
PS1: Science of Politics 
Environmental Policy Exercise 

 
Motivation: In class this week, we explored various different challenges to formulating 
environmental policy including (1) public preferences, (2) party politics, (3) interest groups, 
and (4) institutional design. Consider the following vignettes about real ongoing 
environmental problems and guess what will happen to address them…if anything. 
 
Vignette 1: Drought in California 
 
Democratic Governor Jerry Brown has requested your help on new drought regulations for 
California. The 2017 rainy season has brought massive amounts of rain and helped restore 
the critically low snowpack in the Sierras, but scientists argue one year of wet weather is not 
enough to recharge the underground aquifers in the California basin. Should Governor Brown 
maintain drought restrictions or relax current regulations? Brown must consider the following 
interests in devising a policy package to present to the California State Assembly: 

• There has not been a public opinion poll recently, but many local communities claim 
the drought is over and have lifted water restrictions. 

• Agricultural interests vehemently oppose further water restrictions up because it 
harms agricultural productivity.  Agriculture is a $42.6 billion dollar industry with 
trade sales worth an additional $100 billion; farmers generally support Republican 
interests. Technology interests oppose further restrictions because they suggest 
technological advancements, including new desalination plants coming online in 
Monterey and San Diego, alleviate the problem. Technology employs 1.1 million 
people in California; it generally supports Democratic interests.  

• Northern California received more rain than Southern California so could have 
looser restrictions, but Northern California members are also more likely to support 
continued restrictions than Southern California. Representatives in Southern 
California are slightly more conservative than Northern California. 

 
Questions 

• Are there any challenges posed by public preferences on the issue? 
• Are there any challenges posed by party politics on the issue? 
• Are there any challenges posed by interest groups on the issue? 
• Will a policy proposal to maintain drought regulations hold up? Why or why not? 

 
Vignette 2: VW Emissions Scandal 
 
The EPA is trying to how to respond to regulatory demands on automobile emissions in light 
of the Volkswagen (VW) emission scandal. The controversy stems from a 2016 report that 
found VW intentionally programmed its diesel engines to activate certain emission controls 
during laboratory emissions testing thereby misleading the EPA on the amount of pollution 
VW cars actually pumped into the air. VW claims they are being made a scapegoat for the 
automobile industry even though other companies, including Hyundai and GM, have cars that 
produce higher emissions. Although the EPA has engaged in ‘naming and shaming’ VW and 
these other companies, few have changed their behavior. Consequently, emission problems 
continue unabated. How will the EPA respond? Consider the following: 



• A public opinion poll found that 41% says the scandal makes them less likely to 
purchase a Volkswagen while 29% say it has no effect.1 Public support for diesel 
engines remains high because they are more fuel-efficient and cheaper than standard 
gasoline-powered counterparts. 

• The switch of many blue-collar workers in Michigan and Ohio from the Democratic 
to the Republican party means there will be large political backlash by any 
Republican administration taking actions to hurt the auto industry.  

• The automobile industry, including VW, Toyota, and GM, regularly circumvent fines 
levied by the EPA through legal loopholes. Fines are seen as a slap on the wrist, but 
nothing more.  

 
Questions 

• Are there any challenges posed by public preferences on the issue? 
• Are there any challenges posed by party politics on the issue? 
• Are there any challenges posed by interest groups on the issue? 
• Will a policy proposal to regulate car emissions hold up? Why or why not? 

 
Vignette 3: Fracking in Germany 
 
The German Government is weighing policy changes to its hydraulic fracturing (‘fracking’) 
industry. Fracking is a controversial technology to access unconventional oil and gas sites 
through the injection of water, sand, and chemicals. Fracking has been relatively unregulated 
in Germany, but few drilling permits have been approved generating sharp resistance from 
companies looking to cash in on the lucrative industry. Should the German coalition 
government change its regulatory stance on fracking? The coalition government is weighing 
the following in their policy decision: 

• Oil and gas lobbyists have been actively pressuring the government to maintain 
fracking. Currently, 90% of Germany’s gas is imported, but fracking would lower 
energy costs, create 20,000 jobs, and bring in millions in revenue. 

• Environmental lobbyists have raised concerns about the public safety of fracking 
particularly with regards to drinking water. YouTube videos of tap water catching on 
fire in Pennsylvania have captured the public imagination on the dangers of fracking. 

• Merkel’s center-right coalition government consists of the Christian Democratic 
Union, Social Democratic Party, and Christian Social Union. Its primary opposition 
parties are the Left and the Greens. 

 
Questions 

• Are there any challenges posed by public preferences on the issue? 
• Are there any challenges posed by party politics on the issue? 
• Are there any challenges posed by interest groups on the issue? 
• Will a policy proposal to maintain fracking hold up? Why or why not? 

                                                
1 “Can Volkswagen Salvage its Damaged Brand?” Gallup Polling. 
<http://www.gallup.com/businessjournal/187472/volkswagen-salvage-damaged-brand.aspx> 


