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The greater the pressure to limit global warming to an acceptable level, the louder the demands for an
ambitious approach to climate protection. In democratic societies some groups demand radical action,
even at the expense of democratic majorities and legislative processes. Illegal action becomes morally
justified as part of a fight of good versus evil . These groups feel emboldened by the position of certain
democratic governments that in the past years have been opposed to climate protection, such as the US,
Brazil and Australia. At the same time, authoritarian regimes try to present themselves as effective
protectors of the climate. As such, democracies face the challenge to prove that they are capable of
sustainable, effective climate policy based on civil liberties, political participation and pluralistic political
competition. It is therefore worth taking a closer look at the truth of common allegations against
democratic systems with regard to climate protection.
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advantage because they can prescribe climate-protection
measures regardless of voter attitudes, while in
democracies climate policy is sometimes forced to take a
back seat when other issues are at the forefront of public
attention.
However, it would be premature to conclude that
democracies are unable to implement ambitious, longterm climate-protection measures. If we shift our focus to
the potential of civic engagement and the free formation
of opinions, a different picture emerges. Critical thinking
and a highly educated populace have produced social
movements in Western democracies that have been
calling for environmental and climate protection since
the 1980s. The most recent example is the Fridays for
Future Initiative, based on which European democracies
have shown that they are capable of ambitious climate
policy. In that vein, the new EU Commission has
announced the European Green Deal, which aims to
achieve a climate-neutral Europe by 2050. This goal has
already had an impact on the EU’s Multiannual Financial
Framework, increasing the budget share for climate
protection from 20% to 30%.
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It is true that climate action requires a cross-generational

Criticism #2: Because of their consensus-based
decision-making processes, democracies struggle to ensure
fast and ambitious climate protection.
Democratic decision-making is often perceived as
cumbersome. In addition to the need to find compromises
within governments and parliaments, there are
legally-mandated procedures to allow participation by
interest groups and those impacted by climate policy
measures. These procedures can slow processes down,
but they also ensure legitimacy and thus have a stabilising
effect on societies and political structures.
However, such delays can also be so long that processes
have to be accelerated to enable political action, as is the
case with wind power expansion in Germany.
Nevertheless, the regulated balancing of interests remains
an important part of democracies because it offers citizens
as well as companies protection from arbitrary state
intervention.
Could China serve as a model?
Since the US announced its withdrawal from the Paris
Climate Agreement, the Chinese government has made
great efforts to strengthen its climate protection profile at
an international level. At first glance, the numbers seem to
speak for themselves. No country invests as much in
renewable energies as China. In 2018, renewable energy
made up 38% of the country’s total electricity capacity.
However, in 2016 alone, China burned as much coal as the
rest of the world combined. Around half of China’s
electricity generation is still coal-based. In line with that,
due to the economic consequences of the coronavirus
crisis, the Chinese government recently approved the
construction of several new coal-fired power plants.
In addition, there is a lack of environmental awareness
among the Chinese population as well as a lack of basic
environmental rights in the constitution. Participatory
processes are often limited to hearings and information
events held by local governments. And even though
various environmental scandals have led to local
governments being urged to improve environmental
quality, the actual enforcement of environmental
standards remains difficult.
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THE REGULATED
BALANCING OF INTERESTS
REMAINS AN IMPORTANT
PART OF DEMOCRACIES
BECAUSE IT OFFERS
CITIZENS AS WELL AS
COMPANIES PROTECTION
FROM ARBITRARY STATE
INTERVENTION.

Criticism #3: Democracies were only able to build their
prosperity through high CO2 emissions and are therefore
responsible for the climate crisis.
The increase of CO2 emissions since the beginning of the
industrialisation invites the conclusion that western
democracies bear a historical responsibility for climate
change. Together, they have been responsible for nearly
half of all CO2 emissions. However, in the context of the
UN Framework Convention on Climate Change these
countries recognised that industrialised and developing
economies share a Common, but Differentiated
Responsibility ,
with industrialised countries committing themselves to a
pioneering role in climate policy.
Western democracies are indeed fulfilling this pioneering
role, at least in part, as is evident from their increased CO2
productivity (economic output in relation to CO2
emissions) and their financial and policy-support for
poorer countries. Moreover, per-capita emissions of
authoritarian emerging economies such as China are now
very close to the levels of western industrialised countries.
This has created a rapidly-growing joint responsibility for
global climate protection between the West and emerging
powers.
Beyond the question who caused the pollution, it seems
equally important to consider where the solutions for
climate change mitigation are coming from. Democracies
have considerable potential in this regard due to their
open and independent science and the free exchange of
opinions.
It is not by coincidence that the phenomenon of climate
change was discovered by western scientists and became
part of the political debate due to strong independent
voices. Independent democratic structures also promote
innovative approaches that bolster the emergence of
sustainable economics. Indeed, western companies
increasingly adhere to the principle of Stakeholder Value,
a new form of sustainable entrepreneurship that goes
beyond profit-maximization and accounts for broader
public interests such as climate protection.

INDEPENDENT
DEMOCRATIC STRUCTURES
PROMOTE INNOVATIVE
APPROACHES THAT
BOLSTER THE EMERGENCE
OF SUSTAINABLE
ECONOMICS.
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Conclusion

The economic and geopolitical rise of authoritarian
emerging powers also involves climate policy.
Climate-friendly technologies provide these countries
with the potential to raise their political and economic
profile as they compete with democracies.
But the criticism levelled against democracies is based on
a superficial understanding of democratic processes.
Participatory democratic processes can indeed create
obstacles for climate policy. However, strong societal
awareness and the anchoring of climate policy at various
political levels are more important when it comes to
climate protection. By contrast, autocracies quickly face
issues of legitimacy if their claim to leadership is
primarily based on promises of economic growth.
If such growth does not occur, climate policy in
autocracies is likely to disappear from the political
agenda – not only on a federal but also the sub-national
level.
In fact, no convincing evidence has been provided to date
that autocracies do a better job at protecting the climate.
Without an active civil society, political competition, and
free media, there is a lack of crucial mechanisms for
disclosing climate-policy deficits and demanding more
ambitious climate action.
While climate change can be mainly traced back to the
industrialisation of western countries, democracies are at
the forefront of producing decisive approaches to
mitigate climate change, drawing from their extensive
potential for scientific, social and economic innovation.
Against this background, it is crucial to thoroughly
explain the strengths of democracies in matters of
climate protection, defending them against superficial
criticism. Because, in a rapidly changing world order,
climate policy has become part of a global competition
between democracies and autocracies, subject to the
whips of harsh power politics.

CLIMATE POLICY HAS
BECOME PART OF A
GLOBAL COMPETITION
BETWEEN DEMOCRACIES
AND AUTOCRACIES,
SUBJECT TO THE WHIPS OF
HARSH POWER POLITICS.
rkcilF - licnuoC ytiC yrtnevoC LCC

Autocracy versus Democracy: Who is doing more to protect the climate? - 4

About the authors
Multinational Development
Policy Dialogue
Konrad Adenauer Stiftung

From 2007 to 2009, Jasper Eitze worked in the

Avenue de l'Yser, 11

Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung (KAS) foreign office in

1040 - Brussels

Mexico City and then from 2009 to 2011 at the KAS
office in Rio de Janeiro where he helped setting up
the new focus area "Energy Security and Climate

+32 2-66931 70

Change in Latin America". In 2011, Jasper Eitze

denis.schrey@kas.de

moved to the KAS headquarters in Berlin, where he
was responsible for Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, the
South Caucasus and the Republic of Moldova until

+32-2-66931 75

2014, also acting as coordinator for energy and

louis.mourier@kas.de

climate policy in the Europe/North America
team. In 2015, Jasper Eitze took over the global
coordination unit "Energy, Climate & Environmental
Policy" in the Department of European and
International Cooperation. Since January 2020,
Jasper Eitze is KAS Policy Advisor on Energy and
Resources.

Cover Image: CC BY-NC 2.0 - NASA - Flickr
This is a publication of the MDPD KAS in Brussels.

Since April 2019 Denis Schrey is head of the

The views expressed in this paper are the

Multinational Development Dialogue program of the

sole responsibility of the authors.

Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung (KAS) in Brussels.
The program works on the thematic interfaces
climate/energy, democracy and development as well
as security and multilateralism and links the

CC License BY SA 4 0
-

.

foreign work of the KAS and its partners with the
European Union.Its own work focuses on

EU's

external democracy promotion and global democratic
development in general. As Head of KAS in Cambodia
(2011-2016) and EU Program Manager of a project to
strengthen local self-governance structures in
Vietnam (2008-2011), Mr. Schrey gained extensive
working and consulting experience in development
policy contexts in South East Asia. Mr. Schrey holds a
degree in economics and political science.
He obtained both degrees at the University of Trier.

Louis Mourier is Programme Manager for
Climate Policy at the Multinational Development
Policy Dialogue (MDPD) of the Konrad-AdenauerStiftung in Brussels. His work concentrates on the
external dimension of the European Green Deal,
with a particular focus on global climate governance,

Follow us!

the Green Deal Diplomacy and the EU’s climatedevelopment policy nexus. Prior to joining KAS,
he was a Trainee at the EU Delegation to the United
Nations in Geneva. Mr Mourier holds a Master’s in
International Relations from the London School of
Economics (LSE) and a Bachelor’s in Economics from
Leuphana University Lueneburg, Germany.

We

are

a

facilitate
the

ne

x

us

#KAS4Democracy

-

bridge
multi
of

builder

bet

w

stakeholder

democrac

#KAS4Security

y

and

een

the

dialogue

EU

and

on

governance

,

the

Global

sustainable

peace

and

South

.

We

development

securit

y,

,w

climate

#KAS4EU

Autocracy versus Democracy: Who is doing more to protect the climate? - 5

implement
ith

and

a

and

focus

energ

y.

on

CC BY-NC 2.0 - NASA - Flickr

The Multinational Development Policy Dialogue - KAS in Brussels

