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Summary

COVID-19 highlights the vulnerability of 
countries and global systems to signifi-

cant shocks, as it curbs on the economy and 
society worldwide. Globally, we are experi-
encing mass layoffs, with as many as 1.6 bil-
lion workers, or nearly half the world’s work-
force, at risk of losing their livelihoods (WWF 
& International Labour Organization, 2020). 
In Indonesia, the open unemployment rate 
has increased to its highest level since 2011, 
with around 2.67 million people lost their 
jobs while 1.7 million people were furloughed 
(Badan Pusat Statistik, 2020). At the same 
time, the environmental crises that preceded 
the pandemic have not been overcome.

However, recovery from COVID-19 can be a 
momentum to restart the system and estab-
lish one that is capable of achieving econom-
ic, social, and environmental benefits at the 
same time. Economic growth mustn’t sacri-
fice the natural environment because human 
health and well-being will suffer as a result 
(World Agroforestry, 2020). Production and 
consumption activities such as deforestation, 
unsustainable agricultural and development 
practices, and the expansion of human set-
tlements have led to a significant decline in 
natural ecosystems worldwide (World Agro-
forestry, 2020). This impacts the acceleration 
of climate change, in which forests and natu-
ral landscapes that have a function to absorb 
carbon are decreasing (FAO & UNEP, 2020).

Therefore, the recovery efforts must address 
the root causes of the pandemic, namely un-
sustainable economic development, climate 
change, and a collective disregard for the nat-
ural environment, to build back better and 
stronger (World Vision, 2020). Gradually, it 
will bring an opportunity to develop public 
and private policies to address the current 
climate change crisis and foster the transition 
to a green economy simultaneously. A green 
recovery can be the solution to help commu-
nities recover from the immediate impacts of 
the pandemic and longer-term social, envi-
ronmental, and economic resilience to future 
shocks and stresses, which means that it will 
simultaneously support efforts for climate 
change adaptation. The green recovery mea-
sures identify that future crises cannot be 
mitigated unless we address the ecological 
consequences and inequality at all levels.

WWF & International Labour Organization 
(2020) introduced several criteria for recovery 
packages to be sustainable, including improv-
ing human well-being without harming nature 
and adopting multi-level and cross-sectoral 
approaches. It is then agreed that recovery 
packages that focus on synergies between de-
velopment, climate, and nature are more like-
ly to increase national well-being. A study by 
Zachariadis et al. (2021) has proven that aside 
from being unsustainable, a “business-as-usu-
al” stimulus package is more ineffective than 
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Covid-19 heightens the already apparent socio-economic problems worldwide, as it affects people’s liveli-
hoods by threatening well-being and halting economic activities. Along with the need to tackle the problems, 
there is a growing urgency to consider the pre-existing environmental crisis. A green recovery is vitally im-
portant to ensure that both crises are being addressed, and Nature-based Solutions (NbS) can support the 
recovery approaches by providing multi-benefits.



a greener package to generate activity and 
employment over the short term. As a matter 
of fact, several green interventions can cre-
ate twice as many jobs per million Euros in-
vested than a business-as-usual package that 
supports demand without sectoral targeting 
(Zachariadis et al., 2021).

To achieve green, just, and transformative 
recovery, Green Economy Coalition (2020) 
highlighted the importance of recognizing and 
valuing the role of nature in reducing risks. 
This importance is due to our societies and 
economies being dependent on nature and 
highly vulnerable to its accelerating decline. 
World Vision (2020) also mentioned a num-
ber of essential elements of a green recovery, 
which include employing nature-based solu-
tions to realize multiple benefits at the same 
time (see figure below).

Considering the principles of green recovery 
above, it is known that nature plays an im-
portant role in accomplishing green recov-
ery. Solutions that are inspired by nature, or 
Nature-based Solutions (NbS), provide an 
opportunity to establish COVID-19 recov-
ery initiatives that focus on socio-economic 
aspects and ensure environmental ecosys-
tems are still intact. Generally, one of the 
main goals of NbS is to incorporate nature 
in the efforts of improving human quality of 
life. Greening cities, which is a part of NbS, 
can make new investors, residents, and visi-
tors more attracted to the areas (Faivre et al., 
2017) while creating new green jobs in vari-

Despite the urgency of shifting to the green 
agenda, observations made on countries in 
Southeast Asia suggest that a green recovery 
is unlikely to happen. According to Sembiring 
(2020), a strong focus on economic growth 
after the pandemic may cause the progress of 
the green agenda in the region to remain slow 
and even get weakened. For example, Presi-
dent Joko Widodo stated that the main focus 
of Indonesia’s recovery plan revolves around 
achieving economic needs by reducing de-
pendence on imported goods and strength-
ening domestic capacity that includes health, 
food, material processing, and energy (Kom-
pas, 2020). In the energy sector, the recovery 
plan offers a commitment to increase biodies-
el production, thereby potentially reducing 
emissions from fuel use. However, increasing 
the use of palm oil requires a change in land 
use, resulting in more carbon emissions.

Another governmental initiative that raises 
a similar concern is creating food estates in 
Central Kalimantan and North Sumatra Prov-
inces over an area that was previously part 
of the government’s Peatland Development 
Project (Parama, 2020). As peatland resto-
ration is critical in mitigating emissions from 
land-use change, the food estate program 
signals Indonesia’s compromising its climate 
commitments for food security reasons. Fur-
thermore, the passage of the Omnibus Law of 
Job Creation and a Mining Law weakens the 
already weak environmental safeguards (Cli-
mate Transparency, 2020). The lack of focus 
on the green agenda in Indonesia’s recovery 
plan indicates that a green recovery is un-

RDI Op-Ed, No. 2

ous sectors (WWF and International Labour 
Organization, 2020). A wide range of employ-
ment from entry-level to higher-level employ-
ment is generated from nature-based activ-
ities such as afforestation, agroforestry, the 
creation of green spaces, and management 
of protected parks and areas (Raymond et al., 
2017). A well-known example is the largest 
restoration project in Europe, Emscher Land-
scape park in Germany, which has generated 
an estimated 85,892 jobs in almost 20 years 
(WWF and International Labour Organiza-
tion, 2020).  

Figure:  Essential Elements of a Green Recovery
Source: World Vision, (2020)
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likely, though fuel switching and low-carbon 
transition will continue (Sembiring, 2020).
However, Indonesia has shown several ef-
forts to support sustainable recovery. In 
September 2020, Indonesia participated in 
creating an information hub about policies, 
measures, and actions on climate change and 
environmental protection in the context of 
COVID-19 recovery. The Ministry of the En-
vironment Japan initiated this project with 
support from the UNFCCC and the Institute 
for Global Environmental Strategies (IGES). 
This can be an opportunity to evaluate the ef-
forts that have been made so far—or can be 
referred to as a tagging process—and find out 
what needs to be improved in the future.

Other than that, recent figures from Global 
Forest Watch show that for the fourth straight 
year in Indonesia, the headline deforestation 
rate has dropped, based on the World Re-
sources Institute’s satellite monitoring sys-
tem. Official statistics from the Ministry of 
Environment and Forestry also show a defor-
estation rate of 115,000 hectares for 2019-
2020, which is the lowest reported since the 
last two decades. As a result, Indonesia is 
well placed to benefit from the increasingly 
increasing interest in and availability of in-
ternational blended carbon finance, including 
the possible selling of carbon credits on a ju-
risdictional scale (Blake, 2021). These could 
be a game-changer not only for Indonesia’s 
environment but also for achieving a sustain-

Regarding NbS implementation, research 
about the concept is still limited. However, 
the government has launched programs that 
can be categorized as NbS, although not ex-
plicitly. For example, the Bandung City gov-
ernment has implemented a number of disas-
ter management strategies that are inspired 
by nature, such as the Gerakan Sejuta Biopori 
(A Million Biopores), restoration of water-
sheds, and river normalization (Sagala et al., 
2021). Later, these programs need to be re-
viewed to ensure alignment with NbS prin-
ciples. Additionally, mainstreaming NbS into 
planning documents is important so that ef-
forts to tackle disasters, climate change, and 
economic recovery from the COVID-19 pan-
demic can adopt the multi-benefits generated 
by NbS.
In conclusion, economic recovery from 
COVID-19 is an opportunity to both tackle 
the climate crisis and build higher societal 
resilience through nature. NbS can support 
the opportunity with synergistic activities, as 
they are creating jobs while also enhancing 
resilience within communities that are hard-
hit by both the pandemic and climate impacts. 
Although the government seems to have not 
prioritized the green agenda, there are op-
portunities to integrate measures to address 
the environmental and climate change issues 
into the upcoming recovery plan.

able green post-COVID-19 economic recov-
ery.
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