegal wildlife trafficking.



https://livingplanet.panda.org/en-us/?utm_campaign=living-planet&utm_medium=media&utm_source=report
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/apr/08/human-impact-on-wildlife-to-blame-for-spread-of-viruses-says-study-aoe
https://www.biorxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.01.22.914952v1
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/25/ourselves-scientist-says-human-intrusion-nature-pandemic-aoe
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/jun/21/mass-extinction-science-warning?CMP=fb_gu
https://lioncoalition.org/2020/04/04/open-letter-to-world-health-organisation/
https://www.iied.org/coronavirus-threat-looms-large-for-low-income-cities
https://cites.org/eng/disc/parties/index.php
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From scapegoating to soul searching

It would have been convenient for us, Europeans, to simply blame the
pandemic on those hunting and trading wildlife in other parts of the
world. Whilethe average personin Europe neither hasto huntanimals
in order to survive, nor is involved in the export or import of illegal
wildlife, we all contribute, in varying degrees, to the loss of habitat
worldwide. The systemic war on nature is in what we eat, what we
buy, where we live and how we move. The data on the ecological
footprints of lifestyles are very clear: the average European lives a
life thatis much more environmentally harmful than for example that
of a gatherer-hunter in a traditional community. Having said that,
this ‘average’ inevitably also includes the vast differences that exist
between the lifestyles of different Europeans.

The war on nature is insidious: despite its limited visibility, it is
systemic, invasive and happening on a large scale. It is becoming
ever more evident that unsustainable farming, industrial tree
plantations, urban sprawl, pollution and the climate crisis are not
only threatening the species and habitats already protected by our
nature laws - these practices are also threatening our own existence,
i.e. that of the homo sapiens. We do not even need to look as far
as tropical rainforests to find loss of habitat and biodiversity. It is
happening right in front of our doors, right now.

One of the EEB’s biodiversity experts, Laura Hildt, cautions that we
must address the destruction of nature if we are to effectively deal
with pandemics: “The sorry state of Europe’s habitats and species,
where over 80% of protected habitats are in poor condition, may
suddenly feel more tangible and real.” She adds that biodiversity is
not just about birds and bugs, it is also about the human species
surviving.

The UN and WHO have unequivocally drawn a link between
pandemics and human interference with nature’s delicate balance.
The world'’s leading biodiversity experts from the IPBES were even
more blunt: “The coronavirus pandemic is likely to be followed by



https://meta.eeb.org/2020/11/05/to-save-us-from-future-pandemics-we-must-save-nature/
https://meta.eeb.org/2020/11/05/to-save-us-from-future-pandemics-we-must-save-nature/
https://meta.eeb.org/2020/11/05/to-save-us-from-future-pandemics-we-must-save-nature/
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/state-of-nature-in-the-eu-2020
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jun/17/pandemics-destruction-nature-un-who-legislation-trade-green-recovery
https://ipbes.net/pandemics
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/27/halt-destruction-nature-worse-pandemics-top-scientists
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even more deadly and destructive disease outbreaks, unless their
root cause — the rampant destruction of the natural world — is rapidly
halted”. They stress that “the underlying causes of pandemics are
the same global environmental changes that drive biodiversity
loss and climate change” and that “deforestation, uncontrolled
expansion of agriculture, intensive farming, mining and infrastructure
development, [...] have created a ‘perfect storm’ for the spillover of
diseases.”

Other experts agree, saying that “deforestation helps deadly
viruses jump from animals to humans”. That is where the story of
the pandemic starts to be about us. When the system that would
naturally protect usis sabotaged, the thriving of particular pathogens
becomes normal. We need to get to grips with a very inconvenient
truth: the path for this pandemic was paved by human interference
with nature, and we are in for a repeat, unless we radically transform
our political and economic systems to put planetary health first.

From Au (gold) to Zn (zinc) and from tree to soil, Frontlines: Stories of
Global Environmental Justice delves into the intricacies of who takes
what from the earth and how. In a nutshell, we take more than we
need, more than we can afford and most often without the consent
of those most affected by our actions. The amounts we take grow far
faster than the population. But all this talk of ‘we’ hides much more
complex and worrying class division trends, as well as an extreme
imbalance between different world regions. It hides the violence
that accompanies extraction, from underground chemical warfare to
‘above-ground warfare’ that extracts gas from the earth, paying no
heed to those seeking to respect and preserve our natural resources,
our earth defenders. Inequalities and injustices are simultaneously on
the rise and ever more hidden from view. The first step of addressing
a problem is to recognise that it exists. Let us therefore pause for a
minute and reflect on who the ‘we’ in this story actually is.

In June 2020, an article in Nature drew attention to a thorny issue
that few dare to talk about:


https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/27/halt-destruction-nature-worse-pandemics-top-scientists
https://theconversation.com/how-deforestation-helps-deadly-viruses-jump-from-animals-to-humans-139645
https://theconversation.com/how-deforestation-helps-deadly-viruses-jump-from-animals-to-humans-139645
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/43871036-frontlines?ac=1&from_search=true
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/43871036-frontlines?ac=1&from_search=true
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-020-16941-y?fbclid=IwAR3yufDpUfzOp5758MjnEVNYpRWZT_xDYdqCMSiQJx7B9e70ybxXnzuKmMI
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“For over half a century, worldwide growth in affluence has
continuously increased resource use and pollutant emissions
far more rapidly than these have been reduced through better
technology. The affluent citizens of the world are responsible
for most environmental impacts and are central to any future
prospect of retreating to safer environmental conditions.”

Humanity does not just have a problem with extreme poverty, it has
a serious problem with extreme affluence too. It is in particular the
impact of the extremely rich on the environment which explains the
climate chaos that is in particular hurting the poorest in this world.

Perhaps political correctness dictates that extreme affluence and its
consequences are too ‘radical’ a topic to be discussed candidly. Or
perhaps itis simply considered a ‘leftist’ issue and bringing it into the
environmental debate could prove counterproductive, endangering
potential funding opportunities. Butitis areal, measured and growing
environmental problem. We need to get serious about it.

While a focus on the particularly rich is long overdue, it is key to
also add that not everything is simply ‘their’ fault. Of course, the
problem goes far beyond the lifestyle of the richest people and even
the average consumer is often misled: Labels can lie, masking the
reality of an unsustainable ‘take-make-use-lose’ global supply chain.
Most of the pollution, extraction and production that goes hand-in-
hand with meeting our material demands has been outsourced to
countries where the health impacts and even deaths resulting from
dirty digging and manufacturing cost these industries less. After all,
as exemplified by an infamous World Bank memo, neoliberal logic
seems to establish that “a given amount of health impairing pollution
should be done in the country with the lowest cost, which will be the
country with the lowest wages. The economic logic behind dumping
a load of toxic waste in the lowest wage country is impeccable.”
It has been a strategy and plan for decades to externalise, and as
side effect hide, the harm to nature and people associated with
economic activities. These activities generate immense profits for
multinationals and companies, mostly from wealthy countries, and

10
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owned by a small elite, that sell to consumers who like a ‘bargain’.

Exporting pollution to what the same 1991 internal World Bank
memo described as “under-polluted” countries and exploiting their
resources on an unprecedented scale is the bedrock of the economic
‘success’ of the post-war era in powerful economies.

Hunter-gatherer communities in tropical rainforests make a
convenient scapegoat, but it is not the indigenous people in India,
Indonesia or other parts of the world who destroy the habitat of
wildlife that might carry a virus that could kill us. The reality however
is that there are vested interests at play with incredibly powerful
economic actors and shareholders profiting from increasing the flow
of resources and ‘stuff’ that make their way into every corner of
the world. Policy-makers are talked into believing that subsidising
the cutting of trees or fossil fuel projects is the right thing to do,
thus pushing the planet closer to a dangerous tipping point. The
world’s leading biodiversity experts wrote that “It may be politically
expedient to prop up intensive agriculture, airlines, and fossil-fuel
energy, but doing so without requiring urgent and fundamental
change, essentially subsidises the emergence of future pandemics.”

Although decisions can be reversed and economic actors can be made
to comply with more stringent social and environmental rules, when
governments and companies fail to do the right thing, the consumer
has the power to influence demand. Still, it will take a whole lot more
than some of us buying sustainably green-washed bamboo shoots
from some label that guarantees that no pandas were harmed in the
production process.

Labels can lull us into a false sense of security, making us feel good
about doing ‘the right thing’ for the planet. Every now and then,
however, scandals erupt and we are left wondering how much of a
positive contribution our choice of supposedly sustainably sourced
products has really made. Still, can we really speak of sustainability
when that toilet paper we buy comes from clear-felling ancient
forests, as is the case in some of the Russian woodlands under

1


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6g0AYbEoOGk
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/27/halt-destruction-nature-worse-pandemics-top-scientists
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1470160X19304467
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certified production? What about that certified sustainable palm
oil, can we trust that the supply chain diligently complies with the
environmental and ethical standards the certification supposedly
sets? Consumers who rely on labels have a right to transparency and
the truth and only certification based onrobust, rigorous accreditation
schemes that pursue best environmental practices should exist.
Companies have an obligation to ensure that their supply chains
respect the fragile balance of our planet. And governments have a
duty to us all to ensure that the right policies are in place and that
polluters are held to account. In some cases, it is just better to ban a
product or practice rather than labelling it.

It is not conscious consumers but indigenous peoples who are the
real unsung heroes here. Research based on 2,743 environmental
conflicts all over the world was able to put figures to the fact that
it is indigenous peoples who are most active on the frontlines of
the war waged on nature by an economic system built on eternal
expansion. While they employ largely non-violent means of
defending natural systems from destruction, they are twice as likely
to face criminalisation and violence, on top of standing to lose their
homes and livelihoods. Indigenous peoples form our first line of
defence in the ongoing war on wildlife. They are slaughtered on the
frontlines of an economic system with the absurd goal of growing
GDP in mind. Let the pandemic be a reminder of the importance of
protecting the protectors.

12
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Conquering the world on
cruise control

Let us continue the journey that the SARS-CoV-2 virus made after
jumping from an animal to a few human beings in China. While there
are doubts about the exact origins of this particular coronavirus, there
is no doubt about one particularly successful warm-up excursion the
virus made just before its world tour. Corona went cruising.

Cruise ships are ideal incubators. Johns Hopkins University originally
listed the Diamond Princess cruise ship for its COVID-19 cases
alongside affected countries, due to the large number of infections
on the ship (621). Cruise ships are notorious for spreading infectious
diseases in general. It is a perfect environment for facilitating
transmission, with buffets and big group activities in small areas.
In Australia, the main worry for those trying to contain the latest
coronavirus was the people stepping off cruise ships. The decision
to keep everyone confined to these ships turned pleasure palaces
into pandemic prisons. Corona’s conquest of the world happened on
cruise control.

13



Part 1 - Conquering the world on cruise control

Corona is merely the latest in a growing list of costs to society made
by this leisure industry. It is also not the first time that cruise ships
have come under serious scrutiny. From Venice and Kiel to Seattle
and Antwerp, people have been taking direct action against cruise
ships long before corona came to town. Let us reflect for a moment
on what they represent.

Sea ships are in a league of their own not just in the size of boats
but also in the size of environmental, social and pandemic problems.
For starters, they can use unfiltered fuel. James Corbett of Delaware
University, a world authority on ship emissions, estimates the
worldwide death toll from ship emissions at 60,000 victims a year,
of whom 27,000 are Europeans. In Europe, cruise ships alone emit
ten times more sulphur dioxide than all of Europe’s cars combined.
Add to that the rising share of ships in greenhouse gas emissions
and their complete lack of effective measures to regulate the climate
impact of this sector. All climate conferences come with two major
wildcards: one for planes and one for boats.

It is not just the emissions either. Dismantling ships is one of the
most dangerous jobs on Earth, according to the International Labour
Organisation. Some of the corona-hit cruise liners were sent to India
where they were scrapped directly on a beach using flame cutters -
with very little protection for workers and the environment. Working
on a cruise ship is often a modern form of slave labour, too. Long
after all passengers had left the corona-contaminated cruise ships,
around 100.000 staff were still stuck on board, in many cases
without pay and any means of communication.

Cruise ships are like plagues for the cities that receive them. From
Antwerp to Venice, they unleash thousands at the same time into the
narrow streets frustrating many local inhabitants who very rarely
cash in on the cruise crowd as the business model of these ships
has been designed to cover all the sleeping and much of the eating,
drinking and shopping needs themselves. For most citizens it is all
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pain, no gain. In so many ways, this is a micro-level illustration of
what the eternal growth economy does.

Cruise ship owners more often than not exploit people and beautiful
bays, suck up subsidies, provide a perfect petri dish for pandemics
and safely store their loot in tax havens such as Panama. One
could say that the cruise ship industry is a microcosmos illustrating
everything that is wrong with the capitalist system. Corona wiped
the lipstick off this mud-covered pig.

What if for the non-cruising majority the pandemic is the catalyst
that finally puts the whole cruise ship industry back in the dock? Put
bluntly, are the combined costs to society of cruise-ship-related air
pollution, water pollution, city-crowding, exploitation of workers and
its role as a virus incubator low enough to justify the very existence
of this pleasure industry for the benefits of the few who can afford
it? If the answer is no, then the next question is: can the industry
be reformed through strict regulation? Is there such a thing as a
sustainable cruise ship? Do we need bold government intervention
to regulate what is unnecessary and harmful?

These questions can and must be asked for far more economic
activities. The problem is that we often omit these harder questions.
The principle that for a zero pollution future, some industries (e.g.
the coal industry) must be phased out is broadly accepted, along
with the need to ensure a ‘just transition’ to save the working people
in that industry — but should this approach be extended to other
downstream industries that are manifestly unsustainable? In today’s
climate chaos and pandemic era, it would be a fitting antidote to the
nonsensical, state-sponsored terrorist attack one country made in
1985 on a boat that was protecting the environment: the Rainbow
Warrior.
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Airborne - in more than one sense

Of course, it was not just the cruise ships that became virus
transporters. In one study, researchers were able to trace 59
infections in Ireland back to one single mass infection event: a flight.
They were able to prove what anyone can already sense by logic: in
a closed environment with air conditioning, everyone is but a sitting
duck.

Neither cruise ships, nor planes can be blamed for everything. But
their respective roles in both spreading the virus and causing climate
chaos are not to be taken lightly. A century ago, it took the Spanish
flu around two months to hop from one continent (the US) to the next
(Europe). It took another two months to spread overland to Asia. The
Spanish flu travelled by boat and horse. By contrast, SARS-CoV-2
was airborne and criss-crossing continents, even before we knew
it existed. It took us half a year to learn that the virus was actually
already in France and Italy in December 2019. The skyrocketing
number of flights taken by humans is like one big superspreader
event. The freedom to fly comes with an undesirable side-effect: it
has made the whole of humanity far more vulnerable to pandemics.

What happens in Wuhan does not stay in Wuhan. While virologists
debated for months whether or not the latest corona virus is airborne
or not, it was busy clocking up air miles, criss-crossing our skies.
The North Italian textile and leather industry is largely in the hands
of people of Chinese origins. An estimated 100,000 Chinese live
in the region, and there are direct flights from Wuhan to Rome. All
this reminds us of the old cliché that the world is a village. National
borders are less and less helpful to understand the world we live in
today. From pandemics to climate change, the challenges we face
are of a global nature and require global collaboration. We need to
start acting accordingly. Our collective political organisation has not
been keeping up with the globalisation of the challenges faced by
humanity, the human race. It is time to catch up.
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Time is much more than money. Time is life. Millions of lives can be
saved if the speed at which a virus spreads can be reduced. Time
is needed to produce and distribute equipment, develop a cure
and vaccine. The exponential increase in the number of kilometers
travelled by air in the past decades did something few of us ever
considered - aside from giving us wings and the feeling of freedom,
it has also made us more vulnerable.

The speed at which pandemics can now spread is unrivalled. And, like
cruise ships, the pandemicis not the only problem on the horizon. The
aviation industry benefits from billions in subsidies. Its tax evasion
is sky-high, the exploitation of workers and both local and planetary
environmental harm are massive and persistent. There are more than
1,200 airport infrastructure projects in the pipeline and a curated
selection of the conflicts around them has been mapped by the Stay
Grounded network. As with cruise ships, the carbon inequality is just
stupefying: 1% of people cause half of global aviation emissions.
Both the story of cruise ships and the story of aviation are good
illustrations of what the authors of a peer reviewed publication in
Nature meant when they published Scientists’ warning on affluence.

Of course, the so-called ‘free market’ has given us dirt-cheap but
extra-damaging short-haul flights available to all, not just the
affluent. When asked, most Europeans seem to think that these
should be banned. The ‘free market’ has given us more and better
options to travel the globe as if it were flat, lunches were free and
technology could solve all our problems. But there is no such thing
as a free lunch. The coronavirus has grounded both planes and the
very idea that geography, distances and externalities are a thing of
the past. It might seem strange to those living in a digital world only,
but there are still things like terrain, the energy needed to cross it
and the carbon resources needed to do so. And why should some
people be allowed to gobble up the carbon budget share of the vast
majority?
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Cruise ships can be dispensed of more easily than planes. But we
can nonetheless make access to the air radically more fair. We will be
sharing some ideas for solutions further on.
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Lifelong lung-damage

The fact that COVID-19 is a disease that attacks our lungs led
a group of scientists to better understand why the impacts of
COVID-19 are so different, depending on where, geographically
speaking, the data comes from. While looking to explain why the
mortality rate had reached 12% in the northern part of Italy and
only around 4.5% in the rest of the country, they found a possible
correlation between high air pollution and high mortality in two of
the worst affected regions in northern Italy. The same connection
was suggested in the US, where coronavirus patients in areas with
high levels of air pollution turned out to be more likely to die from
the infection than patients in cleaner parts of the country. Similarly,
scientists who analysed the Sars coronavirus outbreak in China in
2003 found that infected people who lived in areas with more air
pollution were twice as likely to die than those in less polluted areas.
In other words, people with healthy lungs stand a better chance of
surviving the pandemic, it is as simple as that: long-term exposure
to toxic air compromises our health and makes us more vulnerable to
diseases, including COVID-19. It took only half a year for scientists
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to confirm this common sense idea with what they called compelling
evidence of significant increases in COVID-19 infections, hospital
admissions and deaths, in areas with high air pollution.

People living in the most air-polluted parts of the world are like
wounded animals exposed to an army of new predators. In Belgium,
a small country with only 11 million inhabitants, one person on
average dies from air pollution every single hour. Our lungs were
already damaged and therefore vulnerable, even before the
coronavirus took aim at them.

But once again, the ‘we’ part of this story comes with nuances. Both
in the US and the UK, it turned out that people with darker skin were
more exposed to air pollution than white people. That may be one of
several factors explaining why, for example, in the US far more black
people die from COVID-19 than white people. We are all in the same
boat, but clearly not all of us get to travel in the same class.

In a strange plot twist the swift and bold reactions from some
governments could have caused less people to die overall, but not
for the obvious coronavirus-related reasons we might be thinking of.
Even though reliable data from China is hard to come by, one expert
has affirmed that tens of thousands of premature deaths from air
pollution may have been avoided by the cleaner air in China because
of the lockdown. It is maybe worth mentioning here that deaths
associated with long-term exposure to outdoor fine particulate
matter is estimated to be around 8 million per year. Toxic air kills in
many different ways, the pandemic is but one of them.

This is not an argument in favor of a permanent lockdown but it
is true that during the strict lockdowns, many people suddenly
experienced a breath of fresh air. And many do not want to go back
to the pre-lockdown levels of air-pollution. Media reports from India
talk about a mad scramble among villagers to take pictures of the
majestic view of the Himalayas, that snow-capped mountain range
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which they knew was out there but which they had never before
seen, in all their lives. In Nepal's capital Kathmandu, people were
amazed that they could even see Mount Everest, 200 km away. In
Brussels, the government decided to turn additional parts of the city
into pedestrian zones, killing two birds with one stone: pedestrians
can keep greater distance from each other by walking on the roads,
and air pollution will not go back up to pre-lockdown levels. Thus,
anyone who breathes in Brussels is safer and more resistant to the
next viral attack on their health.

Many people are ranking healthy air as a higher priority than ever
before, a compelling argument in favour of reorganising the whole
economy into one that pollutes a whole lot less, not just a little
bit less. Yet, we need much better measures than what a stringent
lockdown could possibly achieve. The pandemic must inspire us to
clean up the air we breathe.
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Chemicals & coronavirus:
best friends forever?

One significant way in which we differ from our grandparents is that
we all harbour several hundred unwanted guests inside us. Industrial
chemicals are uninvited squatters, often acting like real hooligans in
our bodies and sometimes even killing us. What is worse, many of
these rowdies will outlive us to then attack our kids too. And their
kids too.

It took Mark Ruffalo starring in the Hollywood movie Dark Waters
to more broadly draw attention to the ‘forever chemicals’ or the
mouthful Perfluoroalkyl and Polyfluoroalkyl Substances, aka PFAS.
With its partners, the EEB brought the actor from The Hulk to the
European Parliament to support our efforts to ban PFAS and landed

a partial victory.

Still, these forever chemicals can be found everywhere, from textiles
to cooking utensils to the water we drink. We are talking about a
group of chemicals that, in high concentrations, can cause a host
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of health problems. Belgians learned this the hard way in 2021
when a leak about secret industry settlements confirmed that these
chemicals are indeed harmful and can be found everywhere. After
a company admitted they used the chemical in 300 million food
containers, a study showed that they are likely leaching into our
food. PFAS reportedly damages our immune systems and causes
cancer. At stake is also our ability to procreate: shorter penises and
an earlier onset of the menopause are among the negative side
effects that come with PFAS.

And these forever chemicals we all carry inside of us are not done
with us: PFAS weaken our capacity to respond to vaccines and
they also increase pathogen virulence. Perhaps the most alarming
thing about PFAS is that their ‘staying power’ truly does their name
of ‘forever chemicals’ justice: they accumulate and persist in our
environment, some for over 1,000 years. PFAS pollution is nearly
impossible to clean up once it enters the environment - and that
includes our drinking water.

But it is not just the forever chemicals that can be linked to
COVID-19. Thousands of scientific studies were carried out in 2020
and the picture that emerges is clear: When contracted, the severity
of COVID-19 is dependent upon pre-existing health conditions.
The most common pre-existing conditions associated with severe
disease include chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, obesity,
coronary artery disease, and diabetes - all of these are diseases that
can be linked to the exposure to hazardous chemical substances, in
particular those that interfere with the endocrine system.

If these unpleasant facts worry you, you are likely concerned about
human health and would like to see increased humanity’s resilience
to diseases. For this we will need protective policies that ensure a
toxic-free environment. When chemical companies, motivated by the
need to mitigate global supply chain risks, try to reverse the drive to
outsource production facilities to countries that offer cheap labour
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and minimal regulatory constraints, would this not be the time to ask
some tough questions? Is this maybe a good time in the history of
humankind to exnovate innovations that have proven to be flawed?
Could this be a good time to clean up soils and water, and make the
polluters pay the bill? Has the right time finally come to make them
pay for all costs related to pollution monitoring and the enforcement
of chemicals laws?

It has been said many times the pandemic is both a crisis and an
opportunity for positive change. We could not agree more - the time
is now to turn words into action and address the threat of forever
chemicals.
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The nefarious
‘neoliberal normal’

In the Netherlands, 170 scientists blame the scale of this pandemic
on the ‘neoliberal model’, arguing that this model requires an ever-
increasing circulation of goods and people, regardless of the myriad
of ecological problems and the increasing inequality it causes. Their
article went viral and debunked the myth that neoliberalism is the
road to freedom.

But what exactly is neoliberalism?

Neoliberalism is a flawed ideology, a collection of ideas about how to
manage the economy. It is a strategy to expand the economy faster,
and it boils down to dismantling any obstacles to the expansion
of the market economy. Enter privatisation, minimal government
spending, deregulation and ‘free trade’. To justify the dismantling
of protections built into the welfare state, terms such as ‘austerity’,
‘axing’ or ‘solving the structural deficit’ are used. The result is that
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we now live in a world in which €18 trillion can be ‘sheltered’ from
taxation if you have enough money to pay for specialist bankers, but
when ordinary people retire and have a pension or become ill, they
are usually quoted as the cause of the budget deficit.

Where neoliberalism reigns, high-quality health care is mostly
reserved for the rich. This is especially obvious in the US, but also
in European countries where the neoliberal ‘shock-doctors’ imposed
their demands when a suffering country needed a bail-out, such
as in Greece, where health care expenditures declined 15% in the
2012-2018 period. As the European department of the World Health
Organisation pointed out: “Government spending on prevention and
public health services was cut by around 13% even though this
sector was already underfinanced in Greece.”

Inthe UK, the Centre for the Understanding of Sustainable Prosperity
managed to convincingly link the economic dependency on growth
with predatory financial practices and a crisis in the adult social care
sector. The number of nurses working in hospitals in, for example,
the Netherlands declined dramatically, soon after the neoliberal
government of Rutte started back in 2010. The idea that healthcare
is just another business is causing a lot of preventable misery.
Transnational corporations are also taking over elder care, cutting
corners where they can and quite literally profiting from the old and
dying. This is vulture capitalism at its best.

In ltaly, health care was regionalised decades ago and in Lombardy,
neoliberal politicians did not waste time in dismantling it: fewer
hospital beds, fewer hospital departments dealing with infectious
diseases because they are less profitable, fewer doctors being trained
to deal with infectious diseases and so forth. When Lombardian
doctors started notifying the regional health authorities of possible
COVID-19 cases in January, they were dismissed and ignored. High-
quality public health care was axed on the altar of the neoliberal god
called GDP growth.
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In a vast number of countries, the state has been in retreat since
Reagan and Thatcher started implementing Milton Friedman’s
neoliberal ideas. Chandran Nair pointed outin The Sustainable State
that the state is the social institution with the best combination of
authority, accountability and legitimacy simply to ‘get things done’.
Whether the current leader of your state is a villain or an empathic
and enlightened person does make a difference, but the state, as an
institution itself, remains indispensable, whether we like it or not.
The pandemic showcased this: In Spain, the state quickly placed
private clinics in public hands. In the UK, the state stepped in to take
over the railways again to make sure that trains kept running. When
a crisis strikes, we need the state; and we need strong states that
ensure equitable and high-quality public services at all times.

Itis not fully clear what Prime Minister Boris Johnson meant when he
said that “there really is such a thing as a society” after the NHS, the
National Health System, saved his life. But he said it in the context of
people pulling together, working hand in hand to fight the coronavirus
from every part of the society, and to hear that from Johnson in that
context was historic as Johnson pretty much claimed the Thatcher
era over, the Conservative leader who brought neoliberalism from
the US to Europe. Her most (in)famous quote was that “there is no
such thing as society.”

For decades now, neoliberals have played their role as modern
day pirates. Behind closed doors, they keep looking for new ways
to keep state coffers as empty as possible, one tax loophole at a
time. Yet when a state coffer is eventually too empty, the solution
put forward is to reduce the money going to care for the sick and
old. In the EU, this double standard is well illustrated by the attitude
of the Netherlands towards Greece. While the Netherlands is a
massive tax haven for companies that should normally pay taxes
in_ Greece but dodge that obligation with a Dutch blessing and a
wink, the Netherlands nevertheless insisted on a reduction in health
expenditures in Greece when the country went bankrupt.
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We have barely touched on what neoliberal ideology entails and
only briefly looked at how it shapes our economies in such a way
that makes it easier for viruses like the latest corona strand to
wreak havoc. But neoliberalism is not just about the old and sick
or about tax havens, it shapes society in a far more fundamental
way. According to Paul Verhaeghe, a widely respected author and
psychologist, neoliberalism attracts people with the following
characteristics: talkative, narcissistic, being an accomplished but
remorseless liar, flexible, impulsive and, above all, a risk taker.
These are also the six ways to recognize a psychopath. Verhaeghe
established a clear connection between the advance of neoliberalism
and the emergence of psychopath leaders. While around 1% of the
population are psychopaths, the figure is said to rise to 20% at
CEOQ level. Let us pause and let that sink in. Psychopaths couldn’t
care less about things like the loss of wildlife habitat, 500,000
preventable deaths, the overconcentration of wealth or how all of
this will damage the vast majority of a population. They just cannot
be moved to give a hoot about the environment, because they simply
lack the ability to feel empathy. For the leaders of dirty industries
who can fund political campaigns as much as they want in countries
like the US, psychopaths make perfect leaders. For the rest of us,
they are a disaster.

Now think of the scientists who study the earth and its systems.
Some of them said that the massive economic recovery packages
being rolled out by governments must be used to strengthen and
enforce environmental protection: “It may be politically expedient
to relax environmental standards and to prop up industries such
as intensive agriculture, airlines, and fossil-fuel-dependent energy
sectors, but doing so without requiring urgent and fundamental
change essentially subsidises the emergence of future pandemics.”
As the airline bail-out tracker illustrates, that is unfortunately exactly
what is happening right now.
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The Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and
Ecosystem Services (IPBES) is an independent intergovernmental
body established by States to strengthen the science-policy interface
for biodiversity and ecosystem services for the conservation and
sustainable use of biodiversity, long-term human wellbeing and
sustainable development. In short, the IPBES is for biodiversity what
the IPCC is for climate: the sum of the best available science. Some
of the top scientists working for IPBES wrote the following: “There
is a single species that is responsible for the COVID-19 pandemic
- us. As with the climate and biodiversity crises, recent pandemics
are a direct consequence of human activity — particularly our global

financial and economic systems, based on a limited paradigm that
prizes economic growth at any cost.”

This is exactly why the EEB has been stepping up in recent years to
change the economic growth narrative into a narrative that allows
all of us to thrive not only now, but also in the future. We now work
on positive post-growth policy-making and on creating a wellbeing
economy in which economic growth is no longer a necessary evil in
order for a small, parasitic minority to thrive. Over the last ten years,
the momentum for this radical rethinking has grown: international
degrowth conferences jumped from 150 to 3,000 participants;
environmental NGOs have come out of their comfort zones; more
and more governments are taking the leap, putting wellbeing above
GDP. The 2020 crisis is making many people rethink their priorities
in such a fundamental way that the momentum for change seems to
have grown faster than in the ten years before. And that is a good
thing because even before COVID-19 hit, the old paradigms were
already terminally ill. To the astonishment of the establishment, a
majority of millennials in the US now reject capitalism. In the UK,
over 80% of people who answered a poll now want health and
wellbeing to take priority before economic growth. The vast majority
wants these changes to outlive the pandemic. The pandemic has
dealt us an unexpected ‘get out of jail card’. We need to firmly grab
this opportunity to shape the future we want. Right here, right now.
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A particularly
malevolent virus

A specific subsection of humans stand out for causing great harm
during the pandemic. For the sake of pitching a soundbite, one could
call them the machos behind the mass graves, but that might offend
the less malign machos out there. The more culturally neutral and
correct term would probably be ‘the hypermasculine males’. Thisis a
thorny issue that can be nuanced up to the point of nihilism, but it is
important to talk about it, both in the context of the pandemic, and,
more widely, with regards to the relationship we have with nature
and other human beings.

So who are such ‘hypermasculine males’? A list will always be an
imperfect selection, it will always have flaws, but the selection is not
entirely random either. We have seen Bolsonaro saying that he is so
fit that he will not contract the coronavirus. We all know the insane
claims made by Trump, up to the point of pitching ‘simple solutions’
by recommending injecting bleach.
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Part 1 - A particularly malevolent virus

These guys are truly a virus’ best friend and appear to have more in
common than just acting like ‘tough boys’, in the process casually
mishandling the pandemic. Is it not interesting that they and a
longer list of ‘hypermasculine leaders’ are also right-wing populist
politicians with little regard for democratic processes? When you
extrapolate from some of the things they have said in the past, it
seems that most of them suffer from delusions of grandeur. Simon
Tisdall made a list of qualities that many of the ‘hypermasculine
leaders’ seem to have in common: falsely claiming everything is under
control, dodging responsibility, hiding from public view, exploiting
the crisis for political gain, relying on misogyny and violence to boost
their egos, mounting artificial distractions and blaming the media if
things go south.

On the opposite side of the spectrum we also have examples of good
governance in this crisis and the leading women of Iceland (Katrin
Jakobsddttir), Taiwan (Tsai Ing-wen), Finland (Sanna Marin) and New
Zealand (Jacinda Ardern) showed us what a job well done looks like.
Again, this is an imperfect selection and yes, managing an island
in times of coronavirus will also offer obvious advantages. But it is
hard to escape the idea that the pandemic is exposing more than just
coincidences.

Another recently coined term is ‘toxic masculinity’. As Arwa Mahdawi
explained, “it should be obvious, but “toxic masculinity” does not
mean that men are toxic or that masculinity is de facto toxic. Rather,
it means that extreme forms of traits traditionally ass