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2020 in Review. What can be written about 2020 that hasn’t already 

been said in homes around the world a  thousand timeover? Between a 

global pandemic on a scale unseen since 1918, apocalyptic climate crisis-

driven wildfires raging from California to Brazil to Australia, and a 

democracy-scorning outgoing president in the US, it’s been a terrible, 

horrible, no good, very bad year. And yet…more good things happened this 

year than people think. Climate change was a major election issue, and Biden won with the best climate plan of any 

presidential nominee ever. Entities from universities to Wall Street banks to state pension funds pledged to limit their 

investment in fossil fuels. Renewable energy gained ground even faster than predicted around the world-and as a direct 

results, big emitters from China to the European Union to Japan made powerful new emissions reduction commitments. 

In many ways, we’ve made substantial progress towards a sustainable society in 2020, even while enduring a 

devastating global tragedy. That’s something to be proud of. For some in-depth lists of why this year wasn’t a complete 

washout and may even have been a turning point towards future progress, see grist.org/climate/6-reasons-2020-wasnt-

as-bad-for-climate-change-as-you-thought/, theatlantic.com/science/archive/2020/12/5-biggest-climate-stories-

2020/617468/, and futurecrun.ch/99-good-news-2020. Also, to learn why progress on issues from global hunger to 

women’s rights is probably better than you think, try the Worldview Upgrader from gapminder.org/, a Swedish 

educational NGO. Onward to 2021! 

 

United States. On December 21, Congress passed a coronavirus relief stimulus package and omnibus spending bill, 

and on December 27, the outgoing president-after some kvetching and threats-signed it. Surprisingly, the bill includes 

several important climate action provisions, which Democrats were likely able to include without much controversy due 

to the pressure to get the bill done to avoid a government shutdown. One of the key climate elements is $35.2 billion in 

new zero-emission energy spending, to go to solar manufacturing, weatherization and energy efficiency, grid-scale 

energy-storage, development of advanced nuclear reactors and carbon capture technologies, among other initiatives 

(see tinyurl.com/35Billion for a detailed breakdown). This is the biggest US government investment in non-fossil fuel 

energy since President Obama’s 2009 stimulus package, which invested $90 billion in green energy and helped seed the 

American renewables revolution. Furthermore, the new package extends tax credits for wind and solar energy that were 

set to expire, and-perhaps most impressively-a plan for phasing out hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs). HFCs, a class of 

chemicals used in refrigeration and air conditioning, are “super-greenhouse gases”: only very small amounts of them are 
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emitted, but they’re thousands of times more effective (per unit of mass) than carbon dioxide at contributing to climate 

change, making them a small but significant part of our emissions problem (see inyurl.com/HFCsOmnibusBill). President 

Obama committed the US to the Kigali Amendment to the Montreal Protocol, an international effort to eliminate HFC 

emissions, in 2016. Trump, not surprisingly, pulled out in one of his many fits of childish pique. But now it appears we’re 

back on track to commonsense climate policy in this arena, thanks to some last minute dealmaking.  

In sum, this stimulus bill doesn’t do enough to help Americans through these times, or to fight the climate crisis and 

build a zero emissions economy-but it does a heck of a lot more than we thought would get done a month ago, and 

starts 2021 with a bang. Good news! For more, see tinyurl.com/COVIDReliefClimateProvisions. 

 

Madagascar. Madagascar, already one of the most impoverished nations on Earth and 

suffering profound environmental degradation to its unique species and ecosystems, has 

had a terrible 2020.  

As economic conditions worsen due to the pandemic, desperate Madagascar citizens are 

turning to the few remaining forests for sustenance. Ecotourism was the lifeblood of 

many Malagasy communities, bringing $900 million a year to a country where most 

people live on less than $2 a day-and it’s now unavailable. Early reports warn that more and more endangered lemurs, 

across a wide range of species (including the red ruffed lemur, Varecia rubra, pictured), are being hunted and eaten for 

food. Even more worryingly, tree clearing for fuel and new cropland is increasing in northern and eastern forests, even 

within protected areas. As Dr. Edward Louis, leader of the Madagascar Biodiversity Partnership and personal 

acquaintance of this writer, said “the next six months or so will be critical for all of Madagascar.” For more, see 

tinyurl.com/MadagascarLemurDanger.  

Meanwhile, Madagascar’s more desert-like south is nearing famine. The region has been in a dry spell since 2015, made 

worse by climate change. In 2020 it’s even worse: the agricultural output for nine southern districts is estimated to be a 

devastating 70% lower than normal, and the pandemic has locked down markets in major towns. Even the prickly pear 

cactus (Opuntia spp) a North American import to the region that has long been an emergency food staple, have dried 

up. There are already reports of villagers in some areas eating clay to survive, and 1.35 million people, including 100,000 

children under 5, are considered at risk of malnutrition in the coming months. USAID, one of the biggest donors to 

Madagascar poverty relief, is increasing spending for emergency relief in the region-but as climate change intensifies, 

these conditions are disturbingly likely to be the new normal. For more, see tinyurl.com/SouthernMadagascarFamine.  
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