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Global Stimulus Principles

G r e e n  S t i m u l u s  a n d  Re c o v e r y  S e r i e s

Rocky Mountain Institute’s Green Stimulus and Recovery Series presents our insights on how countries around 

the globe can use stimulus and recovery investment to build back better from the COVID-19 crisis and advance 

us toward a cleaner, healthier, more just, and more resilient future for the one planet we all share. The reports 

provide a framework for planning and evaluating stimulus efforts along with recommendations for green stimulus 

and recovery investments and actions specific to the United States, China, India, sub-Saharan Africa, and the 

Caribbean that can help optimize efforts to rebuild in these countries and regions.
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Executive Summary 

As the effects of the COVID-19 crisis ripple across the globe, governments are quickly implementing measures to 

prevent catastrophic economic collapse. It is critical to ensure that these measures are effectively targeted; the choices 

we make will not just define how we recover in the near term but also determine our path forward for decades to come. 

Strategic stimulus and recovery investments can get world economies back on track now and help us build back in 

a way that ensures greater resilience to the disruptions and crises we will inevitably face in the future. In particular, 

the current COVID crisis shows many parallels to, and interconnections with, a looming climate crisis. A response that 

addresses both crises at once will advance a low-carbon economy that is more resilient and helps mitigate the worst 

impacts of climate change, while improving the economy, the environment, and our health and communities. 

This paper outlines four core principles of stimulus and recovery efforts that should guide any global response to the 

COVID-19 pandemic: growing the economy and jobs through green investments; supporting public health, including 

through reduced air pollution; enhancing economic, energy, and climate resilience; and decarbonizing.  

• Create jobs and grow the economy: prioritize investments with the greatest job creation and economic growth potential

• Support public health and reduce air pollution: in light of the current COVID-19 crisis, support industries and 

technologies with the potential to improve public health

• Enhance economic, energy, and climate resilience: prioritize the industries, technologies, and systems that 

help people weather or adapt to unexpected shocks or crises

• Decarbonize: prioritize investments that will enable the world to achieve the Paris Agreement’s goal of keeping 

global temperature rise to well below 2.0⁰C with best efforts to limit warming even further to 1.5⁰C. 

This paper also provides guidelines for effectively integrating these principles into our efforts to rebuild, while setting 

us on a path toward a cleaner, healthier, more just, and more sustainable future. We must optimize decision-making 

across these principles and build an enduring impact over time.

Global Stimulus Principles
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Introduction 

As the COVID-19 pandemic continues to spread, countries are witnessing an unprecedented shock to their economic, 

healthcare, and industrial systems and even to their basic food security. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has 

confirmed that a global recession is underway, and that the pandemic-caused economic downturn is the worst since 

the Great Depression.1 Decisive fiscal action is needed to avoid a deep and potentially prolonged economic downturn.

The COVID crisis has many parallels with that of the climate crisis. While climate change is a slower-moving problem, it 

is already causing disasters and stressing many human and natural systems. Over time, without adequate national and 

international action, those stresses will grow into shocks as acute as those of the COVID crisis. Likewise, the solutions 

for responding to the climate crisis also require a collaborative, global response. 

It’s critical that we do more than simply rebuild an economy that is just as vulnerable to shocks as the one that 

preceded this crisis. If we fail to use this opportunity to prepare for future crises, we will exacerbate current stressors 

and make ourselves less resilient in the face of future problems. 

As countries work to implement stimulus and recovery efforts in response to COVID, these efforts should, wherever 

possible, aim to simultaneously respond to the climate crisis. Stimulus and recovery measures should help us to build 

the low-carbon economies and societies of the future while focusing on green solutions that can put people back to 

work. These stimulus measures can also help us “build back better,” directing resources toward actions that make our 

society more prepared and more resilient than before.

There are a number of solutions that allow us to address both the economic downturn and climate crises, while 

rebuilding more resilient systems. Funding and incentives directed to, for example, sustainable aviation fuel, efficient 

trucking technologies, energy efficiency measures, and renewable energy technologies should be keystone elements 

in any effort to rebuild the economy. 

Since public spending will drive recovery, we must ensure that public funds are used wisely; these are particularly 

good investments because each one provides three categories of benefits: benefits to the economy, the 

environment, and our communities. This is what is meant by green stimulus and recovery. If done skillfully, green 

recovery plans can create a wealth of benefits, including more energy security, just transition opportunities for 

displaced workers, enhanced health, more equitable resource access, and help for developing economies to 

“leapfrog” to new technologies.

Broadly, the necessity of green stimulus and recovery efforts is clear. The most effective efforts should take into 

account the following four principles articulated in more detail below.

 

.
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PRINCIPLES FOR A GREEN STIMULUS AND RECOVERY  

Job creation and economic growth are key pillars of any economic recovery package. We should expect that 

nearly every major industry will use this opportunity to promote job-creation programs with varying implications 

for global carbon emissions, and we should prioritize investments with the greatest potential for putting people 

to work in jobs that will help decarbonize the global economy. 

In the eleven years since the last global economic crisis, the clean energy sector has proven itself as a lasting 

force in the global economy, with significant job creation potential. Today, there are more than 11 million jobs in 

the clean energy sector globally. Research indicates that global green industries create more jobs per amount 

invested than fossil fuel industries, with every US$1 million shifted from fossil fuels to renewable energy and 

energy efficiency producing a net increase of five jobs. 

The economy stands to produce massive environmental benefits and millions of jobs if we can align on large-

scale investments in clean-sector industries with global relevance. The International Labour Organization (ILO) 

recently found that shifting to a greener economy could create 24 million new jobs globally by 2030 if the right 

policies are put in place. While the same report shows that an estimated 6 million jobs would be lost—including 

in the areas of petroleum extraction and refining, coal mining, and coal-fired electricity production2 —this 

demonstrates the need to simultaneously facilitate a just transition for workers in legacy industries while a 

transition to a green economy is underway.

Global Stimulus Principles
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1 Create Jobs and Grow the Economy
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PRINCIPLES FOR A GREEN STIMULUS AND RECOVERY 

Every nation’s primary concern, at this time, is caring for its citizens. Public health should remain front and center 

in any stimulus package. This is not a good time to support unproven technologies with questionable impact on 

public health. Instead, we should focus on supporting the industries, technologies, and practices with potential 

to improve public health. 

And given the clear linkage between COVID impacts and air quality, reducing air pollution should be foremost 

in any green recovery plan. Even before COVID is considered, air pollution kills an estimated 7 million people 

a year, and experts estimate that illness and premature mortality associated with the air pollution from road 

transport cost OECD countries alone $1.7 trillion in 2010.3 Cleaner air can also reduce the impact of other 

infectious diseases.4

These are central reasons why we should prioritize clean energy technologies and not fossil fuels. The damage 

caused by fossil fuels can be directly mitigated by directing resources toward measures like wind and solar 

electricity generation, electric vehicle adoption, public transportation, electric appliances, and all-electric 

buildings. And beyond cleaner air and healthier people, reducing reliance on fossil fuels through these programs 

generates a multitude of other benefits.

People across the world have been given a first-hand look at what their cities could look like with improved air 

quality, and the images shared across the world show clear interest and public support for reducing visible pollution. 

Now is the time to lock in clean air through proactive policy that supports economic growth and health. 

IIIIIIII  
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PRINCIPLES FOR A GREEN STIMULUS AND RECOVERY

Government measures provide the chance to focus on resilient infrastructure that can help us reduce the impact 

of future crises. The Global Commission on Adaptation has found that the net benefit of investing in resilient 

infrastructure over the next decade in developing countries would be $4.2 trillion over the lifetime of new 

infrastructure, with a $4 benefit for each $1 invested.5 

This crisis—like many before—highlights the vulnerable nature of an energy system powered by fossil fuels. In the 

past few weeks, oil markets have plunged to historic lows and have, according to industry experts, begun what will 

be a wild period of price swings. This price volatility may benefit speculative investors, but it can have a negative 

impact on businesses, and it makes it difficult for them to plan for the future. 

In the electricity sector, centralized, fossil fuel-based systems can have vulnerabilities both at the plant 

level and due to dependence on power lines. By contrast, distributed energy resources can provide greater 

resilience for communities, by providing continuous power for critical infrastructure like hospitals and fire 

stations. These are particularly important considerations during a health crisis or an extreme weather event 

made worse by climate change. 

Resilience does not need to be expensive. In the Caribbean region, experience in The Bahamas, Antigua and 

Barbuda, and Saint Vincent and the Grenadines found that resilience measures to reduce the likelihood of energy 

infrastructure being damaged or destroyed by a hurricane required an additional premium of only 5 percent in 

upfront costs during construction (mostly comprising additional labor costs).6

IIIIIIII  

3 Enhance Economic, Energy, and Climate Resilience
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PRINCIPLES FOR A GREEN STIMULUS AND RECOVERY

Understanding that all major economies are likely preparing their own stimulus packages, policymakers should ensure 

that decarbonization plays a central role in their stimulus incentives. Absent of a strong clean energy component, 

legacy industries could capture a foothold that maintains or even increases a high emissions trajectory. As much 

as possible, a recovery plan should prioritize least-cost investments with the greatest potential for enabling world 

economies to achieve the Paris Agreement’s goal of keeping global temperature rise to well below 2.0⁰C with best 

efforts to limit warming even further to 1.5⁰C.  

If we implement least-cost decarbonization measures and investments today, we will save money, improve health, 

and significantly reduce the work necessary down the road. If unsuccessful in doing so, we may witness a lock-in of 

carbon-intensive industries and practices that will all but eliminate the likelihood of reducing the necessary economy-

wide GHG emissions reductions by 2030. 

Not every economy or industry is prioritizing decarbonization at present, and many are simply trying to recover from 

the fallout of the coronavirus. We must be cognizant of the critical task at hand—keeping the public safe, secure, and 

healthy. There are many opportunities to both simultaneously support recovery and decarbonize, while mutually 

reinforcing the effectiveness of both efforts. In doing so we can address both the current crisis and future crises.

EXECUTING ON THE PRINCIPLES

Decision-making across the Principles
Over the coming weeks and months, policymakers and leaders across the globe will field a barrage of ideas for 

stimulating their economies. Virtually every major corporation, industry lobbyist, think-tank, and NGO has their 

own unique take on the stimulus options they consider most effective to recover economies. Wading through 

these options and comparing the benefits are daunting tasks. Therefore, RMI suggests that leaders apply a rubric 

to evaluate the comparative impacts of potential stimulus options.

Global Stimulus Principles
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The table below serves as a notional ranking of how one might evaluate a set of policies. The five stimulus 

options listed below are taken from a larger list of over 25 ideas generated by RMI staff (see Appendix for full list). 

RMI prioritized the following categories to evaluate stimulus options:

• Investment Required: RMI experts ranked policies according to the level of investment (low, medium, high) 

required to make an impact 

• Job Growth: RMI experts ranked the policies according to the amount of jobs they are expected to generate 

(minimal, moderate, significant)

• GHG Reduction: RMI experts ranked the anticipated impact in reducing greenhouse gas emissions (minimal, 

moderate, significant)

Global Stimulus Principles 
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Notional Global  
Stimulus Ranking  
Framework

Job Growth

Significant Impact

Moderate Impact

Minimal Impact

Job Growth

GHG Reduction
Buydown and 

retire coal plants

GHG Reduction
Replacement incentives for more 

e�cient vehicles (e.g., Cash for Clunkers)

Investment

Job Growth
Expand tax policy for 

renewable energy finance

Job Growth

GHG Reduction
National incentives for 
building electrification

GHG Reduction
Workforce development

and training programs

Investment

Expected Notional Impact

Investment

GHG Reduction

Investment

Investment

Job Growth

Job Growth

Significant Impact

Moderate Impact

Minimal Impact

Job Growth

GHG Reduction
Buydown and 

retire coal plants

GHG Reduction
Replacement incentives for more 

e�cient vehicles (e.g., Cash for Clunkers)

Investment

Job Growth
Expand tax policy for 

renewable energy finance

Job Growth

GHG Reduction
National incentives for 
building electrification

GHG Reduction
Workforce development

and training programs

Investment

Expected Notional Impact

Investment

GHG Reduction

Investment

Investment

Job Growth
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The intent of this framework is to provide an approach to evaluating, comparing, and visualizing the relative 

impacts of a diverse array of stimulus investments. While not every investment is easily categorized on this chart, 

the framework attempts to enable a comparative analysis of unique investments across the energy system. 

Policymakers and leaders can use a similar approach as they consider options.

 
Building an Enduring Impact 
A global stimulus program should prioritize investments that will give rise to lasting impacts. In 2009, the US 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act emphasized a focus on measures that are “timely, targeted, and 

temporary.” We borrow this framework with a slight modification: while a stimulus is, and should be, a temporary 

measure, it should also have a long-term focus, making a down payment on building environmental, social, and 

economic sustainability. Therefore, we propose that the best measures are timely, targeted, and enduring.

The global strategy for investing stimulus funds should reflect the unique needs of a diverse set of industries 

and companies. Some candidates for stimulus investment may be in considerably different positions than others. 

Some will have a dire need for near term investments that can return them to normal operations, while others 

are well positioned for experimental and transformative investments. If governments across the globe exercise 

discipline in prioritizing investments according to time-relevance, they can potentially prevent unsuccessful 

distributions of stimulus funds to industries or companies that are simply not at the appropriate stage.

RMI has defined these stages of funding applicability as follows: 1) fix what is already operating, 2) replace and 

extend, and 3) transform and grow.

Fix what is already operating (less than six months) 

Several industries that are critical to decarbonizing the energy system are currently in dire situations and require 

immediate funds in order to keep operating. For these industries, investments over the next six months should be 

tailored toward recovering the essentials of the business operation with an eye toward next steps. For example, 

addressing backlogged maintenance can increase efficiency and reap cost savings.

 

Replace and extend (6 to 18 months)

Funding may be allocated for incremental steps toward innovation and decarbonization. These can be directed to 

industries and companies that are positioned to pilot new solutions and technologies. For some entities, testing 

and evaluating these solutions can play a critical role in future full-scale adoption. 

These sorts of investments may provide fewer initial jobs, but when targeted and strategic can lead to much 

more significant economic and employment benefits over time than other measures. Whether it’s a transit agency 

testing charging infrastructure for electric buses or a commercial building owner piloting battery storage systems, 

this phase of investment is critical for permanent success. 

IIIIIIII  



Transform and grow (18 months and beyond) 

As we move out of this crisis and into a more sustainable state, many industries and companies will be positioned 

to fully decarbonize and transform their industry. Some industry leaders have already conducted ample pilots and 

analysis of the potential for incorporating innovative technologies or practices, but they simply lack the capital to 

move forward. 

Recovery investments should be made with an eye to these three time horizons. Some nations or industries may 

be best poised to leapfrog directly to the “transform and grow” stage.

11 | RMI.ORG

Public transit is a prime example of an industry that applies across all three time-periods within this 

strategic trajectory. Many transit agencies have seen a sharp reduction in ridership in the wake of the 

coronavirus—up to 90 percent in some cities—and some are hanging on by a thread. In these cases, 

a “fix what is already operating” approach is most critical to ensure that stimulus funds help agencies 

survive in the near term and provide service where it is needed. 

Other agencies across the globe have gleaned important insights through bus electrification pilots. For 

these agencies—when the time is appropriate—stimulus funds may be used to further expand their 

pilots or move forward to a wholesale conversion to electric buses. Many such agencies also have 

significant ridership and operate in higher density areas where the air quality benefits of electrification 

are most pronounced. For these situations, there is great value in providing the full breadth of funding 

necessary to kickstart a wholesale transition to clean energy technologies.

Global Stimulus Principles
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Strategic Trajectory: Fix it First; Replace and Extend; Transform and Grow
These simple criteria will ensure that global cities, states, and businesses remain in operation, incrementally 

increase the use of decarbonizing technologies, and ultimately redefine themselves as net zero.

Industry leaders, economists, and policymakers alike will have varying opinions on the relative impact and timing 

of the stimulus options they consider. But regardless of where they land, it is critical that they attempt to define the 

environmental, financial, and jobs impacts anticipated through each option and the timing necessary to ensure 

they have enduring effects. The guidance above is meant to provide a helpful framework for those considerations. 

Global Stimulus Principles
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CONCLUSION

As we prepare to address the economic impacts of the COVID-19 crisis, we must remember that the wisest 

stimulus and recovery investments are ones that simultaneously generate multiple benefits for each amount of 

money invested. Green stimulus and recovery measures are particularly good investments, as they have the 

potential to drive interconnected benefits related to the principles outlined above, enhancing economic, social, and 

environmental well-being.

In addition to enacting these principles expediently, a collaborative, global response is necessary to implement 

the most coordinated and effective measures. At this time, there is a risk that the COVID crisis will lead countries to 

step back and focus solely on national efforts. Advancing international solidarity and cooperation and strengthening 

global institutions can prevent this from happening and would lead to a more sustainable and inclusive outcome 

in the long term. Uniting stimulus efforts under this set of shared goals has the potential to drive interregional 

synergies that make these efforts more effective than they would otherwise be in isolation.

At the same time, it is important to recognize that our diverse array of global problems calls for a diversity of 

solutions. Green stimulus and recovery efforts cannot be implemented in the same way throughout the world. The 

principles outlined above are both widely applicable and adaptable. They can be adapted to the circumstances and 

needs of individual nations, and they can be integrated into other efforts where appropriate.

Above all, there is an urgent need for speed in responding to both climate change and COVID-19, slowing the 

spread of the virus and lowering emissions so we can buy more time to build our capacity to save lives today and 

avoid additional deaths tomorrow—all while increasing quality of life.   

Varying responses to the pandemic so far show that we are capable of taking swift, effective action to address 

a global crisis if we decide to act proactively and collectively.7 This sort of rapid action is critical when it comes 

to green stimulus and recovery efforts, where prompt implementation can enhance societal well-being on many 

fronts—now and in the future.

Global Stimulus Principles
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APPENDIX

RMI has developed the following stimulus ideas through internal and external discussions.

Mobility 

Fund non-transit mobility alternatives (e.g., carshare, bike share, micro-mobility)

Fund road retrofits (sidewalks + bike lanes)

Provide funding for electric buses for transit agencies and schools

Fund EV and battery production

Support public EV charging infrastructure

Provide replacement incentives for more efficient and zero-emissions vehicles

Provide EV consumer purchase incentives paired with EV supply mandates

Buildings, Construction, and Real Estate

Launch a national building retrofit program (commercial and residential)

Provide incentives for the construction sector to adopt high performance and efficient construction methods

Expand low-income weatherization and energy affordability programs (including electrification)

Scale up government-backed green mortgages for home energy improvements

Offer national incentives for building electrification and gas disconnects

Industry

Buydown and retire coal plants

Establish and fund a mine and industrial site remediation program

Fund a grant or loan program for renewables power-to-gas or electrification programs for hard-to-abate processes, 
particularly for industrial manufacturing 

Finance

Develop or expand tax policy to support renewable energy project finance (e.g., extend the PTC/ITC in the United States)

Establish and fund national or international green bank(s)

Provide low interest loans for C&I users interested to install distributed wind and solar projects

Provide concessional finance to encourage national finance institutions in developing economies to lend much more 
to interconnected and off-grid renewable energy projects in developing economies to help them reach global price 
benchmarks more rapidly

Cross Cutting

Provide public infrastructure loans and grants for existing transit system and grids (e.g., rail, bridges, roads, pipeline 

replacements and electric system repair/upgrades)

Provide power infrastructure loans for emerging economies: Enable continued operation and development of distributed 

energy resources, minigrid, and off-grid renewable energy providers

Launch workforce development and training programs (e.g., bus electrification, HVAC contractors, renewables installation, etc.)

Establish program for brownfield redevelopment and urban infill/densification (local loans/grants for high density multifamily 

housing, transit-oriented density, and community design)

Create an off-grid electrification programs (either transmission extension or microgrids, whichever is more cost-effective)

Fund technical and capacity building for electricity wholesale market development

Fund and scale recycling infrastructure to improve supply chain security

Fund distributed energy resources for grid resiliency
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