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άώ5ϐemocracy is not a static paradise, achieved once and for ever, but rather a never-ending 

social process. It needs permanent rethinking, commitment and active involvement from all 

ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ǘƻ ǎŀŦŜƎǳŀǊŘ ƛǘǎ ǾƛǊǘǳŜǎΦέ 

Bernd Hamm1 

ά²ƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ŦƻǊƳ ƛǘ ǘŀƪŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƻǊǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ 

democracy of our predecessors.έ 

Robert Dahl2 

άώLϐŦ ǿŜ ǎǘŀǊǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭevel of emissions expected from the Copenhagen Accord pledges in 2020 

and then follow the range of these pathways through to 2100, we find that they imply a 

temperature increase of bŜǘǿŜŜƴ нΦр ǘƻ рх/ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΦΦΦ ¢ƘŜ ƭƻǿŜǊ ōƻǳƴŘ 

is the case in which emissions are fairly stringently controlled after 2020, and the upper in 

which they are more weakly controlled. In other words, emission levels in 2020 implied by 

curreƴǘ ǇƭŜŘƎŜǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ нх/ ƻǊ мΦрх/ ǘŜƳǇŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ƭƛƳƛǘǎΦ ¢ƻ ǎǘŀȅ 

within these limits, emission levels would have to be lower in 2020 and then be followed by 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴǎΦέ 

UNEP3 

άLŦ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ǿŀǊƳƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ƳŀȄƛƳǳƳ ƻŦ нх/ ŀōƻǾŜ ǇǊŜƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΣ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ 

emissions need to peak between 2015 and 2020 and then decline rapidly. To stabilize 

climate, a decarbonized society ς with near-zero emissions of CO2 and other long-lived 

greenhouse gases ς needs to be reached well within this century. More specifically, the 

average annual per-capita emissions will have to shrink to well under 1 metric ton CO2 by 

2050. This is 80-95% below the per-ŎŀǇƛǘŀ ŜƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ нлллΦέ 

Copenhagen Diagnosis, 20094 

άOver the past 50 years, humans have changed ecosystems more rapidly and extensively 

than in any comparable period of time in human history, largely to meet rapidly growing 

demands for food, fresh water, timber, fiber and fuelέ. 

Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 20055 
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Foreword 

tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ ¢ƛƳ hΩwƛƻǊŘŀƴ 

Climate change challenges democracy. But climate change also needs democracy. Halina Ward and 

her colleagues have created a wonderful text to show us why this is the case; the most 

comprehensive assessment of this relationship ever penned.  

We live in a carbon dependent world. And for the most part, we are loath to forego this somewhat 

cosy arrangement. Carbon dependency is promoted in part by technology which gives us many good 

things on the cheap: electricity, personal mobility, affordable consumer goods, cooling and warmth. 

It is also encouraged by governments which promise easy options to low carbon outcomes, without 

delivering these options. And for the most part, we do not seem to care, as the goodies continue to 

arrive.  

We all know in our hearts that this is a copout: we are duped but we connive in the deceit. And 

democracy is not a system that forces us to face up to these contradictions. We want to live in a 

sustainable society but the political system does not reward or support the innovators and 

entrepreneurs who would guide us to it.  

Political institutions manipulate us, as do the power brokers who shape political opinion and guide 

policy. The size of the climate challenge threatens to overwhelm a democratic system that biases 

towards the status quo. 

Democracy shuns the long term. This is especially the case when the costs of present action fall on 

us, the existing voters, whereas the benefits accrue to an unknown future tribe. This tribe may be 

our grandchildren, but we hope (and easily forget) they will not need our largesse. The apparent 

sacrifice is felt all the more acutely in a time of austerity. Household incomes are falling and day to 

day costs are rising. Moreover today, the formerly contented European middle classes, sitting in the 

gap between the rich minority and the poor majority, for the first time in living memory cannot be 

sure their children will be better off than they are. Confronted by this austere prospect, this group - 

the natural allies of climate stability ς become unsettled. 

Halina and her colleagues seek a way forward; assessing the consequences for democracy associated 

with trying to create the appropriate political, social and economic conditions aimed at meeting 

different emissions reduction pathways.  

Assessing the implications of climate change for democracy to 2050 ς and beyond, to 2100 ς is both 

a challenging exercise and a valuable one. The stories that are set out in the final section of this 

report represent the outcome of a joyous juggling act. The outcomes reflect almost unimaginable 

combinations of options. The balls in the air are incentives, regulations, communications, moral 

norms, social interactions, technological treasure troves, and the great unknown unknowns.  

What is profound though is the scope for enlightenment. Look carefully at Figures 3, 4 and 5. They 

chart the possible consequences for democracy all over the world of three scenarios: Ψtransition 

democracyΩ to something akin to sustainability; Ψpost authoritarian democracyΩ to a more 

enlightened world in the wake of failed attempts at coercion; and a Ψtechnocratic democracyΩ based 

on authoritative hierarchism and commissions of experts. ! ŦƻǳǊǘƘ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻΤ ΨǊŀǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΩ; 
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takes the form of a speech delivered from the year 2050 by Minister for Future Generations Septima 

Tulisa. It is a warning from a society that has failed to take effective climate action in time; a society 

ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƛǎ ΨǊŀǘƛƻƴŜŘΩ ōǳǘ in which, nonetheless, there are signs of hope. All of these 

scenarios are plausible. All are worked through with creative imagination.  

This is a report that gives us hope and a basis for setting out our new democratic stalls. We offer 

Halina and her colleagues our heartfelt thanks. 

Norwich, January 2012 
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1. Introduction 

What has gone before 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŦǘƘ ŀƴŘ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǇŀǇŜǊ ƛƴ C5{5Ωǎ project on The future of democracy in the face of climate 

change.  

In Paper One, we highlighted a broad range of relationships between climate change and democracy. 

Paper Two ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ŀ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ΨŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΩ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ ǘhe ways in 

which it has been measured, as well as some of the body of thinking about how democracy has 

evolved and been seeded in various parts of the world.  

Paper Three ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜŘ ŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƳƻŘŜǎǘ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ōƻŘȅ ƻŦ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻƴ ΨǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΨΣ and 

in the process also helped to identify some variables in possible futures for democracy before 

climate change is factored in. Paper Three also pointed to some of the external contextual factors 

that could help to determine the relationship between democracy and action to address climate 

change; including evolving ideas about sustainable development, the changing shape of global 

governance, and overall thinking on geopolitical change. And it identified a range of important 

points of intersection in a wide range of literature and investigation of human endeavour; areas 

ǿƘŜǊŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨŦƛǘΩ 

between democracy and climate change mitigation and adaptation.  

In Paper Four we reviewed the current state of play in mainstream climate science ς taking as a basis 

the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). 

 

This final paper takes this earlier work as its starting point, and adds to it to provide a more 

complete basis for developing scenarios.7  

¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘΣ ƻǊ ŦǊƻƳΣ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦ !ƭǾƛƴ ¢ƻŦŦƭŜǊΩǎ мфул ōŜǎǘǎŜƭƭŜǊ The 

Third Wave includes a letter to the Founding Fathers reflecting on the democratic challenges facing 

America. John Keane creates a muse speaking from the future. UK-based think tank New Economics 

Foundation communicated its scenarios on the future of climate change through a series of 

ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ wƛŎƘŀǊŘ IŜƛƴōŜǊƎΩǎ ΨƭŜǘǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΩ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ōƻƻƪ Peak Everything 

provided narrative for the film Age of Stupid.  

Scenarios are simply stories about the future. They are not predictions, nor projections. At the same 

time, C5{5Ωǎ concern to provide fuel for a process of transformational change in which democracy is 

actively and consciously equipped to address challenges such as those of climate change means that 

it is particularly important that our stories ς our narratives of a positive future ς are designed to 

inspire action in the present. They must provide part of the basis for practical action. And modelling 

new behaviours can also inspire others to action. 

The scenarios that are set out in this paper are based on simple narratives. But as we refine and 

finalise the scenarios, we will think about how best to communicate them as stories, sources of 

inspiration, and pictures of possible futures. 

Across Papers One to Four, it is clear that climate change has the potential to generate democracy 

challenges on (at least) three levels: 
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- Managing the processes that give rise to climate change and the policy processes for 

mitigating harmful climate change (for example, industrial processes that give rise to carbon 

emissions, or policy processes for setting legally binding frameworks for mitigating climate 

change). These challenges raise issues both at global and national/subnational levels. 

- Managing the impacts of climate change including scarcity, migration and disaster. 

- Managing the geopolitical dimensions of climate change: for example, those arising out of 

the opening up of the Arctic to year-round navigation.8 

C5{5Ωǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛǎ ƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘǿƻ 

hypotheses:  

- First, that climate change will impact on democracy, when democracy is understood as a 

political system (see Paper Two). Democracy itself could even be threatened by climate 

disruption and related emergencies in some parts of the world if suitable mitigation and 

adaptation strategies are not adopted as soon as possible (as discussed later in this paper).  

- Second, that the system of democracy applied within a nation or its regions affects climate 

change because the system of democracy is itself connected to the possibility of the 

emergence of effective responses to climate change. Without innovations and evolution in 

democratic governance, democracies will not find it easy or even possible to meet the 

particular challenges posed by climate change. By way of evidence, we might point to:  

¶ failure of the United States to muster support in Congress for the Kyoto Protocol or for 

meaningful action at the 2009 Copenhagen Climate Summit; 

¶ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŎŜǇǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ΨŘŜƴƛŜǊǎΩ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƳŀƧƻǊ 

political parties and lobbies, for example in the USA, Canada and Australia; or 

¶ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩs Climate Act with its legally binding targets remains unique in the 

world, and is under continual attack. 

 

The thing about climate change 

By way of reminder: anthropogenic climate change is closely linked to the greenhouse gas emissions 

that result from a wide range of human activities. The range of those activities is so broad that it has 

the potential to encompass almost every aspect of human life, from heating and lighting homes and 

businesses, to agriculture and other forms of land use, to travel and transport, and of course 

industrial production processes. The largest growth in global greenhouse gas emissions due to 

human activity in recent decades has been from energy supply, transport and industry. 

One thing is agreed: CO2 traps heat, and the burning of fossil fuels adds to CO2 in the atmosphere. 

Equally, it is clear that the non-renewable nature of fossil fuels means that, as Roger Pielke Jr argues 

in his book The Climate Fix, άŀŎŎŜƭŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŘŜŎŀǊōƻƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ 

adaptation to climate change make good sense quite independent of long-term predictions of the 

ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜέ.9  

Immediately before the industrial revolution, CO2 ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘΩǎ ŀǘƳƻǎǇƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ 

about 280 parts per million (ppm). By the end of 2009, concentrations of CO2 ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘΩǎ 

atmosphere stood at 388ppm. They are currently rising at about 2ppm annually. According to 
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models used in the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, if 

the world continues to rely on carbon-based energy, if population growth continues at its current 

rate, and if ΨŘƛǊǘȅΩ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘΣ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ǘŜƳǇŜǊŀǘǳǊŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ōȅ as 

much as сΦпх/ ōȅ нмлл όǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǊ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻǎύ ƻǊ сΦфх/ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǇǊŜ-industrial levels.  

These kinds of increases in average global temperature could bring impacts that might potentially, 

according to some scientists, be associated with extinction of the human race. Clearly, in such a 

situation, scenarios for the future of democracy as a political system (as distinct from a system of 

social organising principles applied by a few survivors) would be meaningless to 2100. 

Structure of this report  

The remainder of this report begins in Section 2 by recapping on four key problems in the 

relationship between democracy and climate change which were highlighted in Papers One to Four 

in this project. It goes on to make the case for democracy, and then explores in general terms how 

democracy might respond to climate change. The next subsection turns to some of the features of a 

ƴƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŦƻǊ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƛǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ 

outcomes.  

Separate subsections consider what degree of change might be possible over the forty and ninety 

year time-horizon for our project: what might be the accelerators and the decelerators of change?; 

How should we view the 40 and 90-year time-spans for our work?; and reflect on the extent to 

which law, policy and institutions might be capable of driving the necessary changes. Finally, Section 

2 ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ΨǇŜƻǇƭŜΩ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ ΨǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ-ŎŜƴǘǊŜŘΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΦ  

Section 3 of the report describes the analytical approach that we have followed to develop the 

scenarios.  

Section 4 describes ǘƘƛǊǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ΨŘǊƛǾŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ нлрл ŀƴŘ 

2100. It highlights (where feasible and helpful) key uncertainties in the future trajectory of the driver 

under consideration and highlights its broad implications for democracy and climate change.  

Section 5 introduces four scenarios for 2050, and four sketches for 2100.  

Drawing on analysis in Sections 3 and 4, the report concludes that there are two persistent sets of 

uncertainties that are related at the same time a) to our core research question and to climate 

change adaptation and mitigation, and b) to the possibility of democratic transformation across 

some of the key areas where there are dissonances between liberal democracy on the one hand, 

and effective mitigation of and adaptation to climate change on the other (highlighted further in 

Section 2 below). 

These persistent uncertainties are: 

- The nature and availability of hard technology related to climate change adaptation and 

mitigation. 

- The nature of the values expressed in societies through a variety of human activities 

including consumption, lifestyles and political preferences and behaviours.  
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These uncertainties form the basis for ǘǿƻ ΨŀȄŜǎΩ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ όx and y) from which we derive our 

scenarios. We explain our reasoning for this choice of axes further in Section 3.  

Figure 1 below describes some basic sets of relationships that are considered in the scenarios. There 

are broadly speaking two types of responses to the potential for harmful human-induced climate 

change: 

- Mitigation (so that the likelihood of the climate changes arising in the first place is reduced) 

- Adaptation (so that the capacity of people, communities, societies and ecosystems to adapt 

to the effects of climate change is enhanced) 

In turn, both mitigation and adaptation responses to climate change can helpfully be divided into 

two categories (which can overlap to some degree): 

- Those that involve changes in human lifestyles; whether to minimise emissions of 

greenhouse gases such as carbon or methane from human activity, or to create greater 

capacity to adapt to climate change 

- Those that flow from technological innovation; for example to engineer or design energy 

efficiency improvements into buildings or (in the case of geoengineering) make use of 

technological intervention to interrupt or forestall processes of climatic change. 

Figure 1: Mitigation, adaptation, lifestyles and technological innovation 

 

Arguably, effective mitigation of climate change is more challenging for democracy than adaptation 

to the effects of climate change once they have begun to be felt. Crudely put, at a general level, 

effective action on climate mitigation within a democracy (at least at a point in time when climate 

impacts are likely to be distant in both time and space) is more demanding of ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎΩ ŀƭǘǊǳƛǎƳ ǘƘŀƴ 

an appeal to self-interest and community engagement in the face of clear and present dangers from 

climate impacts at the local level.  
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As this project has evolved, alongside the first two years of the Foundation for Democracy and 

Sustainable DevelopmentΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ, we have recognised that one of the key obstacles to change is 

ǉǳƛǘŜ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘ Ψƛǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŀƭŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘΩΦ Many of our 

stories therefore incorporate a bias: part of their purpose is to support a belief that change is 

possible; but that action is urgently needed.  

²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ƭŜǎǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ΨŎƻƭƭŀǇǎŜΩ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǾƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ. One natural response 

to such scenarios, if they are credible, is to shrink back from a commitment to democracy, or to take 

ǊŜŦǳƎŜ ƛƴ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ΨǳƴŎƛǾƛƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 5ŀǊƪ aƻǳƴǘŀƛƴ tǊƻƧŜŎǘ όƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ƛƴ Paper Three) does. 

We are far more interested in building the circumstances for lasting change that allows effective 

adaptation to and mitigation of climate change, and the realisation of the potential of sustainable 

development as an overarching goal for human endeavour. ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘȅΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ΨǿƻǊǎǘ ŎŀǎŜΩ 

stories from the future, we seek to highlight the ways in which the embers of a future democracy 

might still be present. 
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2. The challenges of democracy and the problem of time 

Some problems with democracy 

Around the world, people and communities face a choice: allow democracy to drift on the currents 

of environmental and social change, or equip it to chart a powerful course towards resilience, 

environmental protection and social justice.  

There should be no debate about the desirability of democracy. Democracy is essential. But 

democracies are tricky.  

 

Current systems of Western liberal democracy already struggle to cope with climate change or 

scarcity in natural resources. And climate change presents some quite specific problems for 

democracy, as Paper One in this project (Democracy and climate change: why and what matters) 

revealed.  

 

At a highly aggregated level, there are four sets of problems or tensions in the relationship between 

liberal democracy and effective climate adaptation and mitigation.
10

  

 

In the first place, short-term electoral cycles and snapshot opinion polls too often dictate political 

priorities. Yet long-term thinking is precisely what is required to ensure that actions are taken now 

to forestall the risk of possibly extreme climate change in the future, or to build societal resilience 

sufficient to ensure responses to climate change. The fact that climate change impacts are 

considerably dispersed in space and time can easily take the urgency out of effective action on either 

mitigation or adaptation at the same time as incentivising free-riding (or the belief that ΨǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ 

ŜƭǎŜ ǿƛƭƭ Řƻ ƛǘΩύΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳore, climate impacts extend well beyond the relatively short-term electoral 

timetables of democracies. Political parties proposing radical action now are easily outvoted by 

those proposing action later or not at all; and the reality of relatively short election cycles means 

that effective political action on climate change demands sustained cross-party consensus over 

many decades.  

 

Closely related to the problem of short-termism, liberal democracy can struggle to take proper 

ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƻŦ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ Ψƴƻƴ-ǾƻǘƛƴƎΩ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΦ WŀƳŜǎ aƛƭƭ 

argued that representative democracy was the protector of private property and possessive 

individualism; that it confirmed to the incontrovertible Utilitarian principle that άƛŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ 

Government be to produce the greatest happiness of the greatest number, that end cannot be 

ŀǘǘŀƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ǎƭŀǾŜǎέ.11 .ǳǘ aƛƭƭΩǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƛǎǘic version of liberal 

democracy is poorly suited to delivering the scale of collective endeavour that might be called for by 

severe climate change.  

Many (even most) of the people who are likely to be affected by climate change do not have a vote 

in the spaces or in the moments when preventive action needs to be taken; because they are too 

young, or not yet born, or (because like residents in the small islands of the Pacific who face the 

complete annihilation of their home states with rising sea levels) they are too distant in space from 

the places where political will for effective action must be seeded.  
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!ǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ƛǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ΨŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΦ ! ŘŜŜǇŜǊ ŦǳǘǳǊŜǎ 

orientation is important if the needs of future generations are to be brought more closely into 

democracy. Mika Mannermaa (Table 1 below) helpfully contrasts some of the characteristics of 

futures thinking with those of representative democracy. 

Table 1: Futures thinking and representative democracy contrasted 

Futures thinking Prevailing (representative) democracy 

Futures perspective: long term, decades or 

beyond 

Futures perspective: short term, parliamentary 

cycle (often four years) or the budget year 

Long-sighted approach ς έsometimes you have 

ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ΨƴƻΩ today to have something better 

ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿέ 

Short-sighted approach ς άǊŜǿŀǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ 

ƎǊŀǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜέ 

Multi-sectoral systems thinking {ŜŎǘƻǊŀƭ άƴƻǘ Ƴȅ Ƨƻōέ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ 

New mindsets (paradigms, ideologies) and ways 

of organising societal functions are generated in 

information society and its successors 

Mindsets and ways of organising societal 

functions (party system, etc) date from agrarian 

and industrial society; no change 

Ever more complicated (complex) society; 

difficult and challenging to fully grasp ideas 

Simplification; temptation to sell citizens simple 

ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ άǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴέ ŀƭǎƻ ŜȄǇŜŎǘǎ 

Change ς accelerating change, emerging issues, 

unpredictable surprises 

Status quo, clinging to positions achieved, 

predictable trends and lack of change 

Time and form broken down in processes Time and forms determined in processes 

Visions; objective and the value debates that 

they spark off 

Modern information society has covered old 

ideologies; new ones are not born 

Proactive approach ς άŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜέΤ 

futures analysis of change factors in operating 

environment and inspiring visions forma  a basis 

for strategies for grasping the future 

Reactive or passive approach ς react at last 

ƳƛƴǳǘŜ ƻǊ άŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘǊƛŦǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻέΣ 

inadequate ideological or inspiring visions of the 

future (Salla, Finland, Europe, world) 

Source: Mannermaa, 200712 

 

The first set of problems, then, concerns the short-termism of liberal democracy and the associated 

difficulty that it has in accounting for the interests and needs of people without a vote ς particularly 

those who have yet to be born. 

 

Politicians tend to prioritise economic growth over other societal goals that challenge self-interest or 

where progress is difficult to measure. It can be hard to imagine democracy without the promise of 

endless improvements in living standards, or even to imagine a form of democracy that has quality 

of life and sustainable development as its goals. This is a major challenge in liberal democracies 

where liberal democratic ideals are closely connected to economic liberalism. Currently, liberal (as 

well as illiberal) economies are overwhelmingly natural resource and carbon-intensive; leading both 

to natural resource scarcity and to greenhouse gas emissions. Given the possibility that technological 

innovation alone may fail to come up with effective responses to climate change, dramatic lifestyle 

changes may be required to mitigate and adapt to climate change. Political leaders want the 

technofixes that can continue to allow consumerism to flourish. Worse still, politicians are even 

recasting their role as leaders, becoming mere legislators or policy-making functionaries in a policy 

space made narrower by globalisation.  
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Participatory and democratic decision-making is more difficult ς more labour-intensive ς where 

science is uncertain, or where available scientific evidence challenges deeply held cultural values 

(such as those associated with Western-style consumerism). And the problem is made worse 

because, as John Keane points out, democracies are plagued, in their actually-existing forms, by 

stagnation and complacency. Public support can be hard to win when it comes to action to address 

long-term societal shifts such as an ageing population, or dependence on fossil fuels, or challenges 

such as climate change where there is considerable scientific uncertainty and nearly everyone is part 

ƻŦ ΨǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩΦ 

This is the third problem: the problem of retaining and nurturing an active commitment to vibrant 

democracy whilst allowing expertise, and science, space to offer insights and inform policy. 

There is also the problem of global governance: how to bring a concern for the Global South within 

decision-making in the democracies of the rich North? The writer Colin Crouch sees democracy being 

hollowed out by mass affluence and consumerism, and by globalisation, which has reduced national 

political capacity and the will to go against the grain of international market forces. Globalisation can 

also make national politics less significant, narrowing the effective range of policy options and 

identities offered by the main parties at the same time as offering a fig-leaf for weak political 

leadership and fostering path-ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎȅΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƭƛƴƪ ƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ WƻƘƴ YŜŀƴŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ΨƳƻƴƛǘƻǊȅ 

democracyΩΣ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ƛƴ Papers Two and Three. He argues that this is the model in which we 

currently find ourselves, whichever democracy we might happen to live in: one with plenty of 

ΨƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ ƭƻƻǇǎΣ ōǳǘ ŎƻǳǇƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƘƛƎƘ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǇƻǇǳƭƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ Ŏynicism.  

¢ƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ΨǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΩ; a concept and goal which we explored in some detail in Paper Three. Democracy is to 

some extent already built into sustainable development. But sustainable development provides only 

ǾŜǊȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΩΦ 9ǉǳŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ Lt// ƳŀƪŜǎ ƴƻ 

assumptions about the forms of political system that might deliver responses to climate change: it 

simply refers to adaptation and mitigation.  

This insight leads to a further major challenge facing democracy when it is considered in the context 

of sustainable development: the challenge of scale. Climate change demands a globally coordinated 

response. But with painfully slow progress in intergovernmentally coordinated negotiations over 

climate change, emphasis has shifted to nationally and subnationally coordinated innovation to 

deliver climate solutions. At the same time, neither the idea of democracy nor the goal of 

sustainable development has been able to articulate a seamless vision of national or even local level 

government, much less the role of national level leadership in climate action. Local level action 

without clearly defined mechanisms for managing trade-offs between localities does little to assure 

integrated approaches to environmental, social and economic considerations.  

Equally, local or national level action without a sense of broader temporal and spatial connection to 

climate-impacted communities and individuals is unlikely to deliver change on the scale that is 

ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘΦ Ψ¢ƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ Ǝƭƻōŀƭƭȅ ŀŎǘƛƴƎ ƭƻŎŀƭƭȅΩ ƛǎ ƘŜǊŜΣ ŀǎ ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜΣ ŀ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ǎƭƻƎŀƴΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ŀǘ 

the very least be doubt that a myriad of locally coordinated actions can effectively respond to the 

earth systems whole. Scientific expertise certainly has a role to play in joining the dots. But so do all 

of the formal and informal spaces ς including intergovernmental institutions ς where people have 

opportunities to learn how best to base action on supranational understanding.  
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This is the fourth problem: the problem of scale; though it is a problem that stems as much from the 

idea of sustainable development as from any feature of democracy itself. 

None of these challenges are inherently limited to democracies as distinct from more autocratic 

political systems; but they acquire a particular quality when they play out in democratic settings. 

True, even autocratic leaders need to consider the needs of people who live in their territories (even 

if only, in the case of truly despotic rulers, to ensure that they are able to continue to rule). But in a 

relatively stable autocratic setting, a long-term perspective on the part of the ruler, or policy 

approaches that hold back economic growth, or that keeps scientific evidence and any discussion of 

it away from the people, are all inherently less liable to face public opposition in the day to day 

course of events.  

This is very far from an argument that autocracy is better positioned to tackle climate change than 

democracy. Democracy or some further evolved form of democracy is overall likely to provide a far 

better political system for tackling climate change than autocracy (whatever its form), as we argue 

further below. And democracy is also very certainly more closely linked to the idea of sustainable 

development than autocracy, for access to information and public participation in decision-making 

are among the most well-established and closely guarded principles of sustainable development.  

Some political challenges associated with climate change will exist whatever the political system in 

play:  

- The legitimacy of elites depends on economic growth being achieved and living standards 

secured, and climate action can be portrayed as a threat to growth. 

- Fossil fuel-based lobbies are powerful interest groups in preventing action and  in muddying 

debates. 

- The sunk costs in carbon-intensive industries and infrastructures are very considerable. 

- The free rider problem: the fear that others will not join in the costs of taking action, but will 

share the benefits.  

 

More autocratic political systems will not be better than democracies at climate action, but they 

could give the impression that they are ς for example because some might have capacity quickly to 

build energy infrastructure without being slowed down by democratic due process. An anti-

democratic streak in parts of the environmentalist movement implies a rejection of sustainable 

development. Equally, environmentalists, or even people concerned about climate change, are 

frequently referred to in the western blogosphere as green Nazis or eco-fascists. Public confidence in 

climate science has waned. And as the stakes get higher in economic and lifestyle (not to mention 

political) terms, because these implications of both climate action and climate inaction are becoming 

clearer, the use of shocking media tactics is increasing all round. There is a great deal that the IPCC 

could do to offer greater clarity in the process. But what emerges next will depend as much on how 

democracy ς understood both as a political system and as a social system ς evolves.  

So climate change impacts on democracy. And as any review of the available climate change 

mitigation and adaptation options makes clear, shifts in the practice of democracy could exert major 

impacts on climate change over the medium to long term. 
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The case for democracy 

 

Given its very substantial flaws, what is the case for democracy?  

¢ƘŜǊŜ ƴŜŜŘ ōŜ ƴƻ ŀǇƻƭƻƎȅ ŦƻǊ ōƻǊǊƻǿƛƴƎ ²ƛƴǎǘƻƴ /ƘǳǊŎƘƛƭƭΩǎ ƳǳŎƘ-quoted insight:  

άLǘ has been said that democracy is the worst form of government except all the others that 

ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘǊƛŜŘέΦ13  

Democracy breeds possibility: άǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƘƻǊƛȊƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘƛƴƪŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƻŀōƭŜ ŀǊŜ ǎǘǊŜǘŎƘŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ 

it is for that reason exciting, infuriating, punctuated by difficult, quarrelsome, ugly and beautiful 

moments. It makes good things possible ς ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ƛƴ ƛǘǎŜƭŦέ; and άŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ 

recognises that although people are not angels or gods or goddesses, they are at least good enough 

to prevent some humans from thinking they are angels or gods or goddesses.έ14 

Democracy is the best clumsy political system so far devised to enable humans to make well 

informed and accountable decisions, and to arrive at accommodations among competing values and 

ideas. It is the best available form of government.  

The Nobel prize-winning economist Amartya Sen argues in Development as Freedom, that 

democracy, whilst not necessarily a prerequisite for progressive development, makes development 

more likely than does an authoritarian regime.15  

But development is not the same as economic growth: David Keane notes that άƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ 

certain: the findings [do] not confirm the commonplace that democracies are friends of economic 

growth ς even supposing that quantitative economic growth is a desirable goodέΦ16 There is no 

consistent evidence, he argues, that democracies consistently outperform dictatorships in achieving 

economic growth.  

The case for democracy is strong on other grounds though. There is a moral imperative to 

strengthen democracy to tackle climate change: evidence to date indicates that it is the more 

vulnerable and least politically powerful who are likely to be most negatively affected by climate 

change. And flawed as existing democracies might be, there is no alternative system currently in 

play, since the collapse of Communism in the Eastern Bloc, that shows effective potential to 

enfranchise the weakest people in any given society. For David Keane, this leads to the cardinal 

democratic virtue of humility.17  

 

Democracy from its birth, Keane argues, άǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ŀǎ 

equals, to resist the arrogance of power camouflaged in grand Universal Principles and piffling 

ǇǊŜƧǳŘƛŎŜǎέ.18 He refers to the άȅŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƳƻcratic ideal to protect the weak and to empower 

people everywhere, so that they can get on with living their diverse lives on earth freed from the 

ǇǊƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜƧǳŘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ƳƻƎǳƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƎƴŀǘŜǎΣ ǘȅǊŀƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘȅŎƻƻƴǎέ.19 If democracy were about 

humility, then άǿƘatever unity the polity enjoys is permanently questionable and constantly up for 

grabs, simply because the exercise of power over others is always scrutinised, contested, divided, 

constrainedέ.20  Democracies, he argues, dispense with the fetish of leaders.  

At the same time, the democratic ideal that all people are equal has some troubling implications for 

a world adversely affected by resource scarcity and climate change. As Keane puts it, άǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
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citizens equally to grasp the world around them depends crucially on their access to adequate 

ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎέΦ21  

From an environmental perspective, whilst many democracies are also amongst the most polluting, 

democracy άǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ŎƻƴŘǳƛǘ ǘƻ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ 

structures.έ22 Citizens in democracies enjoy freedoms which allow them to express their concerns 

over environmental protection or degradation, and to influence political processes.23 

 

Democracy is also strongly associated with the core principles of sustainable development, as we 

saw in Paper Three όǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŀƴ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ƛǎ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ public 

participation is somewhat circular).  

 

!ǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ƛǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƎƻƻŘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜΩ ƳƻǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

authoritarianism never could be. In the Soviet Union, laws and regulations were Potemkin-like; 

facades erected on a crumbling edifice, fulfilling the social functions associated with keeping a naked 

emperor apparently clothed (if the imperial metaphor can be forgiven). Democracy offers a system 

of feedbacks far more effective than other systems fatally flawed by self-deception. It bears a 

legitimacy that other systems cannot (currently) compete with.  

 

The challenge is to find ways to live up to the many virtues of democracy. For its effectiveness is 

diminished by its flaws. There is a certain path dependency to democracy, in which we keep doing 

what we have always done because we have always done it. Democracy is currently at risk of 

sclerosis. But we too often forget how young democracy is, and that there is, and there must be, a 

vast amount of innovation still to come. What has been, historically, is not a good guide to what 

could be in the future. Innovation in democratic practice can enable democracy to overcome some 

of the challenges. And it ought to be possible too: as we saw in Paper Two, liberal democracy has 

evolved rapidly over even the past fifty years.  

 

There is no shortage of ideas to build on, as we saw in Papers Two and Three. We briefly consider 

below how and why some of these ideas might be capable of delivering change in behaviour, and 

therefore in systems of democracy.   

 

How might Democracy respond to climate change? 

Democracy and crisis 

Leaving aside the uncertainties of climate science, what is the range of possible responses of 

democracy as a political system if the impacts of climate change were to be severe or catastrophic? 

This of course is the core question for this project; but before considering closely the drivers of 

impact on democracy and their possible relationship with climate change (in Section Three) it is 

worth pausing to consider generally what might be the triggers for widespread outbreak; or 

shutdown; in democracy? How do those triggers relate to the things that could unfold in the event 

of climate catastrophe, or a more gentle process of change?  
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²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ȅŜǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ climate change-related crisis would cause a roll-back of democracy. 

Indeed, one of the thinly veiled assumptions in this entire project has been that it is worth investing 

to ensure that it does not. Not only because democracy is inherently a good thing ς but also because 

we believe it is possible to ensure that climate change does not trigger a massive roll-back of 

democracy.  

In contrast, some Western writers go so far as to begin with an assumption of impending societal 

(and hence democratic) collapse: David Shearman and Joseph Wayne Smith write for example that 

άǿŜ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜ ƳŜǊƛǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ŀ ǊǳƭƛƴƎ ŜƭƛǘŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƻŦ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘŜǊ ƪƛƴƎǎέ24 άǿƘƻ ǿƛƭƭ 

attempt to preserǾŜ ǊŜƳƴŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ŎƛǾƛƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŎƻƭƭŀǇǎŜ ŎƻƳŜǎέ.25 And the Dark 

aƻǳƴǘŀƛƴ tǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƎǊƻǳƴŘǎ ƛǘǎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ Ψ¦ƴŎƛǾƛƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛƴ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ōŜƎƛƴǎΥ άWe believe we 

are entering an age of material decline, ecological collapse and social and political uncertainty, and 

ǘƘŀǘ ƻǳǊ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘƛǎΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŘŜƴȅƛƴƎ ƛǘΧ ²Ŝ ŀƛƳ ǘƻ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ 

that underpin our failing civilisation, to craft new ones for the age ahead and to reflect clearly and 

honestly on our place in the world. We call this process UncivilisationέΦ26 

Climate change is often referred to as a crisis. Two key sequential questions that arise then are: 

ΨWhat does crisis do to democracy and politics?Ω ŀƴŘ ΨƘƻǿ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǿŜ ōǳƛƭŘ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ?Ω. 

Past evidence, from responses to 9/11 in the US to food riots in the global South, is that threats 

severe enough to generate societal crisis can give rise to measures that bypass normal democratic 

processes or erode civil liberties. Certainly, crises including threats of terrorism, protests and coups, 

wars and food riots have often led to restrictions on freedom of expression or free media (shown 

clearly as governments have struggled to exert control over social media).  

In the face of crisis, governments are often guilty of downplaying the scale of disaster ς as in the 

ŎŀǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ƘŜǊƴƻōȅƭ ƴǳŎƭŜŀǊ ǇƻǿŜǊ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ 

ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ǘƘŜ WŀǇŀƴŜǎŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CǳƪǳǎƘƛƳŀ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 2011 major 

earthquake and tsunami.  

Governments might, conceivably, be tempted to censor mainstream and social media in order to 

downplay the effects of extreme weather events or climate change-related natural disasters. On the 

other hand, the tendency for cover-up that exists in the case of disasters stemming from a man-

made source (such as a nuclear power plant) may not exist in the same way when the most 

ǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜ ǘǊƛƎƎŜǊǎ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜŀŘƛƭȅ ōŜ ŦǊŀƳŜŘ ŀǎ ƭȅƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƴŀǘǳǊŜΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ΨƘǳƳŀƴ 

ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎ ƻǊ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΩΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ is little evidence, for example, of media censorship in the 

aftermath of the 2010 New Zealand earthquake or the many thousands of aftershocks that followed 

and continue to this day; though there is significant evidence of a roll-back in democracy more 

widely. As political scientist (and FDSD trustee) Bronwyn Hayward, a Christchurch resident, notes:  

άLƴ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǇŜŜŘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŀǘ ŀ ǎǘŜŜǇ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǇǊƛŎŜΦ bƻ ƻƴŜ ŘŜƴƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǳǊƎŜƴǘ ƴŜŜŘ 

to house people warmly and provide security as winter descends. However the drive for 

efficiency is used to justify a governance response of command and control. A new 

centralised planning authority (the Canterbury Earthquake Response Authority or CERA) was 

created to replace local elected authorities. Rather than reinvigorating our struggling council 

by investing in staff and advisors to lift the capacity of elected representatives, democracy 
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was supplanted by professionals. In the process institutional memory was eroded and pre-

ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƭƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǘŜŘΦέ27 

At the same time, it is helpful to make a distinction between temporary or short term authoritarian 

measures or technocratic governance in response to specific climate crisis events on the one hand, 

and developments that might, over the longer term, erodŜ ΨŘŜŜǇ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΩ ƳƻǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅΦ  

 

Crisis can bring out both the best and the worst in people ς often at the same time. When many of 

9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŎƛǘƛŜǎ ŜǊǳǇǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƻǘƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƳƳŜǊ ƻŦ нлммΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŜǊŜ 

deeply moved by a spontaneous outbreak of riot clean-up ΨǿƻƳōƭŜǎΩΤ ƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƳǇŜƭƭŜŘ ōȅ 

social media to take to the streets in the aftermath of the looting, armed with brushes and 

household gloves to clean up the mess and express a collective sense of outrage and community 

spirit.28  

Perhaps there is, after all, something archetypal and enduring about the idea of democracy itself? 

When a group of 33 Chilean miners, who had been trapped underground for many weeks without 

knowing whether they would survive, emerged from their incarceration after more than two months 

in October 2010, their leader revealed that they had applied a system of democratic decision-making 

during their ordeal. ά¸ƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘ ŀƴŘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƛƴ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΣέ said foreman Luis 

Urzua: ά9ǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ǾƻǘŜŘ ƻƴΦ ²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜ оо ƳŜƴΣ ǎƻ мс Ǉƭǳǎ ƻƴŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅΦέ29 At the same 

time, the opposite case has also been argued by George Kennan: άL ƪƴƻǿ ƻŦ ƴƻ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

ΨdemocracyΩ, or what we picture to ourselves under that word, is the natural state of most of 

ƳŀƴƪƛƴŘέ.30 

In any event, it seems fair to suggest that the longer democracies delay in taking decisive action to 

mitigate the pressures, the less likely democracy will remain intact as pressures turn to crisis.  

US political scientist 9Ř ²ŜōŜǊΩǎ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻs (outlined in Paper Three) are helpful in pointing to the 

core of the possible range of relationships between democracy and climate change based on the 

kind of climate change impacts that might lie in the future and the speed at which those impacts 

might unfold.  

²ŜōŜǊ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇǎ ŦƻǳǊ ƘȅǇƻǘƘŜǘƛŎŀƭ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ŀȄŜǎ ΨǎŜǾŜǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ 

ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎΩ όŎŀǘŀǎǘǊƻǇƘƛŎΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƧƻǊ ƻǊ ƳƛƴƻǊ ς though without specifying the nature of the effects), and 

ΨǎǇŜŜŘ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩ (fast or slow). The tǿƻ ΨƳƛƴƻǊΩ ǎcenarios (fast climate change with minor severity 

of impacts, and slow climate change with minor severity of effects) are not analysed, on the basis 

that without at least major or catastrophic change, the problems of climate change are not big or 

important enough to warrant a governance response. 

Assuming then that climate change actually has catastrophic or major effects, the features of the 

ŦƻǳǊ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻǎΣ ŀǎ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ²ŜōŜǊΩǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜΣ ŀǊŜ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ Table 2. 
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Table 2: The interaction of climate change and governance responses 

 Fast Climate Change (i.e. over the next 5 

to 20 years) 

Slow Climate Change (i.e. over the next 

80 to 100 years) 

Catastrophic 

effects 

Authoritative Coercive governance 

responses 

- Globally centralized planning and action 

- Command and control with heavy, 

frequent coercion and heavy restrictions on 

individual and local autonomy 

- authoritarian philosopher kings (highly 

educated elites) in charge, along with 

physical scientists and technocrats 

Constrained Environmental Democracy 

governance responses 

- Globally centralized coordination 

- Increased central national control 

- Slow change makes possible education 

and creation of new sustainability ethic 

- Coercion and restrictions on individual 

and local autonomy only if problem 

worsens 

- Privileged role to philosopher kings, 

physical scientists and technocrats 

- long time horizon and societal resilience 

goal means authoritative leadership spread 

across groups and areas of expertise 

Major effects Liberal Democracy 

- Global role more limited, focuses on 

coordination and information 

- National role diminishes; develops broad 

framework and criteria for success 

- Regions/communities make more choices 

- Larger role for market 

incentives/mechanisms for adjusting and 

pricing risks 

- Involves broader cross-section of elites 

and experts 

Deliberative and Dispersed Democracy 

-Global and national roles as cheerleaders 

and facilitators 

- Regions, communities, and individuals 

granted greater freedom of choice 

- shared national/local governance 

authority is key 

- larger role for market 

incentives/mechanisms for adjusting and 

pricing risks 

- Heavy focus on education, resilience, and 

creation of new sustainability ethic 

- Collaborative capacity builders in high 

demand 

Source: Edward Weber, 2008.
31

 

The assumed scenarios are necessarily thumbnail sketches. For example, the nature of possible 

ΨŎŀǘŀǎǘǊƻǇƘƛŎΩ ƻǊ ΨƳŀƧƻǊΩ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎǇŜƭƭŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ όǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǎƻƳŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ 

considered in the latter half of the paper). That is a significant rider, for the effects could themselves 

incorporate a variety of social and economic impacts with a significant effect on the feasibility of 

different governance responses ς particularly if climate effects gave rise to the prospect of 

significant social unrest or collapse in the rule of law.  

At the same time, it is entirely feasible that precautionary governance action could generate impacts 

for governance responses irrespective of the environmental effects of climate change. For example, 

if fast climate change with severe effects is credibly and authoritatively predicted, and those 

predictions generate public backing for meaningful action, climate change may tip political systems 

in a variety of directions based on precautionary action. Arguably, such a shift might be taken in and 

ƻŦ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ΨƳŀƧƻǊΩ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΦ  ¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜŎŀǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŀǎ ŀ 

guide to governance responses, in other words, need to be fully factored in. 
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Professor Weber makes ǘƘŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ŎƻŜǊŎƛǾŜΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ 

ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƻŦ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ƻǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΩΣ έdemocratic governance possibilities reappearέΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ΨƭƛōŜǊŀƭ 

ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻΩ ƻŦ Ŧŀǎǘ ŎƘŀƴƎe and major effects, Weber suggests that άƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜŘ ŜƭƛǘŜǎ 

ŀƴŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΧ ōǳǘ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻƴ-catastrophic nature of climate change, 

they will tend to be subjected to the preferences of citizens as expressed through elected 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜǎέΦ 32 But even an authoritarian and coercive governance response could be associated 

with a transition process that carried the support of an alarmed demos ς as happened, arguably, in 

the wake of the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Centre in relation to certain civil liberties in the 

United States. Conceivably, a transition into and out of authoritarian governance modes might occur 

through the exercise of democracy.  

Weber suggests that governance responses in different scenarios will be rational, for example in the 

ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ άif climate change is perceived as slow and catastrophic, logic dictates that the locus 

ƻŦ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭƛȊŜŘ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘέ33 and justifies globally 

centralized coordination. But ShelƭΩǎ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻǎ ǎƘƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ŀ ǎŎǊŀƳōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ 

might itself supplant such an assumption, displacing the long-term investment of globally centralized 

coordination with a retreat into resource nationalism. 

9ǉǳŀƭƭȅΣ ƛƴ ²ŜōŜǊΩǎ ΨŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΩ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻΣ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ 

potential for catastrophic effects in the long-term drives governance responses will depend in part 

on the appetite of elected representatives and citizens to adopt the associated (long) time horizons 

in their decisions, and the availability of economic resources to sustain the generation of expert 

evidence over time.  

/ƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƎƻƻŘǎΩ ƻŦ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ 

Aside from crisis and societal breakdown and its possible effects on democracy, another entry point 

for purposes of considering the future evolution of democracy might be to consider the possible 

ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ΨƎƻƻŘǎΩ ƻŦ 

democracy; or in a stronger form, those things that are considered prerequisites for democracy. 

If climate change affects the variables that are commonly associated with democracy (including for 

example income equality and human development), what does that mean for the future of 

democracy in the face of climate change? 

Most starkly, Przeworski et al, argue that άƻƴŎŜ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǊŜƎƛƳŜΣ ƛǘǎ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ǿƛƭƭ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜέ.34 

They also argue that democracies are more likely to survive when they reduce income inequality. 

From this perspective, climate change could have a very significant impact on that possibility, to the 

extent that either: a) effective climate change mitigation or adaptation has the potential to impact 

negatively on levels of economic development, or b) climate disasters could arrest economic 

development (in the way, e.g. that the Japanese earthquake and tsunami did during 2011). 

Another way to ground such an analysis is in the various available definitions of democracy; but this 

approach is likely to take us full circle to consider once more the impact of climate change on the 

forms of democracy around the world, and to consider how much erosion of democracy might be 
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feasible before we identify what is left as something other than democracy. For example, democracy 

is often definitionally associated with the ideas of respect for the rule of law; freedom of expression 

and the media; protection of citizens from state interference, and so on.  

We have already considered in general terms, by means of proxies from other kinds of social crisis 

such as terrorism or food crisis, the extent to which climate crisis might erode for example freedom 

of expression or the protection of citizens from state interference. But what might be the impact of 

climate change on the socio-economic settings that make democracy possible in all its varied forms; 

or the circumstances that can be correlated with relatively strong or weak democracy?  

Hernando de Soto argues (contentiously) that democracy is likely to be weak if άǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ 

ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƛǎ ǳƴŎƭŜŀǊ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƻǊ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƎŀƭ ƻǊŘŜǊ ƛǎ ƛƴŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘŜέ. Equally, he suggests that 

άǿƘŜƴ ƘǳƴƎŜǊ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘǎΣ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ŀƴȅ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎέ, and goes so far as to 

ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ά[i]t has been estimated that a prerequisite for the success of democracy is per capita 

GDP of at least $5000.έ35 Przeworski et al go much further with a number only slightly higher, 

ŀǊƎǳƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άAbove $6000, democracies are impregnable and can be expected to live foreverέΦ36 

The impact of climate change on the concept of ownership is relatively uncertain, and relatively 

uncritical, we might argue. But the implications of climate change for hunger are far more 

significant; and the implications of climate change for economic growth and levels of GDP around 

the world are also likely to be significant. Might climate change keep per capita GDP in some parts of 

the world below USD $5000, thereby making democracy less likely to succeed?  

It would be relatively easy to point to examples of circumstances where low per capita GDP is 

associated with lack of democracy, but the assertion that there is a USD 5000 threshold appears 

hard to back up empirically. 

Clearly, climate change will have wide-ranging environmental impacts. But does a decline in 

environmental quality drag down democracy too? There is unsurprisingly little evidence that a 

healthy environment is in any sense a prerequisite for democracy. But environmental degradation 

and pollution has, in at least one major case, been a rallying cry for pro-democracy activists.  

Matthews and Mock point to the role of the environmental movement in the collapse of the Soviet 

Union during 1989-90. With appalling environmental abuses a feature of Communist regimes of the 

Soviet Union and the Eastern bloc, άώŜϐƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǊŀƭƭȅƛƴƎ ŎǊȅ ƻŦ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

region, and stricter environmental legislation has been rapidly enacted under new democratic 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎέ. Environmental degradation through climate change might, taking this example alone, 

become a rallying cry for greater democracy (possibly in the face of a rise in authoritarian measures 

in the event that environmental crisis turns to social crisis). However, environmental protection, at 

whatever level, needs to be understood as a feature of stable democracies, rather than an 

incremental trend linked to democratisation. In fact, processes of transition from autocracy to 

ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ άmay suffer worse 

damage tƘŀƴ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŀǳǘƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǊǳƭŜέ.37 

Another suggestion that is often made is that the processes of democratization exert a moderating 

effect on income inequality. The evidence, however, is far from clear; with little empirical evidence 

of any consistent directional links between democracy and human development, and democracy and 
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income equality. David Keane concludes that there is no evidence for any consistent correlation 

between economic growth and democracy.38 Any climate-induced impacts on development or on 

economic growth will not, therefore, generate predictable knock-on effects on democracy.  

At the same time, even if it is not clearly correlated with democracy, income equality could be linked 

to the capacity of democracies to effectively to deal with climate change through mitigation and 

ŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ wƛŎƘŀǊŘ ²ƛƭƪƛƴǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ YŀǘŜ tƛŎƪŜǘǘΩǎ ōƻƻƪ The Spirit Level: Why Equal 

Societies Almost Always Do Better argues that άǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƻōǎǘŀŎƭŜ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ 

sustainability is consumerism and the opposition to any policy which appears to be an obstacle to the 

maximisation of personal incomes and consumption. A very important part of what fuels 

consumption however is status competition ς keeping up with others, maintaining appearances, 

having the right clothes, car, housing education etc, to compare favourably with others. All these 

ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛŦƛŜŘ ōȅ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅέΦ39 Income inequality may also be closely connected to 

the maintenance of the cultural pressures that are also reflected in short-termism within 

democracies, and in the bond between liberal democracy and economic liberalism. 

Wilkinson and Pickett also link higher levels of income equality to higher levels of education and 

physical and mental health. Paper Four outlined a number of ways in which climate change could 

have potentially significant adverse impacts on physical and mental health. We might find that 

climate change amplifies some of the negative effects of income inequality in a toxic cocktail. But 

income equality (or a process of narrowing inequalities) is not a generalisable outcome of 

democracy.   

Whether climate crisis triggers a widespread collapse in democracy or rather a global rise in 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀ ΨƻƴŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ς or in what combinations these ς will depend on a wide 

range of other factors. These will likely be as much cultural or spiritual as economic or political.  

What would ōŜ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ?  

One pathway to developing a desirable scenario for the future relationship between democracy and 

climate change is to start with a list of qualities that might be associated with outcomes that are 

both good for democracy and good for climate change mitigation and adaptation, in light of the 

three (or four) key sets of problems in the relationship between democracy and climate change 

highlighted above.  

ΨDƻƻŘΩ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ 

Drawing on Papers One to Four, together with stories developed during an event co-organised by 

the Foundation for Democracy and Sustainable Development, Salzburg Global Seminar and 

Schumacher College in April 2010,40 a partial list of ΨŀǎƪǎΩ ŦƻǊ ŀ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ Ŧƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ 

of climate change, might include (but would not be limited to) the following: 

- Less self-interest and a stronger sense of common interest: in civil society, in markets and in 

politics. 

- Public policy processes, laws and institutions that are (regarded as) legitimate and fair. 

- A shift in emphasis from a focus on the political space towards a much greater focus on 

communication and democratic exchange in the public space. 
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- aƻǊŜ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǎǎ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ όΨŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ƴƻǘ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴŎŜΨύΥ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ 

communities, and organisations ς with such competition as remains to spur innovation and 

creativity taking place on a level playing field and directed towards meeting human and 

societal needs. 

- Fairness: equity, as between people alive today, and as between those alive today and those 

yet to be born. 

- Democratic decision-making grounded less in politically determined boundaries and more in 

regions defined by the boundaries of ecosystems. 

- A breakdown in unelected, unaccountable elites and the eradication of corruption. 

- Markets working in service to climate mitigation and adaptation (in the interest of 

sustainable development and the long-term goal of sustainability), rather than elevated to 

the status of overarching goals of human endeavour. 

- Greater regard for the interests and needs of future generations of people. 

- wŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘΩǎ ǇƭŀƴŜǘŀǊȅ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǘƘǊŜǎƘƻƭŘǎ. 

- Greater engagement and participation and less disengagement and alienation: at every 

level, from the local to the global, so that everyone would feel themselves an agent of 

change, not an unwilling servant of a political elite or of cliques, wherever they might be 

found. 

- Greater public attention to quality of life and wellbeing rather than economic indicators of 

wealth, growth, or even poverty. 

- A strong system of global governance for sustainable development, in which economic 

growth and development are harnessed to serve environmental and social justice. 

- Leadership more closely tied to cultural space; and leadership in the political sphere is 

decoupled from the economic sphere. 

- People have enough of everything to meet their needs as human beings. 

So what would an ideal system of democracy be like in the here and now? And how might such 

an ideal system of democracy be linked to global governance? A non-exhaustive list of 

characteristics might include the following: 

- It would be inclusive in a number of ways. In the first place, it would be capable of 

supporting the active involvement of all enfranchised people ς whether directly or by means 

of meaningful systems of representation. And it would be capable of providing enfranchised 

people with the information needed to take account of the needs (and sometimes the 

interests too) of those who were not enfranchised; both in time and in space.  

- It would provide for accountability of elected representatives on an ongoing basis. 

- It would allow strong leaders to emerge; leaders with the space to inspire a belief in the 

possibility of change based on the equality of all people 

- It would instil in people the sense of belonging needed to follow strong leaders without 

losing a sense of their own importance in the ongoing democratic process 

- It would be transparent  

- It would be associated with high levels of participatory decision-making  

- It would allow more space for deliberation ς and would provide the means for people to 

make time to engage in deliberative decision-making over difficult policy choices; doing so in 

ways that could match the pace of decision-making to the rate at which decisions need to be 

made and actions taken.  
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- It would be long-termist, providing the information, resources and wisdom for elected 

representatives to make decisions with regard to the long-term.  

- It would foster high levels of community-based participation and engagement. 

- It would provide for fair allocation of costs and benefits of action on climate change, from 

the local and up through the national to the global level. 

- It would be associated with a high degree of trust in the institutions and processes of 

democracy and in elected representatives.  

Lǎ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƛǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴΚ 

If these are some of the possible ƎŜƴŜǊƛŎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƪŜǘŎƘȅΣ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ŀ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ, derived 

from the specific challenges of the relationship between democracy and sustainable development, 

how might those characteristics differ between mitigation and adaptation?  

At a general level, much of the political emphasis in the climate change agenda at global level until 

recently lay with efforts to mitigate climate change. More recently, however, there has been greater 

emphasis on adaptation.  

For all that some approaches to climate adaptation are both technology-intensive and expensive, 

there is also considerable experimentation with approaches to adaptation that depend on 

community engagement and on the existence of strong local networks: in other words, some of the 

key characteristics of democracy applied at local level. After all, whether national governments with 

capacity to tackle climate change exist or not, people living closest to the impacts of climate change 

will have to do their best to find ways to adapt.  

Taking work by researchers Yohe and Tol, there is a good deal of correlation between potential 

ΨŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅκ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ƘŀƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŀǇǘƛǾŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ƻƴ 

the other. In turn, adaptive capacity is closely linked to resilienceΣ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ²DLL ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Lt//Ωǎ 

Fourth Assessment report as: άǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻǊ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƻ ŀōǎƻǊō ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŀƴŎŜ ǿƘƛƭŜ 

retaining the same basic structure and ways of functioning, the capacity for self-organisation, and 

ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŘŀǇǘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜέ.41  

Box 1 highlights Yohe and TƻƭΩǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŀŘŀǇǘƛǾŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅΦ !ƴŘ Box 2 illustrates the range of 

those adaptation approaches that are not dependent on central government regulation or high 

levels of technological investment. In all of these approaches, strong social networks at community 

level provide a basis for a variety of adaptation strategies.  

The 2010-11 World Resources Report, Decision Making in a Changing Climate: Adaptation 

Challenges and Choices42, highlights five key elements in an architecture for significantly 

strengthening the ability of national governments to make effective adaptation decisions: public 

engagement, decision-relevant information, institutional design, tools for planning and 

policymaking, and resources. The report notes that: ά9ƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛes can build support for 

difficult adaptation choices as well as improve the quality of outcomes achieved. Public engagement 

throughout the entire policy process often is necessary to ensure the effectiveness and long-term 

viability of a policy or an activity. Civil society organizations can help facilitate this exchange between 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΦέ43 
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Box 1: Determinants of adaptive capacity 

- The range of available technological options for adaptation 

- The availability of resources and their distribution across the population (in part an outcome of the 

political system) 

- The structure of critical institutions, the derivative allocation of decision-making authority, and the 

decision criteria that are employed 

- The stock of human capital including education and personal security  

- The stock of social capital including the definition of property rights 

- άTƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ Ǌƛǎƪ ǎǇǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎέ 

- The ability of decision-makers to manage information, the processes by which these decision-makers 

determine which information is credible, and the credibility of the decision-makers themselves 

- ¢ƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ƭƻŎŀƭ 

manifestations 

Source: Yohe and Tol, 2001
44 

 

Box 2: Low-tech adaptation responses to climate change 

- Communities in Samoa in the South Pacific rely on informal non-monetary arrangements and social 

networks to cope with storm damage, along with livelihood diversification and financial remittances 

through extended family networks. 

 

- Community organisation is an important factor in adaptive strategies to build resilience among 

hillside communities in Bolivia. 

 

- Food-sharing expectations and networks in Nunavut, Canada, allow community members access to 

so-called country food at times when conditions make it unavailable to some. 

 

- Namibia has created community-based institutions and local-level monitoring tools to better support 

farmers living in communal areas prone to land degradation.  

 

Sources: IPCC 2007, WGII 
45

 World Resources Report 2010-2011
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Beyond general statements on the value of public engagement, however, indicators or determinants 

of adaptive capacity (to the extent that it might be possible to develop them) do not clearly relate to 

notional indicators of effective mitigation capacity. Mitigation capacity indicators, for example, 

might include clear and/or uncontested science, widespread public access to information (e.g. to 

maximise the potentially beneficial power of climate-sensitive consumer choice), strong public will 

for change (at least in democracies) and widespread and accessible alternative sources of energy.  

Given the current low performance of most democracies across these potential determinants of 

mitigation capacity, de facto mitigation capacity might all too readily be associated with strong 

governance and top-down leadership.  
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In contrast, determinants of adaptive capacity developed in literature on climate change adaptation 

are overall more readily related to democracy and/or features of good governance for sustainable 

development.  

It is clear too that there is no silver bullet when it comes to investment in the determinants of 

adaptive capacity. Rather, adaptive capacity and its close relative resilience are products of a shifting 

mix of societal climate change antibodies.  

Authoritarian, centralised, top-down climate change adaptation could certainly happen. Think 

particularly about the maintenance of critical infrastructures for example, where there might be a 

tendency for central government to drive adaptative measures such as flood risk management over 

the wishes of local communities; as, for example, in the event that central government identifies a 

need to depopulate low-lying coastal areas. But much would depend on the availability of financial 

and technological resources and the capacity of national government (and its strength relative to 

sub-national government) at the points in space and in time when significant climate impacts are felt 

at community level.  

Some of the tensions are explored in the report of the US Military Advisory Board, National Security 

and the Threat of Climate Change. As they note, the capacity for adaptation to climate change may 

be high in highly industrialised European states, but άƭŜǎǎ ǎƻ ƛƴ ƭŜǎǎŜǊ-developed places like the 

Balkans, Moldova, and the Caucasus... In northern Europe, countries may build higher dikes, as they 

have done in the past, but at a certain point that may not be sufficient, and much port and other 

coastal infrastructure would have to be moved furtheǊ ƛƴƭŀƴŘΣ ŀǘ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜΦέ47 

The potential mismatch between what is needed of a democracy working for mitigation and what is 

needed for a democracy working for community-based adaptation to climate change, is potentially a 

key underlying theme for scenarios on the future of democracy in the face of climate change.  

ΨaƛǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƛǊǎǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƛǊǎǘΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ŀǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 

geographical spaces, might offer significant contrasts from a democracy perspective. And with 

climate change already hard-ǿƛǊŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘΩǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΣ ŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƧǳǎǘƛŦƛŜŘ 

independently of mitigation actions.  

It is an open question whether efforts to strengthen democracy in various ways at sub-national 

levels (when democracy is understood as a political system) would deliver dividends in terms of 

enhanced adaptive capacity, and if so, where and how.  

It seems intuitively unlikely (though not impossible in the setting of a long-term scenarios exercise) 

that local-level resilience to climate change could be delivered through authoritarian government. 

But history famously offers one example where governance responses to a crisis of resource scarcity 

not only reflected the adoption of a long time horizon ς with responses spanning a period of more 

than one hundred years ς but were also implemented in an authoritarian governance setting in 

which, nonetheless, the support and engagement of local communities was essential. The example 

concerns forest depletion in pre-industrial Japan.48 As analyǎǘ wƻƳŀƴ YǊȊƴŀǊƛŎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜǎΥ ά..a 

conjunction of top-down and bottom-up policies, and producer responses to the changing timber 

marketplace, all set against a cultural background of respect for the well-being of future generations, 
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helped to ensure that toŘŀȅΩǎ WŀǇŀƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƴǳŘŜŘ ƭǳƴŀǊ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ƛǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎƻ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ 

become.έ49 We return to this example later.   

ΨDƻƻŘΩ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ 

{ƻ ŦŀǊΣ ƻǳǊ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ŀ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŦƻŎǳǎ principally on democracy, culture, 

and decision-making, rather than climate change outcomes. Climate change is at least an area where 

it is relatively easy to be confident about what is desirable: 

- Dƭƻōŀƭ ǿŀǊƳƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƻŦ нх/ όƛŘŜŀƭƭȅ мΦрх/ύ ƻǾŜǊ ǇǊŜ-industrial levels 

(an increase that could itself mean large species loss, more severe storms, sea level rise, 

floods and droughts50), and the associated negative climatic, social and environmental 

impacts of global warming are minimised. 

- Overall concentrations of carbon dioxide stabilise at or below 350 parts per million. Global 

CO2 emissions would need to reduce by 50-80% over 2000 levels by 2050, with emissions 

peaking by 2015 at the latest51 in order to attain 350-400ppm  

The current widely accepted notional target of 450ppm of carbon dioxide would likely be 

ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ нх/ ǿŀǊƳƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƭŘǿƛŘŜΦ Lƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇƻƭƛŎȅƳŀƪŜǊǎ ǎŜŜ ррлǇǇƳ 

as a more realistically achievable goal; one that could conceivably bring a global average 

ǘŜƳǇŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ǊƛǎŜ ƻŦ ох/ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ Ŏompared to pre-industrial levels.52 

Overall, an ideal set of climate change circumstances might be characterised as those associated, 

for the long-term, with the elimination of anthropogenic climate change. There are two ways in 

which that might be achieved:  

- Through decision-making that results in global reduction of energy consumption that 

gives rise to greenhouse gas emissions, through changes in production and consumption 

patterns 

- Through decision-making that leads to the development of technologies that effectively 

allow continued energy consumption, but eliminate the greenhouse gas emissions with 

which it is associated.   

The first kind of decision-making calls for major changes in the lifestyles of very large numbers (a 

majority even) of people living ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǊƛŎƘŜǎǘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻǊ 

transformation of lifestyle choices linked to increased energy consumption within poorer countries, 

including those with rapidly growing economies, such as that of China.  

The second kind of decision-making calls for an overall policy environment that facilitates 

technological innovation and the unimpeded transfer of the technologies that can mitigate 

greenhouse gas emissions. This kind of decision-making is appealing because it might effectively 

neutralise the impact of climate change on democracy to some extent; but the evidence that it 

might transpire is currently far from convincing.  

There is also the possibility (though it appears to be vanishingly slim) that only minimal policy or 

technology interventions might be required, because climate science, or the assumptions in which 

associated scenarios are grounded, turn out to be deeply flawed. In that case, the future course of 
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democracy will be influenced by climate change only to the extent that the discovery of those flaws 

has an impact on democracy.  

Even an optimal system of democracy; one designed in such a way as to maximise the chances that 

anthropogenic climate change is mitigated, or that people everywhere have the best chances to 

adapt, may not lead to optimal policy decisions. There are choices to be made in areas where 

science is uncertain; there is always the possibility that a known, but remote, risk in fact 

materialises; there are unforeseeable twists and turns. There is no engineering out human error.  

This very partial exploration of features of a ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ΨƎƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΣ ƎƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƳƛǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘŜŀƭ ƻŦ ǎŎƻǇŜ ŦƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǳǊ 

to develop at their own pace. There is plenty of space left for playing, loving, learning, and enjoying 

being alive ς but these activities are not central to the stories in our scenarios. 

How long is ninety years?  

How long is 40 years? How long is 90 years? How quickly could democracy be transformed, to the 

extent that there are mismatches between democracy and climate change?  

In the fields of democracy and cultural transformation, 40 and 90 years appear to be short periods of 

time. On the one hand, that observation makes the nuts and bolts of a scenarios development 

exercise more feasible. If 100 years is a short time, it might be possible to come up with more 

credible stories. On the other hand, the scenarios and possible impacts emerging from the climate 

science would appear to demand radical and rapid change in political and (though it does not tackle 

these directly) economic systems.   

!ǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŦǳǘǳǊƛǎǘǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƘŀǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ƛǘ ǿǊƻƴƎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ƛƳǇƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ млл ȅŜŀǊǎ ƛǎƴΩǘ 

very long: many of them fail to factor in natural resource challenges, let alone climate change, other 

than incidentally. If the scale and pace of change in the natural environment, and hence social 

organisation, are indeed set to be intense, we might be forced to accelerate our thinking on how, 

and why, to match our political systems to the new reality.  

There are also some writers who take the pessimistic view; even to the extent, for example, that 

they suggest that change of certain kinds ς cultural transformation in particular ς is simply not 

possible53 over anything other than a very long time horizon.  

Whatever else, forty years (which will take us roughly to 2050) is a long time in terms of human 

lifespans: half a Western lifetime and nearly two generations. Ninety years ς roughly the period left 

before we hit 2100 and the end point for the scenarios in this project ς is even longer. But whether 

these are actually long periods of time is at very best debateable. And whether they are long enough 

to allow democracy to adapt to possibly catastrophic climate change; to survive and thrive; is a moot 

point, though one that we approach optimistically.   

Even the idea that time runs consistently, in a straight line, or an even arc, or as a precisely 

ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ΨǘƛŎƪ-ǘƻŎƪΩ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŀƭƭ ŦƛŜƭŘǎ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǳǊ ƛǎ ǎƻƳething that many disciplines and 

many human cultures would challenge.  
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C.S Lewis for example is credited with having said that άǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ 

ǊŜŀŎƘŜǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŀǘŜ ƻŦ сл ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ ŀƴ ƘƻǳǊΣ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ƘŜ ŘƻŜǎΣ ǿƘƻŜǾŜǊ ƘŜ ƛǎέ. But in The Clock of the 

Long NowΣ {ǘǳŀǊǘ .ǊŀƴŘ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜǘŎƘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ΨƴƻǿΩΤ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ŀ ΨƭƻƴƎ 

ƴƻǿΩΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŀǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘǎ ǳǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅΣ ƴƻǿΣ ƛǎ ŜȄǇŀƴŘŜŘΦ54 The trick, he says, is άlearning how to treat 

the last ten thousand years as if it were last week, and the next ten thousand as if it were next 

ǿŜŜƪέ.55 Brand reminds readers of the difference between kairos and chronos: the former the time 

of opportunity and the propitious moment, and the latter eternal or ongoing time. For so long as 

culture, markets and technology are short-ǘŜǊƳƛǎǘΣ ŎƘǊƻƴƻǎ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƳǳŎƘ ƭƻƻƪ-in in the political 

world. And Brand goes further, proposing six significant levels of pace and size in the working 

ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǊƻōǳǎǘ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŀǇǘŀōƭŜΩ ŎƛǾƛƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΦ CǊƻƳ Ŧŀǎǘ ǘo slow, he orders these fashion/art; 

commerce; infrastructure; governance; culture; and nature. Culture, he says, is where the Long Now 

operates.56  

In her book about time, Pip Pip,57 artist Jay Griffiths paints in words some of the multiple ways of 

viewing ǘƛƳŜ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ {ƘŜ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ΨǿƻƳŜƴǎΩ ǘƛƳŜΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ YŀǊŜƴΤ ƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

Navajo. She argues that human concepts of time are inherently ideological; often tied to human 

power rather than the power of nature; to straight lines rather than circles or loops or joyous curves. 

Lǘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǎŜŜƳǎ ŀǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ōƭǳǎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƳƛǎƳŀǘŎƘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǘƛƳŜΩ 

within which democracy will need to adapt and evolve in order to rise to the challenges of climate 

change (if we are to escape runaway climate change), and the paces at which democracy has 

evolved over the last two thousand years.  

One challenge, if democracy is to remain resilient, and to rise to and tackle the implications of 

climate change whilst thriving and adapting; is to prove Stuart Brand wrong: to show that 

democracy, as a system of governance, is capable both of agility and fleetness of foot, and of 

leisurely contemplation. To equip it to be so. 

A series of underlying assumptions related to these temporal mismatches may be among the most 

pernicious problems that stand in the way of meaningful change. If we are to take the idea of 

climate change seriously ς if we are to behave in ways that are precautionary ς we will need to take 

action with the faith that it is worth oǾŜǊŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ ǳƴŘŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ Řƻǳōǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 

to match their actions and reactions to available timeframes.  

At the same time, we may need to overcome our fear of Western, ordered, linear time. Members of 

the public faced with information about climate change and its impacts are often warned that there 

is only a very short period of time within which to act, even though that sense of urgency is entirely 

at odds with the way in which our political leaders appear to be tackling the issue. Partners in the 

UK-ōŀǎŜŘ Ψмлл ƳƻƴǘƘǎΩ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ Ǉƭŀȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŜŀǊΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀƭƛƎƴ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

warns (to the sound of a ticking countdown currently at 60 months) that άǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ млл ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ǘƻ 

save our climate. When the clock stops ticking, we could ōŜ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ƻǳǊ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜΩǎ ǘƛǇǇƛƴƎ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ 

Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ƴƻ ǊŜǘǳǊƴέΦ58 

What then could be the triggers for time itself to loop into different forms; what are the accelerators 

of time and the braking forces when it comes to the relationship between democracy and climate 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜΚ ²Ƙŀǘ ΨǘǊƛƎƎŜǊ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΩ ƻǊ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻǳƭŘ lead democracy itself to 

transform quickly? 
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One clear brake on time is potentially technological innovation, since technological innovation for 

effective climate adaptation and mitigation could (particularly in its most radical forms as 

technology-intensive geoengineering) buy more time in which to develop durable societal responses. 

But technology can also accelerate time ς in the sense that it can reduce the time we have left in 

which to act to deliver effective climate mitigation and adaptation. For example, technology can 

accelerate the energy intensity of industrial production, or of other human processes, or the rate at 

which we are able to depletŜ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊǘƘΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜǎƻurces.   

Crisis generally, like wars more specifically, can slow time down when it comes to social progress: 

putting back the clock, rekindling old animosities and tensions that years of social engineering, 

development assistance or capacity-building sought to address. But crisis can also speed time up by 

bringing people together in common cause: crisis can work to accelerate the rate at which social 

innovation emerges; and the depth and strength of human bonds and social connections.  

Here in the UK, one of the most commonly cited examples of this accelerating effect of crisis is the 

ΨǿŀǊ-ǘƛƳŜ ǎǇƛǊƛǘΩ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ {ŜŎƻƴŘ ²ƻǊƭŘ ²ŀǊΦ {ƻƳŜ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ 

even suggested that if we are to tackle an energy and climate crisis, we will need to move to the 

ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǿŀǊ ŦƻƻǘƛƴƎΩ in which άǘƘŜ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΣ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀǊŜ 

harnessed together - ŀƴŘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ Ǝƻŀƭέ.59 History here, as ever, is selective: looting 

was widespread in the bomb-damaged cities of the UK at the same time as other communities were 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ IƻƳŜ CǊƻƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊŜŘ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎŜ ƻŦ 

adversity. General Elections, with the consent of Parliament, were suspended until the closing stages 

of the Second World War in 1945.60 And a regime of rationing and price controls for foodstuffs and 

household goods was implemented. Whilst it might be considered successful by many, it is also 

striking that over the period from September 1941 to August 1942, the Ministry of Food successfully 

obtained 26403 convictions under emergency legislation on rationing.61 

One example that shows the potential for political long-termism to emerge out of natural resource 

scarcity; as well as the links between governance responses to scarcity and shared cultural values; 

comes from Japan. It is not an example of such action arising out of a democracy ς for the period in 

question was pre-industrial Japan of the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries. But it shows the 

potential for political elites to change their behaviour in the face of an overriding shared interest.  

And it shows the possibility of a commitment to significant change being sustained over the long 

term.  

The example is described and analysed in a 2007 paper by Roman Krznaric for the 2007/8 Human 

5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ wŜǇƻǊǘΦ YǊȊƴŀǊƛŎ ŀǎƪǎ ǿƘȅ WŀǇŀƴ ǘƻŘŀȅ ƛǎ ŀ ΨƎǊŜŜƴ ŀǊŎƘƛǇŜƭŀƎƻΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ΨǎƭǳƳ-

ǊƛŘŘŜƴ ǇŜŀǎŀƴǘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩΦ62 The answer, he says, lies in woodland management.  

In the face of massive devastation of forests to satisfy demand for timber over the seventeenth to 

eighteenth century, an autarky whose governance structure was rooted in a combination of military 

dictatorship and some 250 subordinate barons with bureaucracies staffed by samurai, began to 

develop responses to the problem of forest depletion. In practice, notes Krznaric, most woodland 

was subject to use by both rulers and commoners. A combination of supply and demand-side 

controls based on administrative controls and legal sanctions were implemented in the period from 

around 1630 to 1720. But the άǊŜŀƭ ǎŀǾƛƻǳǊ ƻŦ WŀǇŀƴΩǎ ŦƻǊŜǎǘǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ 

ǊŜƎƛƳŜ ƻŦ ŀŦŦƻǊŜǎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜƛƎƘǘŜŜƴǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘΦέ 
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Alongside widespread planting of new forests and the emergence of new forms of silviculture 

knowledge, changes in landholding arrangements permitted leasing of land to villages or peasants, 

who planted and nurtured trees. 

Two hundred years later, by the mid-nineteenth century, long-term forest stability had been 

achieved. One factor aiding the recovery, suggests Krznaric, was άǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿŜƭƭ-

ōŜƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ WŀǇŀƴŜǎŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ όǿƘƛŎƘ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ Ƙŀǎ /ƻƴŦǳŎƛŀƴ Ǌƻƻǘǎύέ, 

in addition to άǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ƻŦ ƘŜǊŜŘƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΦέ63 ¢ƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŜƭƛǘŜǎ ƘŀŘ ŀ 

long-term vision of hereditary rule which facilitated afforestation policies that would reap benefits 

only after decades.64 That long-term vision ς or rather, its counterpart in cultural regard for future 

generations ς was able to sustain a series of measures and supporting actions over some two 

hundred years. In a democracy, one insight that this gives rise to concerns not only the role of 

supportive cultural norms, but also the importance of political resolve and courage.  That in turn 

links cultural values to leadership.  

Could some of the job be done by policy, law and institutions? 

If we are to equip democracy effectively to mitigate and adapt to climate change, remedies to 

current ailments must stem as much from cultural and social innovation as well as institutional or 

legal fixes.  But policy, legal and (formal) institutional innovations will be among the key shapers of 

ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎƛŜǎΩ responses to climate change.  

Paper Four reviewed some of the legal and policy-based responses that could potentially secure 

mitigation of climate change. Policy, legal and institutional innovations are also part of the overall 

climate adaptation toolkit. 

Throughout the papers in this project, we have highlighted some of the barriers to such innovations 

within democracies. For example, in Part V of Paper Three we argued that climate change demands 

that, where it exists and if it is to remain, democracy needs to develop a capacity for long-term, 

intergenerationally-regarding decision-making. In part, systems change on the scale that is required 

needs to stem from cultural processes of transformation (detailed further below). But as we have 

also suggested, systems change could in part be driven through constitutional reform or institutional 

innovations, in the form for example of Commissioners for Future Generations.  

Helpful contributions can also be made by less far-reaching changes: for example, the UK has 

brought long-term vision into every-day policy with innovations such as the UK Office for Science 

and Technology Foresight programme. 

The relationship between those approaches to mitigating and adapting to climate change that are 

grounded in legal or institutional change on the one hand, and those that rely instead principally on 

cultural or social transformation, is partially symbiotic. The extent to which politicians feel able to 

ΨƭŜŀŘΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ ƪŜȅ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀƴǘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƛƴ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǘŜǊƳǎΦ !ƴŘ 

to an extent it is also a determinant of the state of a democracy (since it would be difficult for 

elected representatives consistently to be significantly ahead of their electorates without 

ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜ ǇǊŜŎŜǇǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ƛǎ Ψōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩύΦ  

If processes of cultural transformation ran deep, we might find publics directly driving more radical 

policy responses to climate change. And even if without such processes, we might find that 



©Foundation for Democracy and Sustainable Development, Foundation for the Future, Halina Ward 
 

41 
 

investment in communication of available scientific evidence; or civic engagement; or external 

events; might result in a stronger role for leadership by elected representatives. The potential 

impact of extraordinary leaders should certainly not be underestimated either.  

What, though, are the prospects for engineering processes of systems change and ultimately 

potentially large-scale changes in human behaviours on the back of shifts in laws and institutions?  

There is plenty of evidence that institutions and laws shape human behaviour; but there is also 

considerable evidence that overall, laws in democracies (where only those infringements of law that 

are considered socially or morally the worst carry the risk of state-sanctioned physical or mental 

violence) work best when they are grounded in strong pre-existing cultural values.  

This is not to say that laws must always follow social values; rather that in general they work well 

when laws are grounded in a strong social consensus. In a related theory of social change through 

law, so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǎƳŀǊǘ ƭŀǿǎΩ ƻǊ ΨǎƳŀǊǘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀƛn of existing organisational or 

social incentives ς for example by incentivising innovation or profit-maximising behaviour in 

businesses, or providing fiscal reward for desired behaviour change. And the idea that people can be 

ΨƴǳŘƎŜŘΩ ƛƴǘƻ ΨƎƻƻŘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΩ ōȅ ǘŀpping into subconscious or innate motivations has also gained 

ground recently in the UK and North America, with a rash of books and policy experiments. 

At the same time, there are also many examples of law, backed by meaningful penalties, being used 

to quash competing values or social beliefs. The removal of capital punishment from the statute 

books of many democracies ς despite widespread public support for the death penalty ς is one 

example. In democracies, the core principle of respect for the rule of law, and the power of the 

appeal to social cohesion that the rule of law provides, offer a mechanism for overruling competing 

values or beliefs (at least for so long as the law in question can be democratically upheld or is 

considered legitimate).  

Many people around the world are racist in some form or another όƻǊ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ Ψƛƴ-ƎǊƻǳǇΩ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŜŘύ, 

yet only a few (relatively speaking) would demand that laws against racial discrimination be 

repealed. Over time, the maintenance of laws against racial discrimination can serve to transform 

cultural norms, to the point that racism becomes not only illegal but also (and in some senses more 

importantly) socially unacceptable. 

One important contribution ƛǎ ¢ƻƳ ¢ȅƭŜǊΩǎ ōƻƻƪ Why People Obey the Law.65 Tyler argues that 

people obey the law not through fear of punishment, but if (and when) they believe that the law is 

legitimate. This finding helps to explain why people obey laws that do not match their own 

(personally held) values. And it also suggests that strengthening democracy, so as to strengthen the 

esteem in which the legislative processes of representative democracy are held, can help to enhance 

not only the legitimacy of law(s), but also the likelihood that they are obeyed.  

Laws and public institutions are not just tools for politicians: they are part of the fabric of 

democracy. Far from simply being among the outputs of democratic process, they have the potential 

to alter the character of democracy and the values that enfranchised people bring to their own 

engagement. That is obviously the case, for example, in the character of Upper Houses within 

parliamentary democracies. But it is also an insight that can extend to other kinds of legal and 
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institutional innovations that are explicitly designed to tackle some ƻŦ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΩǎ ǎƘƻǊǘŎƻƳƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ 

addressing climate change. 

IǳƴƎŀǊȅΩǎ ΨƎǊŜŜƴ ƻƳōǳŘǎƳŀƴΩ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ όǘƘŜ tŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴŜǊ ŦƻǊ CǳǘǳǊŜ 

Generations, discussed in Paper Three) creates space for a conversation that would not otherwise 

happen. At the saƳŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŦƻǊ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎΣ ǘƘŜ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴŜǊΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ Ƴǳǎǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ 

connected to the outside world ς and to civil society ς so as not to become a fig-leaf.  

 

It seems likely in any event that our conceptions of the relevance of future generations will change 

as we become more aware of the impact of drivers such as climate change, population growth or 

resource scarcity on the future of humankind. And in Ecuador, a new Constitution now admits 

nature as a litigant as a result of a process of constitutional renovation.66 

 

People versus technology-centred approaches to change 

 

The case for investing in democratic innovation in order to deliver effective action to mitigate and 

adapt to climate change could potentially be undermined by blind faith in markets as a panacea for 

ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ; that same faith also makes it so difficult to decouple liberal 

democracy from the ideal of a liberal economy. Any assumption that effective action to mitigate and 

adapt to climate change will result from markets or market transformation alone or through 

investment in technological innovations (most spectacularly geoengineering), amounts to a huge 

gamble.  

 

Only when elected representatives feel free to prioritise policy priorities that do not actively support 

economic growth is it likely that we will be able consistently to deliver consistent policy for climate 

change mitigation and adaptation. In turn, that prioritisation is unlikely to happen without: a) 

consistent and charismatic political leadership of the kind that can inspire commitment of hearts and 

minds, or b) cultural transformation so that people actively consent to, and pursue, prioritisation of 

policies that allow collective needs and wellbeing to be met, rather than just pursuit of selfish self-

interest.  

A people-centred, socially transformative route to mitigating and adapting to climate change offers a 

ŦŀǊ ōŜǘǘŜǊ Ψǿƛƴ-ǿƛƴΩ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘ ŦƻǊ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ-centred approach that 

could further erode cultures of democratic decision-making. 

In principle, the idea of majority rule ς or even consensus-based governance ς when linked to the 

self-interest of individual voters can make it much more challenging for democracy to drive major 

lifestyle change than for democracy to provide an enabling environment for technological innovation 

to thrive. 

On the other hand, relying exclusively on technological innovation to come up with solutions to 

climate change ς both mitigation and adaptation ς  is a high risk strategy; in part because there is no 

basis for deep confidence that a mix of technologies sufficient to forestall and combat climate 

change will come on stream sufficiently quickly. Creating the right enabling environment for some 

kinds of climate-mitigating technological innovations or responses to climate change may also 

require large public injections of cash: subsidies. Subsidies can be politically difficult to maintain; not 
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only when there is public scepticism about climate change, but also for cash-strapped public coffers 

in many (if not most) parts of the world.  

Governments may be able to hide some types of implicit subsidy from their electorates (particularly 

those subsidies that discount future environmental or social costs so that they are not counted in 

the present, or that allow uneconomic fossil fuel or nuclear sectors to thrive). But real cash 

subsidies, once out in the open, require a measure of public support that is hard to maintain if there 

is scepticism about the benefits that could ensue ς particularly if the results are not only distant in 

time, but also in space.  

These distinctions represent gross generalisations, but they seem nonetheless to speak to a 

fundamental underlying issue: how much will (and can) we the people as citizens and residents do to 

tackle climate change; versus how much can we the people as market actors, employees and 

technological innovators do to tackle climate change?  

In the first setting, people are the primary movers. Democracy as a political system confronts a 

direct challenge to innovate and adapt to deliver the necessary shifts in lifestyles and associated 

values. In the second setting, market actors and the mysterious forces with which they are 

associated are the principal movers. This fiction limits the role of democracy as a political system to 

that of generating the right policy signals and instruments to enable the market to deliver effective 

mitigation.  

If the current threats of severe climate change (explored in Paper Four) were to come to fruition, 

societal innovation and resilience could prove a far more useful commodity than business-centred 

policies for economic growth. A people-centred, socially transformative route to climate change 

ŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƛǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ŀ ŦŀǊ ōŜǘǘŜǊ Ψǿƛƴ-ǿƛƴΩ ƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ 

technology-centred approach that could further erode cultures of democratic decision-making. 
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3. Towards scenarios 

Overall analytical approach 

The most conventional approach to developing scenarios ς stories about the future ς is to start by 

going through a process in which drivers of possible change in the external environment are 

identified and clustered according to their possible relevance to a question that is to be considered 

by the scenarios. In our case, that central question is how might democracy and participatory 

decision-making have evolved to cope with the challenges of climate change by the years 2050 and 

2100? 

Often, the drivers of possible changes in the external environment are then clustered; 

conventionally by headings which (with some variations) address the following domains:  

- Political (including geopolitical and global governance considerations) 

- Economic 

- Environmental 

- Social 

- Technological 

One common approach is then to seek to highlight the critical uncertainties in each area (i.e. the 

factors that make prediction difficult if not impossible in relation to the course of the particular 

driver of change), and to highlight the extent to which those uncertainties might impact on the 

central question for the scenarios. 

There is one advantage in looking ahead to 2100 in that given a long enough time horizon, almost 

any change, however radical, becomes potentially plausible; but it also means that few forces or 

factors can be identified as predictable other than at the highest level of generalisation. However, 

we can be clearer about some processes than others: for example the shape of overall trajectories in 

terms of urbanisation, global population growth and energy consumption is relatively clear to 2050.  

Each of these has significant implications for the impacts of climate change (and the political systems 

through which human beings manage them). Equally, some of the processes associated with climate 

change are already hard-ǿƛǊŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊǘƘΩǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƭŀƎǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƘǳƳŀƴ 

ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘΩǎ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜΦ  

Technology, population, and economic growth, are also considered as drivers of greenhouse gas 

emissions in the scenarios (so-called SRES scenarios67) on which much of the work of the 

Intergovernmental PŀƴŜƭ ƻƴ /ƭƛƳŀǘŜ /ƘŀƴƎŜΩǎ (IPCC) Fourth Assessment Report is grounded. In the 

ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Lt//Ωǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ΨŘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŦƻǊŎŜǎΩ ƻŦ ŜƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {w9{ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭ 

designed to inform governance responses in the form, (particularly), of public policy responses. 

However, current systems of social and political organisation are not identified as drivers of change 

in the SRES scenarios. In other words, it is not possible to use the SRES scenarios and associated data 

to isolate the impact of democracy on emissions. Rather, the broad assumptions within the SRES 

scenarios in relation to technology, population and economic growth respectively can be considered 
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ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻƴ ΨŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŦƻǊ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƳƛǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴΩ όǎŜŜ Table 3 

below).  

One might propose weak links between some dimensions of the SRES scenarios and democracy by 

using ǎǳŎƘ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŀǎ ŜȄƛǎǘǎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƻƴ ƭƛƴƪǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨǇǊŜ-conditions for effective 

ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΩ ς such as the contested criterion of relative income equality. Or one might work with the 

hypothesis that high emissions of greenhouse gases, or severe climate impacts, are associated with 

ǇƻƻǊ ΨŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ǊŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎΩ ƻŦ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ the latter ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŜŀǎȅΥ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ-ǊŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎΩ ƻŦ ŀ 

given ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǿƘŜƴ ŜƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǊƛǎŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ΨŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ-ǊŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎΩ 

when, often many decades later, climate impacts are felt. Inconveniently, the drivers of greenhouse 

gas emissions do not generate impacts on democracy at the same pace and over the same timescale.  

A great deal depends on the point in time at which the assessment is made ς and incidentally on the 

time delay between policymaking or public decision-making (and the practice of democracy) on one 

hand, and climate impacts on the other. Taking the raw emissions projections of the SRES scenarios 

alone, the questions: άǿƘŀǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ƛƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŦƻǊ ŀύ 

ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ōύ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǊƛǎŜƴΚέ remain valid. 

Table 3: Outline implications of IPCC Special Report: Emission Scenarios (SRES) for democracy  

SRES Scenario Family  Indicative possible implications for 

democracy 

A1 scenario family  

A market-based, technology-driven 

world of very rapid economic 

growth.  

 

A global population that peaks at 8.7 

billion around 2050 decreasing to 

around 6.5 billion by 2100 and rapid 

introduction of new and more 

efficient technologies. 

 

Underlying themes are convergence 

among regions, capacity building, 

and increased cultural and social 

interactions. 

A1F1: fossil fuel intensive 

(BUT NB: with an assumption 

that supply meets demand) 

 

In all cases, a key challenge is to 

maintain the political will for 

sufficient investment in technological 

development to mitigate against the 

worst effects of climate change in this 

high economic growth agenda. 

Democracy evolves without 

discernable disruption as a result of 

severe climate change, save for in the 

remaining circumstances where 

severe climate events demand 

immediate action. This could be a 

ΨŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭΩ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΣ 

where technology does the job of 

democratic innovation; but only if 

climate mitigation and adaptation 

technologies do not themselves 

throw up significant democracy 

challenges.  

A1T: non-fossil fuel energy 

resources  

 

A1B: balance across energy 

resources 

A2 Scenario Family 

A very heterogeneous world 

characterised by high population 

growth, slow economic 

development and slow technological 

change. 

 

Globalisation is weak, with economic 

 The most challenging combination of 

circumstances for democracy to cope 

with; with strong pressures both for 

lifestyle change in highly economically 

developed countries as a principal 

pathway to mitigation and adaptation 

(given the slow pace of technological 

change) and for interventionist, top-
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development primarily regionally-

oriented. 

 

Population growth is high (15 billion 

by 2100) άōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ 

financial resources available to 

address human welfare, child and 

ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέ. 

down government interventions to 

cope with scarcity, migration and 

public health challenges.  

 

Some democracies slip towards 

authoritarianism as a result of the 

pressures of managing scarce 

resources in a time of economically 

constrained development.  

 

Democratic innovation at the 

grassroots can still be found, if only 

for reasons of survival in light of 

severely constrained public sector 

delivery of services. Some 

communities experiment with 

bioregional democracy.  

 

¢ƘŜ ΨƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǘǿŜƴǘȅ-

first century are not lifted out of 

poverty, and only the most elite 

ΨƘŀǾŜǎΩ ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊΦ 

 

Vested interests continue to hold 

back the potential for democracy to 

realise the potential of human beings 

as equals. 

 

Global governance systems falter as 

states pursue approaches of 

ΨǳƴŜƴƭƛƎƘǘŜƴŜŘΩ ǎŜƭŦ-interest.   

 

B1 Scenario Family 

¢ƘŜ ŎƭƻǎŜǎǘ ǘƻ ŀ ΨǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ 

develoǇƳŜƴǘ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΩΦ 

 

High economic growth, though not 

as rapid as A1. 

 

A convergent world with the same 

population as A1 (global population 

peaks at 8.7 billion mid-century 

decreasing to around 6.5 billion in 

2100). 

 

Greater changes (than A1) towards a 

service and information economy. 

 

Introduction of clean and resource-

 

 

 

 

Economic growth and cultural 

transformation combine to deliver 

liberal democracy based on 

cooperative values rather than highly 

individualistic competition.  

 

The case in favour of democracy can 

be clearly made, and a number of 

authoritarian regimes fall and are 

replaced by fledgling democracies. 

 

Democratic innovation from the local 

to the global flourishes, with 

increasing numbers of nations 

experimenting with institutional 

means for representing nature and 

future generations.   
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efficient technologies and a 

reduction in material intensity. 

 

The emphasis could be on 

education, equity and social welfare 

rather than on technological growth, 

and on global solutions to economic, 

social and environmental 

sustainability. 

 

Advocates of a world parliament gain 

ground. There is greater 

experimentation with 

nested/combined global governance 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊ 

ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΩ ƻŦ Ǿƻƭuntary codes and 

standards is combined with state-

centred intergovernmental 

approaches.  

B2 Scenario Family 

Slower economic growth than B1 

 

A world in that is oriented towards 

environmental protection and social 

equity. 

 

A world in which local solutions to 

economic, social and environmental 

sustainability are emphasised. 

 

A continuously increasing global 

population but at a rate lower than 

A2: the population reaches 10.4 

billion in 2100. 

 

Less rapid and more diverse 

technological change than in the B1 

and A1 scenario. 

 

Cultural pluralism and 

environmental protection are 

strong. 

 The challenge that democracy 

presents for effective climate action is 

recognised at a relatively early stage, 

but progress is hampered by the need 

to link public opinion to political 

leadership.  

 

As Working Group II of the IPCCΩǎ CƻǳǊǘƘ !ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ wŜǇƻǊǘ itself notes, scenarios are still required 

άǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƛŘŜ-ranging assumptions about 

how societies, governance, technology, ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜέ.68 And since the SRES 

scenarios are rooted in an assumption of no additional climate mitigation policy measures, they are 

largely divorced from the social, cultural and political dimensions of climate change mitigation and 

adaptation. Furthermore, as the Synthesis Report ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Lt//Ωǎ CƻǳǊǘƘ !ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ wŜǇƻǊǘ notes, 

projections of climate change and its impacts άōŜȅƻƴŘ ŀōƻǳǘ нлрлέ are strongly scenario and model-

dependent.69 

For purposes of our scenarios, each of the three principal emissions drivers that were applied in the 

SRES scenarios is addressed below. However, we have not sought to correlate the facts and figures 

used in these later sections of this paper with those (now in many cases superceded by later 

projections) behind the SRES scenarios. The aim is to explore a set of underlying drivers of change to 

a sufficient extent to enable development of some reasonably credible scenario-based stories. 
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The approach that we take to arrive at a framework for our scenarios is as follows. 

1. To list and describe significant drivers of change in a) democracy AND/OR b) climate 

change. 

нΦ ¢ƻ Ǌŀƴƪ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ǘǊŀƧŜŎǘƻǊȅ ǘƻ нлрл 

based on research carried out during the course of the project (everything is uncertain for 

2100!). 

3. To make a general assessment (based on research carried out for the project) of the 

degree of uncertainty about the vectors or cause and effect relationships ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ 

impact on the interface between democracy and climate change. 

4. To indicate which drivers are mostly significant for democracy or for climate change 

respectively (i.e. if a driver is mostly significant for democracy rather than climate change, 

and only significant for climate change because democracy is significant for climate change, 

that is highlighted).  

In order to be included as a driver of change, each must be significant for the relationship between 

democracy and climate change.  

We are looking to identify specifically those areas where there is both a high level of uncertainty in 

a) the trajectory of a driver of change to 2050 and b) in relation to proximate factors (cause and 

effect relationships); and c) where the uncertainties appear to relate directly to issues that are 

critically significant in understanding the relationship between democracy and climate change.  

/ƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ΨǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅΩ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ōƻǘƘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ƻŦ 

transformation in greenhouse gas emissions/anthropogenic climate change and (allowing for some 

ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ŏŀǳǎŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎύ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƘƛƎƘΩ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ 

uncertainty to the principal points of tension between democracy and climate change highlighted in 

Section 2, the better.  

This process lies behind Table 4 below. Each driver of change is assessed iƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ΨŀȄŜǎΩ ƻǊ ΨǎŎŀƭŜǎΩ 

of change, in order to account better for the fact that the drivers are relevant in a relationship 

between two other things; namely democracy and climate change. 
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Table 4: Thirty axes of change in the relationship ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ όǿƛǘƘ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ΨǎŎŀƭŜǎΩύ 

Driver of change Aggregated Scale/Axis (where 

useful) 

Level of 

uncertainty over 

trajectory to 2050?  

(NB: assume that 

2100 is highly 

uncertain for all 

drivers) 

Uncertainty over 

proximate 

factors in context 

of democracy 

and climate 

change links? 

(i.e. cause and 

effect when 

considering the 

ΨŘǊƛǾŜǊΩ ƛƴ 

relation to 

democracy and 

climate change)70 

Democracy 

relevance? 

Greenhouse 

gas emissions 

relevance? (R 

= response not 

driver) 

Democracy 

in the face of 

climate 

change 

relevance? 

Politics    
Global governance Strong Fragmented High Medium Y R  Y 

Democratisation Arrested Advancing High Medium Y Y Y 

Dominant 

geopolitical locus  

West East Low Low Y R Y 

Locus of state 

decision-making 

Centralised Devolved High Medium Y R Y 

Armed conflict Global Localised High Medium Y R Y 

Style of state 

governance 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ 

ǎǘŀǘŜΩ71 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ŎƛǾƛƭ ǎǘŀǘŜΩ72 

(sic) 

High Medium Y Y Y 

Trust in elected 

representatives 

Trusted Not trusted High  Low H R Y 

Belief in value of Strong Weak High Medium Y R Y 
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public participation 

in context of 

democracy 

Ψ²ŀǊƳƛǎǘΩ Ŏivil 

society 

Strong Weak High Medium Y R Y 

Scientific evidence in 

relation to issues of 

societal concern 

Extensive and 

generally trusted 

Often distrusted Medium Medium N R Y 

Style of democratic 

politics 

 

Consensual Majoritarian High 

(NB: not amenable 

to generalisation 

through highly 

aggregated 

scenarios) 

Medium Y R Y 

Public monitoring, 

transparency, 

accountability  

Extensive Limited Medium Medium Y N Y 

Relationship 

between organised 

religion and the 

state 

Close links Limited links High High Y N Y 

Economy    
Economic growth 

and the global 

economy 

Thriving Depressed High Low Y Y Y 

Economic 

interdependence 

High Low Medium  Low Y Y Y 
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Role of business Vested economic 

interests dictate 

In service to 

social/policy 

goals 

High   Y Y Y 

Environment    
Planetary 

boundaries and 

ecosystem services 

[NB: climate change 

not considered as a 

ΨŘǊƛǾŜǊΩ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŦƻǊ 

purposes of this 

Table] 

Respected and/or 

valued 

Not respected 

and/or valued 

Low  Low Y Y Y 

Overall energy 

demand 

Met Not met Medium Medium-low Y Y Y 

Energy sources Mostly/wholly 

renewable 

Mostly/wholly 

fossil fuels 

Medium Medium-low Y Y Y 

Society    
Population High end of 

projections 

Low end of 

projections 

Medium   Low Y Y H 

Demographic shifts 

and age structure 

Within projected 

ranges 

Outside 

projected 

ranges 

Medium Low Y Y H 

Urbanisation/urban 

dwelling 

Extensive Less extensive Low Low Y Y H 

Natural and man-

made disasters  

Widespread and 

frequent 

Localised and 

infrequent 

High Medium Y R H 

Values, lifestyles and 

behaviours 

Individualistic/co

mpetitive 

Community-

oriented/collab

High High Y Y H 



©Foundation for Democracy and Sustainable Development, Foundation for the Future, Halina Ward 
 

52 
 

orative 

Religious adherents Widespread Limited High Medium-high Y R H 

Participatory 

decision-making and 

engagement in 

society 

Thriving Patchy High Medium Y R Y 

Public willingness to 

base public climate 

policy on scientific 

evidence 

High Low Medium Medium Y R Y 

Technology    
Technological 

innovation for 

climate change 

mitigation and 

adaptation 

(including 

geoengineering) 

Extensive Limited High Medium Y Y Y 

Technological 

innovation applied 

to the practice of 

democracy 

Extensive Limited High Medium-high Y R Y 

Other technological 

innovation 

Extensive Limited High Medium Y Maybe Maybe (in 

part) 

 

 

 



©Foundation for Democracy and Sustainable Development, Foundation for the Future, Halina Ward 
 

53 
 

How to make sense of such an exercise?   

If all of the drivers of change in the external environment and their associated responses have 

implications for one another; how can we make sense both of those interrelationships, and of their 

implications for yet another set of relationships: those between democracy and climate change?  

²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ŀŘŀǇǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘƛƴƎ ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭΩ ŘǊƛǾŜǊǎ since our core scenarios question concerns the 

relationship between democracy and climate change (i.e. we are considering, in part, the relationship 

between the drivers and a political system). Equally, we consider participatory decision-making insofar 

as it relates to, or impacts on, democracy as a political system, rather than in its own right and in all the 

social settings in which it takes place. We therefore highlight those political drivers of change that act on 

democracy as a political system or on climate change. For these purposes, we assume a causal 

relationship between society, technology, economy, environment and geopolitical drivers on the one 

hand, and the political system on the other.  

We consider ΨŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩ ŀǎ ŀ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ΨƛƳǇŀŎǘκǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜΩ ŀǊŜƴŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨŘǊƛǾŜǊǎΩ ƻŦ 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀƴŘ ΨŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-making impacts and ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎΩΦ Our detailed review 

of climate impacts can be found in Paper Four and we do not repeat it in any detail here, though our 

scenarios draw heavily on that analysis. However, we incorporate a very brief review of the range of 

possible responses to climate change in this paper, because these are closely related both to our axes of 

change, and to the interaction between democracy and climate change.  

The net result is that our scenarios reflect consideration of the impact of the drivers of change on 

climate change; the impact of the drivers of change on democracy; and then through the stories 

themselves, the implications of climate change for democracy and participatory decision-making and 

the types of responses that might emerge in different settings.  

Lƴ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ΨŀȄŜǎ ƻŦ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅΩΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ the following. 

- Areas where aggregating a (high) level of uncertainty as to trajectory or proximate factors (cause 

and effect relationships) is helpful to better understanding the relationship between democracy 

and climate change. 

- AǊŜŀǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ΨǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅΩ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ōƻǘƘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƎǊŜŜƴƘƻǳǎŜ Ǝŀǎ 

emissions/anthropogenic climate change and (allowing for some assumptions about causal 

relationships where we have not identified clear relationships) democracy. The greater the 

ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ΨƘƛƎƘΩ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ όŀƎƎǊŜƎŀǘŜŘύ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

relationship between democracy and climate change the better. For these purposes, we have 

focused on three points of tension:  

o short-termism (linked to lack of regard for future generations);  

o the tension between the ideals of liberal democracy and those of economic liberalism; 

and 
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o the challenges associated with democratic decision-making in areas associated with high 

levels of scientific uncertainty.  

In Section 2 we also highlighted the challenge of scale in the relationship between democracy 

and climate change (i.e. the challenge of identifying the level at which to pursue action, from the 

global to the local). As we indicated there, this is a problem that is inherent to sustainable 

development, and impacted by governance (whether it is democratic governance or not), and 

ǿŜ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ǿƘŜƴ ƴŀǊǊƻǿƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ΨŘǊƛǾers of 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ΨŀȄŜǎ ƻŦ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅΩ. 

¢ƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ΨƘƛƎƘΩ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜƧŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ ΨŀȄƛǎ ƻŦ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅΩ 

approach on account of their failure to speak sufficiently generically to our three overall ΨŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ 

conŎŜǊƴǎΩ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƛǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴΥ 

a) Trust in elected representatives. 

b) Belief in value of public participation. 

Ŏύ ΨWŀǊƳƛǎǘΩ ŎƛǾƛƭ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ. 

d) Locus of state (democratic) decision-making. 

e) Style of democratic politics.  

f) Participatory decision-making/engagement in society.  

ΨGlobal governanceΩ has also been rejected because it speaks too indirectly to the practice of democracy 

at the level of states (i.e. national and subnational decision-making). Similarly, ΨdemocratisationΩ has 

been rejected because when understood as part of the external environment for existing democracies it 

speaks too little to the problems associated with democracy practice in relation to climate adaptation 

and mitigation at national and subnational levels. 

ΨArmed conflictΩ would certainly be a driver of change in the relationship between democracy and 

ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ ōǳǘ ƛǎ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ōŜǎǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǳōǎŜǘ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ΨŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΩΣ ƻǊ 

alternatively as an outcome of climate change rather than a general driver of change across the key 

challenges of democracy and climate change. ΨNatural/made disastersΩ have been rejected on the same 

basis. 

ΨStyle of state governanceΩ has been rejected because it speaks principally to a single problem in the 

relationship between democracy and climate change (the relationship between liberal democracy and 

the liberal economy). 

The relationship between organised religion and the state has been rejected because its implications for 

ΨŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩ Ŏŀƴ ŀǊƎǳŀōƭȅ ōŜ seen as a subset of values and speak insufficiently 

ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǘƻ ΨŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΩ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƎƻŜǎ ŦƻǊ ΨǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ŀŘƘŜǊŜƴǘǎΩ. 
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The global economy and economic growth are potentially a major driver of change in the relationship 

between democracy and climate change ς but more relevant is the kind of economy and its ability a) to 

deliver goods and services to tackle climate change and/or b) enable humans to live within planetary 

boundaries. The Ψrole of businessΩ has been rejected for similar reasons. 

ΨTechnology innovation for the practice of democracyΩ fails to speak sufficiently directly to the climate-

ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΤ ŀƴŘ ΨƻǘƘŜǊ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ 

innovationΩ is insufficiently directly connected to the core challenges at the heart of the democracy and 

climate change relationship. 

This exercise therefore ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ǘǿƻ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ΨƘƛƎƘΩ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅ, each of which has the potential to speak 

generically to the core problems at the heart of the relationship between democracy and climate 

change:73 

A. Technological innovation for climate mitigation and adaptation (from low tech: technology 

is not working for climate adaptation and/or mitigation to high tech: technology is doing a lot of 

the work of climate adaptation and mitigation). 

B. Values over time (from Ψhere and nowΩ: people care about immediate family, friends and 

neighbours, to ΨŦŀǊ ŀƴŘ ǿƛŘŜΩΥ people care about all others, even those distant in space and 

time) 

It is worth noting that ǘƘŜ ΨǾŀƭǳŜǎΩ ŀȄƛǎ does not ŎƻƳōƛƴŜ ΨǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΩΦ This is because 

behaviour change may be the result of a wide range of drivers or causal factors aside from values.  

There is also an important underlying assumption in B. above; namely that the values associated with 

behaviours and lifestyles are themselves reflected, however imperfectly, within political systems that 

reflect a commitment to democracy. That is an imperfect assumption for it is not inconceivable that 

highly communitarian values could exist within a system of authoritarian government. However, 

because the central focus for our scenarios is democracy not authoritarianism, we consider this an 

assumption worth adopting ς flaws and all. 

This assumption is also a departure from thoǎŜ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƻŦ 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜΩ ŀs the x and y axis respectively74 and which implicitly assume thereby that systems of 

governance might not reflect social values. Here our starting assumption is that social values are broadly 

reflected in the political system of governance. We believe that this is an appropriate point from which 

to begin an investigation into the impact of climate change on democracy as a political system. 

aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŀƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƻŦ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜΩ ŀȄƛǎ in existing scenarios75 tends not to be 

ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǊƛŀƴƛǎƳΩ ǘƻ ΨŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΩ όƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘύ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŀƴ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ 

capture the scale and level of governance ς from autonomous national decision-making to 

interdependent structures where power is moved or shared, from the local to the global. 

 

One might add to this list anƻǘƘŜǊ ΨŦŀǳƭǘƭƛƴŜΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ 

which potentially speaks to all three of the core problems in that relationship; namely public willingness 
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to base public policy on climate science. However, this driver of change is not associated with a high 

degree of uncertainty and impact in relation to our core question. In any event, recent experience of 

ΨŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ǎŎŜǇǘƛŎƛǎƳΩ ǎƘƻǿǎ ŎƭƻǎŜ ƭƛƴƪǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ōŀǎŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƻƴ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ 

ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ values (with values being at a higher level of generality).  

Existing SRES climate scenarios developed by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change provide 

reasonably complex pictures/ranges of stories about the future. They account for technology changes 

over time (though not in terms of their relevance to democracy). But they do not take account of 

possible shifts in politics or in the values or behavioural dimensions of climate change. 

LŦ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ at all όƻǊ ǊŀǘƘŜǊΣ ƳƻǾŜŘ ΨōŀŎƪǿŀǊŘǎΩ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ 

effective action for climate change mitigation and adaptation), we might find ourselves in the ranges of 

the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change SRES scenarios to 2050 and 2100. Our approaches to 

coping with climate change would then be determined by the range of tools which have evolved as a 

result of action of other things ς including climate change ς on democracy. 

If behaviours shifted (partly, but not only, as a result of shifts in human values) climate change 

uncertainties would shift too. Such shifts might be under way by 2050, but are unlikely to have achieved 

transformational change by then given the time lag between emissions and impacts.  

If technological transformation allowed societies to cope better with climate adaptation and mitigation, 

ōǳǘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘΣ ǿŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŀōƭȅ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƳŀƪŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {w9{ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻǎ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ 

greenhouse gas emissions trajectories and impacts, though arguably emissions and impacts would 

reduce because of the relatively high degree of certainty that some actions will be taken to mitigate 

climate change. 

At the same time, narratives for the scenarios need to recognise that changes on the ΨǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎyΩ ŀȄƛǎ 

may encompass shifts in worldview. In other words, the form of technological innovation is itself 

susceptible to influence by values, but technological innovation in the abstract is not wholly dependent 

on the form that societal or cultural values take. Indeed, the mismatch between forms of technological 

innovation, or its applications, and the dominant values of the day can itself become a source of tension. 

For example, a Natural England Compendium of Scenarios contrasts ǘƘŜ ΨƻƭŘ ƳƛƴŘǎŜǘΩ ƻŦ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 

fix with a new mindset of open-source innovation, and shows that there is the potential for democracy 

innovation and technological innovation to cause both to merge.76 The early signals of these changes 

can be found in thinking aboǳǘ ΨŎǊƻǿŘ-ǎƻǳǊŎƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǿƛǎŘƻƳ ƻŦ ŎǊƻǿŘǎΩΣ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ƛƴ Paper Three.  

Applying our chosen axes of uncertainty therefore results in four scenarios to 2050. 
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Figure 2 Democracy and climate change scenarios to 2050     

 

For purposes of creating scenarios, we consider a basic two by two matrix with its x and y axes. This 

approach is simply the start of the necessary process of analysis. Paper Four contains the bulk of the 

ΨŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎΩ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ have drawn ƻƴ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎΩ side of our current 

analysis.  

Beyond these considerations, we are also struck by the potential relevance of The Ethnographic Futures 

Framework, developed by Bowman and Lum.77 They cluster changes by impacts rather than according to 

the different drivers of change. 

The Ethnographic Futures Framework offers a categorisation of change across five spheres of 

interaction: how we define ourselves (which is closely related to values and beliefs) how we relate to 

others and our environment; how we connect to others and our environment; how we create new 

goods, services and knowledge within our environment, and how we consume goods, services and 

knowledge ς and dispose of it ς within our environment. 

This approach is useful for us because it focuses on the impacts of change in human relations, rather 

than the conventional focus on drivers of change. Since our concern is democracy and participatory 

decision-making, an equivalent focus might lead to an approach more tailored to the characteristics of 

democracy, such as: 

- How we represent ourselves. 

- How, where, when and for what reasons we participate.  

- How we hold leaders accountable (and to whom). 


