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Covid-19 as a Social Crisis and
Justice Challenge for Cities

Annegret Haase*

Department of Urban and Environmental Sociology, Helmholtz Centre for Environmental Research — UFZ, Leipzig, Germany

The article deals with Covid-19 as a social crisis and justice challenge for cities. It
describes how Covid-19 shines a spotlight on the uneven distribution of goods and
burdens, opportunities and resources that we find in most of the world’s cities today;
inequality and justice challenges arise from both the crisis itself and some of the policy
reactions to it, such as the stay-at-home orders and economic lockdowns. It shows
how exposure and vulnerability to Covid-19 emerges mainly at the intersection between
different dimensions of disadvantage and marginalization. The example of housing and
green space provision is used to discuss this general argument in more detail. The
article concludes that to overcome the social crisis and justice challenge posed by
Covid-19, we have to tackle the underlying structures/mechanisms leading to inequitable
outcomes in today’s cities, and to re-think the social and justice yardsticks of current
urban sustainability and resilience debates and strategies.
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INTRODUCTION: THE COVID-19 CRISIS AS AN URBAN SOCIAL
CRISIS AND JUSTICE CHALLENGE

Cities' worldwide have become the hotspots of the current Covid-19 crisis. The pandemic
represents, in a way, an urban crisis and challenge for thinking about and shaping sustainable urban
futures. It has affected cities in a very unequal manner: There are huge differences between different
countries and between cities within one country, in regions all across the globe. But there are also
some common features that become obvious when we look at the “urban face” of the Covid-19
crisis. The degree to which the pandemic affects a place and exposes people to health risks is clearly
related to the social and socio-spatial inequalities and inequities of the world’s cities. As Simon
(2020) rightly states: “Patterns of illness and death reflect urban social and economic geographies.
Attention has focused on shielding the elderly and those with underlying medical conditions,
defined as being most at risk, but the reality is more complex.” Clearly, and this is nothing really
new, low socio-economic status is another huge risk factor, a fact that holds true for all regions
of the world (Fisher and Bubola, 2020). Both the health crisis itself and the measures taken to
counteract it (e.g., restricting people from leaving their homes and shutting down large parts of
public and economic life including supply and care infrastructures) not only clearly show existing
social, socio-economic and socio-spatial inequities in our cities. They also reinforce and strengthen
those inequities, leading to higher exposure to the virus among the disadvantaged and leaving
them less capable of protecting themselves from infection. It became clear that social risk factors
such as poverty, precariousness and exclusion increased a person’s likelihood of becoming infected

!When referring to cities, I mean the city as an administrative area, but also its functional sphere of influence e.g., for
suburban/commuting zones.
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with the virus. Friedmann and Bartsch (2020) even speak of
SARS-CoV-2 as a “social virus.” They identified poverty and
exclusion as global risk factors that influence whether urban
dwellers become infected, suffer from a severe case of the disease
and even die from it. In countries like the US, Brazil, the UK
or India, just to mention a few examples, the share of poor and
low-income people among the Covid-19 cases and fatalities is
much higher than their general share in the population. Hence
the more socially polarized cities are, the more probable is it
that this polarization will be reflected in the figures regarding
who is exposed to and affected by the virus (Fisher and Bubola,
2020; Friedmann and Bartsch, 2020). Obviously, the social
crisis is most severe in those (urban) societies with the most
uneven distribution of and access to opportunities, resources and
safety for different population groups and, as a consequence,
the greatest social polarization—as witnessed in the countries
mentioned above.

Set against this background, in this short article I will look at
the coronavirus pandemic as a social crisis and justice challenge
for our cities and urban societies. I will first explain what I mean
by “social crisis” and “justice challenge” and then specifically
discuss how disadvantage affects (a) exposure to the virus and (b)
vulnerability to suffer directly and indirectly from the crisis. I will
take the empirical example of housing and green space provision
and distribution in cities to explore this in more detail. Finally, I
will discuss how we can proceed from here to transform our cities
in a truly sustainable, inclusive and just way to make them more
resilient against external shocks and challenges.

Why does Covid-19 represent a social crisis in our cities? It is
a social crisis in three senses, since it (a) exposes and highlights
existing social inequities and shortcomings; (b) reinforces or
enlarges them, because policies designed to counteract the crisis
create unequal (polarized) opportunities for people to adapt and
protect themselves; (c) has great potential to continue amplifying
social differences even after the lockdowns end, i.e., also leads
to more inequalities and inequities in the long run. The Covid-
19 crisis is also a “stressor for justice issues,” as Kotsila (2020)
recently put it. The opportunities and constraints that influence
how well people get through the pandemic—economically and
with regard to health—are distributed in a very unjust manner.
It is not only the case that the poorest and most excluded are
hardest hit by the pandemic; in some respects, the response to the
crisis also comes at the expense of those with the lowest incomes,
the worst housing conditions, and the least access to high-quality
open/green space, health insurance, healthy food, etc. The latest
data shows that social polarization did not just become obvious
in relation to exposure to the virus, vulnerability to infection and
the capacities of people to adapt to lockdown conditions; in the
longer term, forecasts suggest we can expect a further increase in
disadvantages for those who are most vulnerable and hardest hit
by the crisis in a social respect. This polarization is concentrated
in cities (DGB, 2020; Fisher and Bubola, 2020). In the following,
I will discuss how the Covid-19 pandemic and policy responses
to it have reinforced the social crises that already existed in cities,
and show how crucial it is to apply an intersectional perspective
to grasp the complexity of this crisis. The way urban societies

have responded to the health crisis up until now also shows
how inequitable our policy responses are for urban dwellers
who are marginalized or suffer low incomes or bad housing and
living conditions, and how both the pandemic and the political
response to it run the risk of considerably aggravating the social
crises in our cities.

Conceptually, this health crisis and how it has unfolded until
now (autumn 2020) is the focus of multiple, overlapping debates
with great potential for cross-fertilization. The social crisis, as
I understand it here, touches different strands of the debates at
their intersections:

(a). It represents a real challenge for large-scale debates on the
future of urban sustainability and urban transformation
toward greater sustainability. Having said that, I see this
issue as another contribution to the current critical
discussion on the “ambition-reality gap” of urban
sustainability and the rising demands to pay more
attention to the social and justice dimensions of the general
sustainability discourse (Agyeman et al., 2002; Agyeman,
2008; Kremer et al., 2020).

(b). It points to the urgent need to deal more critically
with social and justice challenges in debates about urban
transformation and the ways in which greener, more
affordable and healthier cities for all can be designed and
implemented. In the last few years, there has been an
increase in critical analysis dealing with the awareness
of inclusivity and justice in environmental urban debates
(Haase et al., 2017; Malin and Ryder, 2018; Menton et al.,
2020). More and more, we find overlaps between such
critical studies and the ongoing right-to-the-city debates
that started decades ago with the work of Lefebvre, Harvey
and Marcuse, and which did not end with Sassen’s work on
the city as a “collective good” 2017 or Fainstein’s “Just City”
2010.

(c). It tells us a lot about how our societies cope with social
and justice challenges in times of crisis, and whether
we can interpret the crisis itself as a condition that is
aggravating gaps in equality and justice or as a chance
to tackle and overcome existing problems. In a situation
of risk and uncertainty that puts society under stress—
as conceptualized by Beck (1986) and recently recalled by
Nassehi, among others (Nassehi and Yiiksel, 2020)—the way
this “crisis condition” shapes and determines how we handle
inequality and justice issues says a lot about the way a society
treats social issues (Are social issues a central priority,
dwarfed by other issues or ignored altogether?).

In light of this, it is not just important to analyse the social and
justice dimensions of how the Covid-19 crisis emerged in and
is affecting our cities. It is equally or even more important to
discuss what this means for our conceptual claims on the futures
of urban sustainability and the formulation of policies and their
implementation. So, my argument includes both an empirical
foundation and observations as well as a theoretical and policy-
related reflection. This paper is not an empirical one, it delivers a
perspective based on my empirical expertise in urban research
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so far, observations I've made during the last few months, a
study of the emerging discourse on the urban dimension of the
coronavirus crisis, and exchanges within my scholarly networks.
The section on housing and the provision of green space builds
on my nearly two decades of expertise and experience in this field.
My aim is to open up a perspective on Covid-19 as a social crisis
and justice challenge for cities and generate discussion.

VULNERABILITY AND EXPOSURE AT THE
INTERSECTION OF DISADVANTAGES

“Poor people also inhabit the lowest quality housing and areas of
a city. They live at the highest densities and in the most cramped
accommodation. These areas have higher air pollution levels, and
poor quality or inaccessible utilities and services. They often have
the smallest areas of open public spaces.” (Simon, 2020) This
quote is part of a small but increasing number of studies and
reflections on the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic (on cities). It
shows the heart of what I call the social crisis and justice challenge
caused by Covid-19. The social dimension of risk and exposure
was not in the center of attention when the crisis started. It took
researchers a while to grasp it. While at first, risk and exposure
were mainly discussed with respect to age and pre-existing
illnesses, it quickly became apparent that there are also social
risk factors such as poverty, bad housing and living conditions,
crowded areas and neighborhoods, job precariousness, lack of
access to health services, and the necessity of going to work
during lockdowns. Many of those studies and reflections (e.g.,
Friedmann and Bartsch, 2020; Schneidewind et al., 2020; Simon,
2020; Teubner, 2020) share the opinion that the crisis brings to
light a range of (existing) inequalities. As Simon (2020) rightly
putsit: “...the combination of social, economic and demographic
factors together with the urban environment probably accounts
for many of the observed infection patterns.”

I think an intersectional perspective is needed here to fully
grasp the complexity of exposure and disadvantage (Crenshaw,
2000; Lutz, 2014). Multiple disadvantages also mean that
especially vulnerable people

(a). experience above-average exposure to external risks, either
caused directly by the Covid-19 crisis or the policy response
to it;

(b). either lack or do not have equal capacities to adapt or protect
themselves (the way shutdowns or restrictions are organized
or implemented limit their capacities even more, e.g., stay-
at-home orders, rules about leaving one’s home or district,
closure of social support infrastructure);

(c). are also most likely to suffer from the long-term
consequences of the crisis through the loss of jobs, decreased
income, sustained and untreated health problems, as well as
longer educational and professional career gaps.

So, it is not just the intersection of disadvantages itself that
makes people specifically vulnerable, but also the temporal
dimension that keeps them disadvantaged in the long run. It
is what Fisher and Bubola (2020) call a “mutually reinforcing
cycle” of existing inequalities and external threat that make

Covid-19a social crisis for cities. Even worse, “inequality itself
may be acting as a multiplier on the coronavirus’s spread and
deadliness. Research on influenza has found that in an epidemic,
poverty and inequality can exacerbate rates of transmission and
mortality for everyone.” (Fisher and Bubola, 2020). The widening
of inequalities may additionally widen societal gaps that drive
polarization, radicalism and right-wing populism in the long run
as we see it currently in the US and Brazil.

Multiple disadvantages look different across the globe, we find
a lot of differences and factors that are specific to particular
places, but we also find some common ground which I described
above. Intersectional disadvantage as the “face” of the urban
social crisis in times of Covid-19 is a global phenomenon. It
affects seasonal workers in Europe and India, precarious workers
who lost their jobs in the US, people living in crowded and
poor areas without access to clean water, space for distancing or
access to open/green space in the midst or at the fringes of our
cities, refugees and people without a secure legal status, homeless
people, etc. (e.g., Dick, 2020; Global Platform for the Right to the
City, 2020). In order to describe a bit more in detail what I have
outlined now in a general way, I will now expand on the field of
housing and green space provision in cities.

EXAMINING THE EXAMPLE OF HOUSING
AND GREEN SPACE PROVISION

The field of housing and green space provision shows the possible
outcomes of crises in cities where there is an uneven distribution
of and access to resources, opportunities and safety. Housing and
green space provision belong to the fundamental issues that shape
and determine people’s quality of life and safety in cities. The
case of the Covid-19 crisis has so far shown (a) how differently
people were hit by the risk of infection depending on their
housing conditions and their access to green spaces and (b) that
the policies to counteract Covid-19, especially the conditions of
lockdown, have by and large aggravated those uneven conditions.
Socio-spatial and socio-economic inequalities were mirrored in
the crisis and enlarged by the policy response—so the more
polarized a city’s living conditions, the greater the extent of
the inequities.

Examples from many cities show that exposure to the risk
of becoming infected is higher for residents living in crowded
circumstances, in dense housing, small flats without a balcony
and small rooms/little space per person. In our cities, it is
mainly income-poor people who live under such conditions. As
Simon (2020) underlines for the global scale, crowded housing
has become a risk factor. What is more, in many places low-
income housing is also situated in urban areas with high levels of
pollution, e.g., along main traffic axes. Poor people often have an
above-average level of pre-existing illnesses, which makes them
additionally vulnerable. The lockdowns did not change this: They
simply transferred the risk of getting infected from public spaces
to households and indoor areas. Chair (2020) rightly speaks of
the “inequalities of stay home policy,” because for people living in
bad housing conditions staying at home means being “exposed to
cold, damp and other hazardous conditions with consequences
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for both physical and mental health,” often with too little space
per person (also: Clifford, 2020) and poor or no opportunities
to access high-quality open and green spaces. Working from
home or home schooling were hardly possible under such
conditions, which risked further widening the existing gap in
terms of opportunities for escaping poverty and marginalization.
Precarious mass housing such as refugee accommodation or
overbooked flats for seasonal workers became hotspots of mass
infections in many cities, as examples from many countries show
(e.g., Heisterkamp and Sussebach, Sauerbrey, 2020 for Germany,
Butler, 2020, Chair, Clifford, 2020 for UK, Wennberg, 2000
for Sweden, Williams, 2020 for the US). The decisions of local
governments in Spain to close down poor neighborhoods that
had become infection hubs (e.g., in Palma de Mallorca or Madrid)
in early autumn 2020 deepened the disadvantage of people living
there (e.g., Jones, 2020). Not to mention homeless people for
whom staying at home is not an option at all. All those groups of
poor and/or marginalized people have suffered additionally from
the closure of social support infrastructure, particularly children,
single mothers and refugees/migrants with a fragile legal status.
Care and help became hard or even impossible to provide
during the lockdowns. With respect to jobs, many income-poor
people had to either continue working and were exposed to the
risk of infection in times when others could more effectively
protect themselves by working from home. For many people, the
economic lockdown meant a considerable loss or reduction in
income that led to difficulties in paying rent, among other things.
The moratoria on rent payments that was established in many
countries only postpone the problem of indebtedness; evictions
and the threat of eviction will remain a long-term disadvantage
for poor people (e.g., Maalsen et al., 2020). In countries without
a (functioning) welfare system, the crisis has made food more
expensive due to lockdown conditions or disturbed supply
chains. This, too, affects low-income people first and foremost.
The interdependency or relatedness/interaction between all of
these factors has to be understood to really grasp the extent
to which the crisis and the associated political response have
led to greater marginalization of already marginalized people
in cities.

This is also true for the use of or access to urban green
spaces. It is not only that urban green spaces are unevenly
distributed in most cities and better-off housing areas and
households usually benefit more from high-quality green spaces
than poorer households and less popular housing areas. The
urban green space debate rightly states that “during these
extraordinary circumstances, urban nature offers resilience for
maintaining well-being in urban populations, while enabling
social distancing” (Samuelsson et al., 2020). Yet this remains an
“empty” statement when we think about the uneven distribution
of green benefits in most of our cities; this thinking would
benefit from the insights of research that explicitly deals with
green justice challenges (Haase et al.,, 2017; Kronenberg et al,,
2020; Langemeyer and Connolly, 2020) or with the challenge
of prioritizing the needs of the most marginalized (Anguelovski
et al.,, 2020). To be very clear: The structures and organization
of access to and benefits from urban green spaces that do

not provide equitable outcomes in non-crisis conditions (as
described in many studies by critical urban green scholars)
will be even less equitable in crisis conditions. In recent weeks
and months many surveys have been conducted that ask urban
dwellers worldwide about changes in the way they use urban
green space. These surveys will most probably not be able to
show the inequities and mismatches between the needs and
wants from the perspective of the under-privileged, since they
will have hardly participated in such surveys. So, again, it is
important to stress the crucial function of urban green spaces as
resilient infrastructure that provides safe and quality places for
people in times of pandemics and pandemic-related lockdowns—
however this is not the full picture. It is also vital to consider
the varying degrees to which different groups can make use of
and enjoy (discrimination-free) access to such green spaces. A
combined “green and justice” perspective would tackle the issue
of green space access and benefits as a justice challenge in a
more appropriate way; critical urban green discourse increasingly
points to such engaged positions (Haase et al., 2017; Anguelovski
et al., 2020; Kronenberg et al., 2020; Langemeyer and Connolly,
2020; TNOC Blog Roundtable on Covid-19, 2020). Here, there
needs to be more focus on the importance of accessible allotment
gardens at affordable prices, the improvement of small or unused
green spaces in crowded neighborhoods (green courtyards,
pocket parks, corner green, etc.) or the potential to create green
roofs as spaces to spend time in low-cost housing areas, among
others (e.g., Samuelsson et al., 2020). Last but not least, this also
applies to spaces for urban farming as places of low-budget food
production that also became more important during the crisis.
Large-scale, fundamental efforts will be required to improve
housing and green spaces provision in cities in a way that
creates more equitable results in general, but also in times of
crisis. Those efforts would also include tackling housing market
mechanisms, property rights and income issues. Such efforts
would have to be based on the basic principles of a right of all
urban citizens for safe and good housing and discrimination-
free access to urban green spaces at the neighborhood level.
The current situation in most cities shows how far away we
are from such a reality, even from such thinking. The reaction
to the crisis can veer toward many different directions. It may
either enlarge existing inequality and justice gaps or improve the
situation for the disadvantaged as a “lesson learnt” from the crisis
for more resilience in the future. In some places, as mentioned,
highly affected poor neighborhoods are simply closed to fight
the spread of disease and infections. In other places, planned or
existing greening projects received more support and were fast-
tracked in cities, and there was critical debate about precarious
housing (e.g., debate in Germany about housing for seasonal or
contract workers) (Scheiwe, 2000). But these issues are tackling
the defective appearances of an inequitable system, fighting
against the worst symptoms, rather than tackling the problems
at heart of the system: the unequal and unjust distribution of
resources, opportunities, safety and quality of life in our cities.
Or perhaps this assessment is too pessimistic? Maybe the Covid-
19 crisis and the small improvements and changes in practices
and discourse are the start of larger-scale and more fundamental
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changes toward truly sustainable cities (Kotsila, 2020; Kremer
et al., 2020)?

DISCUSSION: HOW DO WE GO FURTHER
FROM HERE TO TACKLE THE SOCIAL
CRISIS AND JUSTICE CHALLENGE IN OUR
CITIES (RE)PRODUCED BY COVID-19?

It remains unclear what this all means for

(a). the discourse on sustainable urban future cities in terms of
a fair distribution of and access to opportunities, resources,
quality of life and safety for all;

(b). future discourse including different strands of debate
with a particular focus on their overlaps and cross-
fertilization potential;

(c). policy formulation, planning and implementation that aims
to tackle, counteract and, in the long run, overcome the
social crises that we are observing in cities today as a
consequence of the Covid-19 crisis.

There are various directions in which cities could develop during
and after the pandemic. Under the given circumstances, it is
not very likely that the inequalities and inequities that led to
the socially uneven distribution of vulnerability and exposure
to the virus will be tackled on a larger scale. This is where
engaged, sustainability-oriented social science has to jump in
and demonstrate how inequalities might emerge as a long-term
risk for urban societies in the long run. For instance, there are
a lot of green urban scholars who demand a more critically
and emancipatory approach to discussions on sustainable and
inclusive urban futures (e.g., Anguelovski et al., 2020), or plead
for environmental science to take more responsibility for social
concerns. So, if we want to see a different future “after” Covid-19
and not just a step-by-step return to the neoliberal and unjust
“normality” that existed until early 2020, we have to demand
fundamental changes to the shape and organization of our cities,
and beyond. To this end, it would be desirable and indeed vital to
deal more stringently and rigorously with overlaps between the
strands of discussion on sustainable urban transformation and
the right to the city, and raise more awareness about inequalities
and justice among green urban scholars as I mentioned at the
beginning. The policy fields that I briefly expanded on—housing
and green space provision—are good examples for the potential
of cross-fertilization between critical, socially aware and justice-
oriented perspectives of urban discourse and research.

Clearly, the Covid-19 crisis offers a window of opportunities
for change toward more sustainability. It might trigger or
speed up changes that otherwise wouldn’t have come so
quickly, or make room for suggestions and decisions that
promote a more sustainable way of looking at globalization,
global urbanization, biodiversity protection and climate change
mitigation, etc. In some places, efforts to strengthen green
infrastructure and space for people increased during and after
the lockdown periods, and some relief was provided for people
who could not pay their rent due to job losses, reduced working
hours and loss of income. The general question, however, is

who will benefit and suffer from changes and opportunities
resulting from the Covid-19 crisis, and whether the crisis
will lead to opportunities for different groups of people in
the long run. A crucial lesson that we have learnt from the
pandemic is that we need to ensure that policy responses to
crises (and the subsequent recovery periods) are also equitable
and affordable for people with fewer opportunities, resources
and capacities to react/adapt (see here also Teubner, 2020).
Otherwise, future cities will neither be truly sustainable nor
resilient in a socially responsible way. So, after all, it would be
somewhat naive to deny that to take the Covid-19 crisis as an
opportunity depends on a variety of conditions, conditionalities
and contingency.

If we go one step further here, we arrive at a point
where we have to seriously look at how sustainability policies
are being lived and implemented in our cities today. We
see a large gap between our ambitions and the reality, a
discrepancy that is highlighted when we examine the increased
social crises caused by Covid-19. To tackle this gap, we have
to fundamentally question how we measure sustainable (and
resilient) cities. What role should social fairness and justice
play here? Are we willing to learn from the way the social
crisis reveals increased virus exposure and vulnerability at the
intersection of disadvantages? Can we develop a policy that
tackles aggregated marginalization? Which role can and should
an engaged and critical global urban discourse play here?
Recent debates call on the “planetary” scientific community
to take an active role (Mukherjee, 2020) and also demand
close communication between scientific research and practice,
as has been the case with virology and epidemiology in the last
few months.

Counteracting the social crisis and taking up the justice
challenge (re)produced by the coronavirus in our cities represents
a multi-level and multi-temporal endeavor. The crisis exists at
all levels, from single households to whole countries. The city
itself is a place where different levels of impact and affectedness
come together and interact. The same is true for the short-
term and long-term effects and changes. Hence the social crisis
has to be considered and tackled with regard to the short-term
and the longer-term. As Samuelsson et al. (2020) point out
in relation to urban green space planning, short-term action
would be needed to build/improve resilience during the crisis,
and long-term action to re-arrange structures and organizational
approaches in a way that provides more equitable outcomes
and less polarized access to resources, opportunities and safety,
regardless of whether there is a crisis. To put it another
way: While it will not be possible to overcome all inequitable
structures and modes of distribution in the short term, over
the longer term it should be possible to minimize the risks of
exposure and vulnerability for everyone, especially disadvantaged
and marginalized groups (this represents a long-standing key
argument in philosophical and social justice thinking since the
time of John Rawls).

In his plea for urban social inequities to be made the focus of
debate, Simon (2020) concludes: “We have a unique opportunity
to work toward fairer, more sustainable cities in the wake
of coronavirus. Emergency government [...] support packages
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must be used proactively.” I fully share this view and would add
by way of conclusion that we also need to take Covid-19 as proof
of where and how the social reality in our cities is not sustainable,
just or resilient. Inequalities and inequities are major obstacles to
true sustainability and not just collateral damage or by-products
that have to be accepted. Thus, we can also use the coronavirus
crisis as an opportunity to re-think and re-discuss the type of
sustainability we want to see in our cities in the future as well as
the criteria for measuring it. And hopefully this re-think will have
a string focus on counteracting and overcoming the social crisis
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