
 

Climate change: Voters will be hot under the
collar by 2099

October 26 2016

By 2099 the nature of democratic politics could change in costly ways
for politicians because of climate change, says Nick Obradovich of
Harvard University in a paper in Springer's journal Climatic Change.
Leveraging a century's worth of political science research, he predicts
that voters' disgruntlement about the societal effects of climatic
extremes and weather-related disasters they experience will translate into
more frequent turnover of political parties elected in and out of office,
and will keep politicians of especially warmer, poorer countries more on
their toes than is currently the case.

Obradovich conducted the first-ever investigation into the relationship
between temperature, electoral returns and future climate change. He
analyzed over 1.5 billion votes cast in over 4,800 electoral contests held
in 19 countries between 1925 and 2011, and coupled it with
meteorological data as well as climate models. Election results from
Argentina, Austria, Brazil, Canada, Colombia, Costa Rica, Finland,
Germany, Guyana, Honduras, Iceland, Luxembourg, Norway, Portugal,
Romania, Spain, Switzerland, the United States and Zambia were used.
However, countries lacking available electoral data - including most Sub-
Saharan African nations - weren't included.

The analysis indicates that - once you control for all other place-specific
factors like political institutions and levels of economic development -
warmer than normal temperatures in the year prior to an election
produce lower vote shares for parties already in power, driving quicker
rates of political turnover. These effects are even more acute in areas
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with annual temperatures above 21 degrees Celsius (or 70 degrees
Fahrenheit). In these warmer places, voter support shrinks by nine
percentage points from one election to the next, relative to office bearers
in cooler electoral districts. Using these historical effects, Obradovich
forecasts that by 2099 climate change (when temperatures are expected
to have risen by up to five degrees Celsius) may reduce the average vote
share of office-bearing parties, especially in poorer, already warmer
countries.

According to Obradovich, turnover directly related to politician
performance is vital to a well-functioning democracy. He notes,
however, that findings from the study indicate that democratic turnover
might increase as a result of climatic events that are outside the control
of individual politicians.

"Such exogenously driven political turnover may shorten democratic
time horizons, inducing parties and their politicians to focus on short-run
policies at the expense of important longer-run strategies," he warns.
"Such altered political time horizons may have a particularly deleterious
impact on climate mitigation, as the long-run benefits of mitigation are
unlikely to be observed from one election to the next."

Obradovich adds that the uncertainty caused by increasing rates of
democratic turnover can in turn directly upset macroeconomic outcomes
on a broader scale.

"Even more starkly, turnover in nations with weak democratic
institutions can up-end political stability. If incumbents in weak
democracies foresee a greater risk of losing office, they sometimes
employ electoral fraud and pre-electoral violence to maintain power," he
explains. "If these methods fail, incumbents' loss occasionally
precipitates post-electoral violence that can in turn induce broader civil
conflict."
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  More information: Nick Obradovich, Climate change may speed
democratic turnover, Climatic Change (2016). DOI:
10.1007/s10584-016-1833-8
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