
 

COVID and the cost of living crisis are set to
collide this winter—the fallout will be
greatest for the most vulnerable
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The cost of living crisis is affecting people around the world. Although
it's been building for some time, the fact that this crisis comes hot on the
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heels of an ongoing pandemic only makes matters worse.

It's not surprising, though still worth highlighting, that the cost of living
crisis won't be felt equally across society. For example, the toll will be
greater for people living in more deprived areas, those on lower incomes,
older adults, single-parent families, people with disabilities and those
from minority ethnic backgrounds.

People from these groups are already more likely to have had to reduce
their gas and electricity use, to struggle to pay their bills and to face fuel
poverty.

We also know that COVID-19, although challenging for everyone, is an 
unequal pandemic. People from minority ethnic groups, from the most
deprived neighbourhoods, older people and those with underlying health
conditions have been at higher risk of death or serious illness from
COVID.

This will be the first winter since the pandemic began where many
countries have removed all non-pharmaceutical protections, including 
face masks, testing, social distancing and self-isolation. After two-and-a-
half years of uncertainty, what we're about to experience is, again, 
unprecedented.

Unless we learn from past missteps, both in government responses to 
economic crises and the pandemic, these two crises will collide to make
for a devastating winter, especially for the most vulnerable.

Some examples

If people are struggling to pay their bills, how can they be expected to
buy COVID tests? Or to stay home from work when they have COVID
symptoms, if they'll lose out on their wages?
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https://time.com/6214853/biden-wrong-covid-19-pandemic-isnt-over/
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https://www.plu.org.uk/cost-of-living-crisis
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https://phys.org/tags/health+conditions/
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https://phys.org/tags/face+masks/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/apr/08/health-inequalities-uk-poverty-life-death
https://phys.org/tags/economic+crises/


 

Governments and councils in the UK are already setting up "warm
banks", which are public spots, such as places of worship or community
centres, that people can go to if their homes are too cold. There are a
number of concerns over warm banks, not least that they treat the
symptom rather than the cause of the problem.

However, we know that COVID spreads easily indoors, especially where
large numbers of people are mixing for extended periods. So another
concern is that warm banks might increase the spread of COVID among
those who are both most vulnerable to the effects of the virus, and most
in need of somewhere warm.

Many people will have already been under increased financial strain
during the pandemic as a result of lost or lower income, making them 
more vulnerable to the cost of living crisis.

Research has found a link between recession and lifestyle-related health
risk factors, such as poor diet and obesity, particularly for those from
lower socioeconomic backgrounds. We know obesity is a significant risk
factor for getting very sick and dying from COVID.

Indeed, past experience tells us that economic crises can be devastating
to the health of the most vulnerable. Austerity measures implemented in
Europe following the 2008 recession saw cuts to public spending,
including social protections, education and health. This coincided with
an overall widening of health inequalities in the decade from 2010.

So as many countries hurtle towards another recession, how can we learn
from the pandemic, and the last recession, to better weather these twin
crises?

Shared responsibility
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-politics-62968256
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I am a social scientist with expertise in public health, and I've been
leading research looking at public experiences during the COVID
pandemic. Over the course of the pandemic, I have argued that too much
responsibility was put in the hands of the public. The long-term solution
to reducing the impacts of infectious respiratory diseases is less about 
washing hands and more about ensuring public buildings and transport
have adequate ventilation (although clean hands help too).

Similarly, the long-term solution to the cost of living crisis is less about
suggesting people buy new kettles, and more about building warmer
houses—and making them more affordable for all.

There are of course ways that we, as individuals, can help ourselves and
each other. Earlier in the pandemic, we saw how communities came
together to support one another. A large number of grassroots groups,
often organised via Facebook or WhatsApp, worked to provide food and
other essentials to people who were self-isolating or after they had lost
their jobs, for example.

It's encouraging that a portion of these mutual aid groups are still active,
and have pivoted to helping people cope with the cost of living crisis.

But ultimate responsibility lies with governments and society at large.

The solutions are complex

In the immediate term, we need to be strengthening rather than cutting
funding and policies that protect public health. In the UK for example,
there are concerning signs that the new cabinet is looking to undo hard-
fought public health measures designed to reduce obesity.

Energy price caps can help to alleviate the crisis somewhat, but don't go
far enough. As Michael Marmot, an epidemiologist at University College
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https://www.swansea.ac.uk/research/research-highlights/health-innovation/public-during-pandemic/
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https://www.bmj.com/content/bmj/373/bmj.n1373.full.pdf
https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2020/03/17/uks-coronavirus-policy-places-too-much-responsibility-in-the-hands-of-the-public/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/928720/S0789_EMG_Role_of_Ventilation_in_Controlling_SARS-CoV-2_Transmission.pdf
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/boris-johnson-kettle-twitter-energy-bills-b2158067.html
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https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2022/sep/13/liz-truss-could-scrap-anti-obesity-strategy-in-drive-to-cut-red-tape


 

London, argues, now is the time to deal with the longer-term problems
that underpin fuel poverty.

Universal basic income has been put forward as one possible solution to
the inequalities exacerbated by the pandemic. But what about, as some
have proposed, universal basic energy, where each household has a
portion of its energy paid for by the government?

One approach which might guide us moving forward is proportionate
universalism, where those most in need are given the most support.
Energy price caps fail to achieve this on their own.

Payments for the most vulnerable are a start, but, as we learned from
financial support for COVID self-isolation, it's not just about making
money available, but making it quick and easy to apply for and access.

As with the pandemic, although we will all be affected by the cost of
living crisis this winter, for the most vulnerable, it might be more fitting
to call it a "cost of surviving" crisis.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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