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Economists are used to evaluating policy instruments based on their economic effects.  No
surprise there.  But a recent paper in Science argues that the political effects may be just as
important.  Perhaps it’s not a coincidence that three of the four authors are political
scientists; the fourth is Eric Biber, a frequent contributor to this blog.  (The other three are
Jonas Meckling, Nina Kelsey, and John Zysman).

Here’s how the process works.  Some policies, like renewable portfolio standards, are likely
to build cohesive industry groups like solar and wind energy firms.  This begins what the
authors and I regard as a “virtuous circle” — but some might think otherwise — in which
those firms press for further reductions in the use of fossil fuels.  Those measures in turn
reduce the political clout of the fossil fuel industry and increase the strength of the
renewables industry, and so on.

I imagine that fossil fuel firms and their conservative allies are aware of this dynamic, and
that this is part of the reason why they oppose measures to increase the use of renewables.
 But in some instances, this opposition may boomerang.  For instance, by insuring that
federal subsidies for renewables have to be renewed frequently, they encourage renewable
firms to build and maintain strong political networks to lobby for continuation of the
subsidies.

This is a very plausible dynamic, and is certainly supported by some specific examples, such
as the role of the renewables firms in fending off a challenge to AB 32 in California.  Let’s
hope that the dynamic is as strong as the authors of the Science article. believe.  It is
definitely something for policymakers to keep in mind as they try to build support for action
against climate change.

http://www.sciencemag.org/content/349/6253/1170.full.pdf

