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Overview

• Why do democracies struggle to address climate change?

• How can democratic governance be better equipped to tackle 
climate change?

• A case study from Ireland: The Children and Young People’s 
Assembly on Biodiversity Loss



Why do democracies struggle 
to address climate change?



https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/2023-03/FIW_World_2023_DigtalPDF.pdf



Why do democracies struggle to adequately 
address climate change?

Willis, Curato and Smith (2021) identify a number of reasons in 
the literature:

• Time horizons: Short term vs. long term

• Use of expert evidence in decision-making

• Power and the role of special interests

• Responsiveness to public opinion



Democracies come in many shapes and sizes

Factor What the research suggests

No. of veto points More veto points may impede climate action

Electoral rules PR more conducive to climate action

Federal/unitary Unclear 

Patterns of governance Neo-corporatist systems better at reaching 
agreement and implementing policies

Degree of 
consolidation

Consolidated democracies have better 
institutional capacities

Fossil fuel dependence FF dependence increases transition costs

Economic inequality High inequality makes collective action difficult

Source: Fiorino (2018)



Eco-authoritarianism

“A public policy model that concentrates authority in a few 
executive agencies manned by capable and uncorrupt elites 
seeking to improve environmental outcomes.” 

“Public participation is limited to a narrow cadre of scientists and 
technocratic elites while others are expected to participate only 
in state led mobilisation for the purposes of implementation.” 
(Gilley 2012)



The case of China

• Eco authoritarianism perspective misses complexity of 
domestic politics in China

• Tensions between economic, energy, and climate priorities 

• Limited implementation capacity at 
local level



How can democratic 
governance be better equipped 
to tackle climate change?



Modifications of democracy

• Less democracy: delegation to experts

• More democracy: deliberative democracy



The “time inconsistency” problem

• Governments have an incentive to renege on their 
commitments

• “Commitment devices” allow governments to credibly commit 
to policy stability

• e.g. independent central banks



Put the experts in charge?



Framework climate laws

• Targets

• Planning and measures

• Progress monitoring

• Institutional arrangements

• Scientific advice

• Public participation

• Long-term guidance



Deliberative democracy

• Origins in Athenian democracy

• Contrast with representative and direct democracy

• Open, inclusive, public decision-making that includes affected 
citizens on equal terms 

• Not simply the aggregation of individual preferences

• Collective decisions arrived at through reasoned debate



Deliberative democracy and climate change

• Deliberative democracy is well equipped to deal with:
• Complexity
• Long-term challenges
• Value conflicts and trade-offs



Growing experience of using citizens’ assemblies 
for climate change



A case study from Ireland: The 
Children and Young People’s 
Assembly on Biodiversity Loss



The team

• An intergenerational design 
& implementation team:

• Consortium of adults from 
DCU, UCC & terre des 
hommes

• A Young Advisory Team of 9 
children & young people aged 
8-16



Participant recruitment

• A stratified random sample, but…

• 510 responses to a call for applications

• From which we selected 35 Assembly members







The process of learning and deliberating





The story didn’t end there…















Key take aways

• Democracy can be strengthened by 
including voices of ordinary people

• Children and young people’s 
participation brings new and different 
perspectives and ideas

• Importance of co-design with 
children and young people

• Follow-up and feedback creates 
sense of being heard



Thanks for your attention

• For more information about the Assembly visit:
www.cyp-biodiversity.ie

• Follow the story in this video:
https://www.youtube.com
/watch?v=gZAZnJ10vVY

• Contact:
diarmuid.torney@dcu.ie


