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Abstract
The world today faces a number of environmental problems that are both severe and urgent.
Finding effective solutions is one of the top priorities for the international community, with
at least half of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals relating either directly
or indirectly to reaching environmental sustainability. The question is: How to reach these
goals? Environmental problems pose a complex dilemma for decision-makers. They have
low visibility, a slow response time to policy interventions and often require multi-pronged
policy solutions that are sufficiently funded, supported and rigorously enforced. Yet, they
are rarely the first priority for voters. Solutions to environmental problems therefore rely
on long-term vision and commitments, appropriate expertise, as well as institutions that
can secure compliance from all the relevant actors.
This dissertation looks at the political institutions that, it is argued, make countries more
likely to commit to and reach environmental sustainability goals. It revisits previous
findings indicating that democratic institutions are more conducive to securing strong
environmental performance. Democracy, which shapes the rules of preference aggregation
and thus influences environmental decision-making and policy adoption, does not necessarily guarantee that these policies will be successfully implemented. This dissertation argues
that the performance of democracies in achieving environmental sustainability depends
on the quality of government, which, broadly, encompasses the absence of corruption,
high rule of law and high bureaucratic capacity. Quality of government shapes the implementation of public policies, but it may also affect the incentives of decision-makers in
environmental policy-making. This dissertation hypothesizes that democracy and quality
of government interact in the production of environmental sustainability outcomes.
The five articles included in the dissertation test this overarching hypothesis on four key
Sustainable Development Goals related to environmental sustainability: the reduction
of CO2 emissions to avert climate change, preparedness for natural disasters that may
arise as a result of climate change, the provision of energy, and the provision of clean
water. The results are consistent across the studies and show that more democracy is only
beneficial for environmental sustainability outcomes when high quality of government is
in place. However, when quality of government is low, democracies tend to underperform,
doing no better or doing even worse than authoritarian regimes. Corruption, weak public
administration, and lack of rule of law undermine incentives for and the credibility of
policy efforts, and obstruct the implementation of public policies related to environmental
sustainability, thus limiting democratic governments’ ability to act in the long-term
interests of the public.
Keywords: democracy, quality of government, environmental sustainability

