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A B S T R A C T   

What rhetorical strategies are populist far-right parties using to delay regional decarbonization? This paper fo-
cuses on three populist far-right parties—the Conservative People’s Party of Estonia (EKRE), Alternative for 
Germany (AfD), and Poland’s Law and Justice (PiS)—and the discursive-institutional tactics each used from 2014 
to 2021 to delay decarbonization of their carbon-intensive regions. We identify three discursive-institutional 
tactics used by populist far-right actors to delay decarbonization: (1) politicizing decarbonization, (2) refram-
ing cultural values to form alliances with anti-decarbonization movements, and (3) dismantling key decarbon-
ization institutions. We show that the populist far-right discursive-institutional tactics in European regional 
decarbonization are prevalent and vary widely. The politics of backlash against the EU-driven progressive public 
policies and anti-democratic rhetoric, including xenophobia and national sovereignty discourses are commonly 
used by these three populist far right parties to mobilize counternarratives against climate change and regional 
decarbonization. EKRE and PiS typically portray themselves as the protectors of social insurance and safety for 
vulnerable groups affected by regional decarbonization. PiS and AfD harness regional identity to mobilize civic 
engagement against decarbonization. All three parties work to empty and dismantle key decarbonization in-
stitutions. Overall, our findings suggest that carbon-intensive regions are particularly susceptible to the discur-
sive tactics and institutional work of populist far-right parties, and may therefore provide opportunities for these 
parties to constrain decarbonization more broadly.   

1. Introduction 

Due to their production and heavy use of fossil fuels, carbon- 
intensive European regions are at the heart of the energy transition. 
Although these regions contribute to economic prosperity in their 
respective countries, carbon-intensive industries must be phased out. 
However, progressive state actions for decarbonization and structural 
changes to these industries appear to stimulate populist far-right back-
lashes. Consequently, managing decarbonization activities in carbon- 
intensive regions poses a clear political risk. Far-right populists and 
their influence on climate denialism have been studied broadly (For-
chtner, 2019; Forchtner & Lubarda, 2022; Lockwood, 2018). Never-
theless, we know little about the strategic discursive and institutional 
tactics that populist far-right parties use to delay fossil phase-out in 
carbon-intensive regions. 

This paper contributes to the literature by focusing on populist far- 
right anti-decarbonization discourses and institutional tactics in 
Estonia, Germany, and Poland amid regional decarbonization policies 

and actions. We specifically focus on the Conservative People’s Party of 
Estonia (EKRE), Alternative for Germany (AfD), and Law and Justice 
(PiS) in Poland, and their discourses surrounding the carbon-intensive 
regions of Ida-Virumaa, North Rhine-Westphalia, and Silesia, respec-
tively. Our primary research question is: What rhetorical strategies do 
populist far-right parties use to delay regional decarbonization? 

Regions are key to decarbonization because fossil extraction typi-
cally has significant regional employment and economic impacts, as well 
as influencing regional identity and politics. Therefore, we need to un-
derstand regions as ‘social constructs that do not rise in a vacuum but 
that are made in broader social practice’ (Paasi, 2009, p. 133). Herein, 
we applied the most basic classification of region, which Parr (2014) 
refers to as a policy region, in which highly carbon-intensive industries 
are located and are the subjects of decarbonization policies. Given the 
profound structural changes implied by European Union (EU)-driven 
decarbonization agendas, which directly concern these regions’ eco-
nomic and social prosperity, the populist far-right may navigate its na-
tional politics to specifically target regional decarbonization processes. 
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Populism is a thin ideology that pits politicians and experts (i.e., 
elites) against ordinary people (Ivarsflaten et al., 2019; Mudde, 2010). Its 
proponents build discourses around the experienced or anticipated loss 
of control or values (Decker & Lewandowsky, 2017). This definition also 
includes a second requirement claiming that no one has the right to 
violate popular sovereignty (Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2018). The far 
right is typically used as an umbrella concept encompassing a political 
landscape with flexible and blurred boundaries between diverse politi-
cal parties, actors, and movements that spur nativist perspectives (e.g., 
protecting a specific ethno-racial group) and authoritarian political 
agendas (e.g., opposing key institutions that function liberal democracy 
such as independent judiciary and media) (Pirro, 2023; Mudde, 2019). 
Populist authoritarian politics often promotes taking back control in the 
name of “the people” to restore national sovereignty from “a brutal and 
ignorant mass” (Rancière, 2013) as “others” (at home and abroad). 
Hence, “populism serves simply to draw the image of a certain people 
(Rancière, 2016, p.102).” It is typically assumed that the widening gap 
between rural and urban amid the neoliberal era, due to the various 
challenges imposed on rural regions such as the increasing reliance on 
technology-based resource extraction and consequently unemployment, 
tight austerity measures and declining prosperity, convincingly plays a 
strong role in the rise of populism (Scoones et al., 2018; Bori and Gonna, 
2022, also see Virtual Forum on Populist Ecologies, Menga (2021), and 
the Emancipatory Rural Politics Initiative at www.iss.nl/erpi). 

There is increasing attention from researchers to understand how 
political ecologies intersect with populism, especially how political 
parties across the political spectrum (from far right to the radical left) 
empty and co-opt emancipatory concepts such as sustainability, anti- 
extractivism, or anti-neoliberalism to further strengthen marginaliza-
tion, oppression, and authoritarian rule (McCarthy, 2019; Scoones et al., 
2018). Far-right populism tends to be climate sceptical and supportive of 
fossil-intense economic growth through one or several of their core 
far-right narratives, such as ethnonationalism, Euroscepticism, or na-
tional security – distinguishing them from left wing populism (Lock-
wood, 2018). Populist left-wing parties or governments in Latin 
American countries, such as El Salvador, Nicaragua, or Ecuador, for 
instance, have long supported fossil-intensive economic growth but 
based this on anti-capitalist and anti-extractive narratives. Conspiracies 
linking climate change to foreign threats to national economic devel-
opment are also emerging as a form of contemporary populism, espe-
cially in Brazil, where President Bolsonaro orchestrated the strategy of 
constructing “populist ecologies” to gain public support by claiming that 
the decision to exploit the environment for the benefit of the country 
falls under the purview of national sovereignty (Atkins & Menga, 2022). 
Meanwhile, globalization, a major trend, is strongly liked to populist 
narratives, with Trump being the most salient example, as he argues that 
trade competition harms local economies (Autor et al., 2020; Colantone 
& Stanig, 2018). 

For this study, our empirical analysis centres on two important 
European-level climate policy milestones to analyse populist far right 
discursive-institutional tactics in Estonia, Germany and Poland amid 
regional decarbonization policies and actions. First, in 2014 the Euro-
pean Commission (EC) agreed to the 2030 Framework on Climate and 
Energy, which requires coal emission reductions. Second, in 2019 the 
European Green Deal was introduced. Within this context of EU- 
introduced decarbonization actions, we track the populist far-right 
parties’ evolving strategic discursive and institutional tactics to delay 
fossil phase-out in their respective carbon-intensive regions.1 Although 
the average electoral gains by populist far-right parties in the 2019 
European elections were modest compared with those in 2014 (Schraff 

et al., 2022), we track the tactics that were developed within both 
election periods and during two EU-level policy milestones. 

We employed the process-tracing method and analysed 55 docu-
ments, including comprehensive academic literature and a corpus of 
issue-specific policy documents (e.g., position papers, press releases, 
party manifestos). We found that the three selected populist far right 
parties politicize decarbonization and climate change, reframe cultural 
values to form alliances with anti-decarbonization movements, and 
dismantle key decarbonization institutions. The remainder of the article 
proceeds as follows. Section 2 describes our theoretical framework, 
which is grounded in the political geography and environmental politics 
literature. The case study methods are described in Section 3. The results 
of the three cases are presented, within our theoretical framework, in 
Section 4. In Section 5 we discuss the three case study objectives, 
addressing the discursive-institutional tactics driven by the three 
populist far-right parties regarding anti-decarbonization. We close the 
paper with concluding remarks about the wider implications of the 
populist far-right anti-decarbonization tactics. 

2. Theoretical context: populist far-right, discursive tactics, and 
institutional work 

Discursive institutionalism suggests that ideas affect policy choices 
(Béland, 2009; Schmitz, 2017; Tyfield, 2014), and discourses are a 
crucial dimension shaping the extent to which ideas influence policy 
directions, outcomes, and public support (Schmidt, 2015; Yazar, 2022). 
Discursive institutionalism, thus, is understood as the capacity of actors 
to influence cognitive and normative beliefs of other actors (individual 
or collective) through ideational elements (e.g., culture, traditions, 
emotions) in both formal and informal institutional contexts (Béland & 
Cox, 2016; Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016; York & Yazar, 2022). All po-
litical actors seek to navigate discourses and institutions strategically to 
meet their ideology- and interest-based goals. Similarly, from other ac-
tors’ perspectives, populist far-right parties hold materialistic (re-
sources, capacity) and ideological (narrative, discursive) power 
(Anderson & Secor, 2022) to participate substantively in decarbon-
ization arenas (Brisbois, 2019). In the political geography and envi-
ronmental politics literature, there is a growing interest in the effects on 
institutions of discourse and meaning-making by contentious actors 
(Bontje et al., 2019; Gillard, 2016; Jambrina-Canseco, 2023; Leitner 
et al., 2008; Patterson, 2022; Schmidt, 2015). 

Studying populist far-right is arguably particularly relevant because 
they use their discursive strategies to undermine institutions and values 
generally seen as important to the public good, often via the institutions 
themselves. For example, discursive tactics like media campaigns, party 
manifestos (Brisbois, 2020; Christiansen et al., 2015; Geels et al., 2016; 
Lockwood et al., 2017; Smink et al., 2015; van Berlo & Natorski, 2020) 
and anti-clean energy protests (Fraune & Knodt, 2018; Sovacool et al., 
2022) are used by the populist far-right and its political actors to in-
fluence policy processes, actions, and decisions. Within this context, 
populist far-right parties may navigate institutional complexities to in-
crease their effects on decarbonization, such as by protecting 
self-interest, constraining decarbonization decision-making, or spurring 
authorities in institutionalizing (or delaying) decarbonization policies 
and actions. 

Therefore, we argue that the institutional and discursive tactics of 
populist far-right are not static or linear, but dynamic and multidi-
mensional. By examining populist far-right discursive tactics and their 
influences on institutions, we identify a typology of three tactics they use 
to influence institutional structures to delay decarbonization actions. 
The following subsection introduces these three discursive-institutional 
tactic types: first, the politicization of decarbonization via populist far 
right narratives; second, reframing cultural values to create alliances 
with anti-decarbonization movements; and third, dismantling 
institutions. 

1 See percent variation of carbon emission intensity, and percent variation of 
CO2 at NUTS2 regional levels in Europe in the interactive online map designed 
by Climate_KIC scientist here: https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/sara. 
zanni/viz/Climate_KIC_Dashboard_15629388856350/Story. 
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2.1. Politicization of decarbonization via populist far-right narratives 

Climate change is a valence issue (Stokes, 1963). That is, it is 
perceived as a societal problem by most people, even if they do not agree 
on the appropriate solutions (Fraune & Knodt, 2018; Yazar et al., 
2022a). Phasing out fossil-intensive industries is one important way to 
deal with climate problems. The alignment with energy transition 
among major Western European countries, for instance, prompts 
populist far-right parties to develop anti-climate rhetoric (Otteni & 
Weisskircher, 2022) embodied as post-truth politics (Abraham, 2020; 
Selk & Sonnicksen, 2017). Post-truth politics generate discussion and 
debate surrounding climate change by questioning expertise and sci-
ence, and by using emotional appeals to influence policy outcomes 
(Fischer, 2019). Hence, politicization takes place in both formal and 
informal institutional settings, such as parliamentary speeches (accusing 
and shaming decarbonization supporters) and the media, to exert po-
litical influence (Avelino, 2017; Smink et al., 2015) and increase polit-
ical polarization (Farstad, 2018). But this does not take away from the 
fact that many people in carbon-intensive regions are likely to be (very 
legitimately) concerned over their own economic interests. People are 
worried about plant closures, unemployment and, over the long-run, 
depopulation and being “left behind” more generally (Rodríguez-Pose, 
2018). All of these concerns may indeed materialize if nothing is done to 
mitigate the impacts of the transition. There is a spatial question here 
about where jobs will move next, which is key to understanding both the 
success of these topics and why populist far-right parties focus on them 
(MacKinnon et al., 2022). 

Against this backdrop, climate change becomes a value issue (Belina, 
2020; Lockwood, 2018; Yazar et al., 2022b) rather than a valence issue. 
Such meaning-making through value-based discourses reframes climate 
change as an elite issue and decarbonization as counter to the interests of 
the people. The discourse surrounding climate change and energy tran-
sition within populist far-right narratives have increasingly shifted from 
the realm of rational scientific debate to the domain of nationalist ide-
ology and myths (Forchtner, 2019). Thus, we argue that a key populist 
far-right tactic reframes the energy transition, such that climate change 
shifts to core populist far-right narratives like Euroscepticism, ethno-
nationalism, and national security and interests. This, in turn, serves to 
increase political polarization regarding conditions and processes of 
decarbonization policies and actions in carbon-intensive regions. 

2.2. Reframing cultural values to create alliances with anti- 
decarbonization movements 

Regional identity is closely linked to dimensions of regionality, 
which Paasi (2009) described as being formal and based on their rela-
tively homogeneous and cohesive natural or cultural features. Such 
features can include natural habitat, ethnicity, or other cultural do-
mains, which are also tied closely to regional identity. Regional identity 
can be expected to form a significant factor if a carbon-intensive region 
meets this formal region definition (e.g., based on cultural or ethnic 
similarities, or a common language). Thus, this becomes a second 
discursive-institutional tactic. We hold that the populist far-right seeks 
political opportunities by portraying themselves as the protectors of 
traditional or cultural values, such as traditional mine workers, or the 
function of traditional mining in maintaining family values or creating 
networks. This is accomplished in carbon-intensive regions through 
either mobilizing bottom-up movements or exploiting such events to 
attract more opponents to progressive climate policy and actions. For 
instance, strong political, economic, and workforce links are reinforced 
within carbon-intensive sectors by the extensive presence of the trade 
union membership, a mining industry that is either fully or partially 
owned by the state, and the substantial revenues generated by this in-
dustry that benefit the surrounding communities (Dzieciolowski & 
Hacaga, 2015; Szpor & Ziłkowska, 2018). Although the populist 
far-right has felt threatened by social movements and protests 

demanding progressive change (Barros & Wanderley, 2020), 
network-organized protests are one of the most important tactics for 
mobilizing people against carbon-intensive phase outs (Sovacool et al., 
2022). 

Such staged mass demonstrations, either against mine closures or 
renewable investment, are often linked to fears that traditional or cul-
tural values embedded within the carbon-intensive regional economy 
will be displaced. They position the populist right as gatekeepers for 
social insurance and protection against the radical changes introduced 
by the progressive climate agenda. Against this backdrop, we argue that 
the populist far right reframes cultural values to create alliances with 
anti-decarbonization movements, either through social media cam-
paigns or by actively organizing anti-climate and anti-clean energy 
transition movements in those regions. These parties thus portray 
themselves as the protectors of traditions, social insurance, and safety 
for vulnerable groups in these regions. 

2.3. Dismantling institutions 

We argue that populist far-right parties’ third tactic is navigating 
institutional complexities to gain influence over decarbonization pro-
cesses, either by dismantling institutions that are key to decarbonization 
or by creating failed institutions by design. Multiple political parties and 
actors pursue the strategic dismantling of institutions to infuse their 
political agenda (Brisbois, 2019; Newig et al., 2019). Dismantling in-
stitutions is understood as ‘the removal or destabilization of existing 
institutions leading to them having diminished reach and influence’ 
(Patterson, 2021, p. 46). Such a strategy could be used to undermine 
global climate targets by removing government subsidies for them or by 
modifying laws important to achieving them (Skovgaard & van Asselt, 
2019). Political actors can also target specific institutions that persist in 
pursuing their interests, thus delaying progressive decarbonization 
policies and actions. We argue that the populist far-right can dismantle 
institutions either by eroding the functions of the leading decarbon-
ization institutions or by creating empty institutions that are designed to 
fail. Empty institutions are defined as ‘social arrangements that consist 
of relatively stable rules and procedures that exclude regulatory poli-
cymaking or policy implementation’ (Dimitrov, 2020, p. 627). 
Depending on their legislative power, the populist far-right is constitu-
tionally entitled to follow certain global norms (e.g., human rights), but 
they can also distance themselves by implementing these norms through 
empty institutions. These institutions camouflage the absence of con-
crete policy and create public impressions of policy progress, when in 
fact they are designed to fail (Dimitrov, 2020; Patterson, 2021). These 
empty institutions, either newly created or malfunctioning within 
existing institutions run by incumbent governments, are part of the 
institutional structure. More importantly, they are not contradictory to 
governments. Their climate agendas are not binding, potentially leading 
to soft goals with limited substantive authority under hard regulatory 
instruments (Torenvlied & Akkerman, 2004). 

3. Case studies and methods 

In this section, we examine the three discursive-institutional tactics 
introduced above as an analytical framework for our case series. The 
analysis focuses on three populist far-right parties—the EKRE, AfD, and 
PiS (see Table 1)—and the discursive rhetoric they use regarding anti- 
decarbonization in three respective carbon-intensive regions: Ida- 
Virumaa (Estonia), North Rhine Westphalia (Germany), and Silesia 
(Poland). These regions represent a high degree of diversity in terms of 
fuel type (see Table 1) and progress of energy transformation. Despite 
differences in their political experience, PiS, for instance, has longer 
government experience, these three far-right parties are selected as they 
are the popular (in terms of voting) far-right parties in their countries. 
They have all played significant roles in delaying regional decarbon-
ization processes. Our empirical approach, including the rationale for 
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addressing these specific cases and the data collection methods, is pre-
sented in the subsections below. 

3.1. Estonia and the Ida-Virumaa region 

The EKRE was established in 2012 after merging two far-right 
parties, the People’s Union of Estonia and the Estonian Patriotic 
Movement. Since its establishment, the EKRE has built an ethno-
nationalist camp using populist far-right rhetoric in Estonian politics. 

After the March 2019 national election, the Centre Party (EK), Isa-
maa Party (Christian democrats’ centre-right party), and the EKRE 
(populist far-right) coalition government formed and governed until 
2021. Looking at the European elections of 2014 and 2019, the EKRE 
increased its support by 12.7 percentage points in 2019 (Valimised, 
2014, 2019). The party is known for instigating divisive domestic pol-
icies, and its leaders have been remarkably unrestrained in their public 
insults of the EK for their energy policies in the Ida-Virumaa region. 
Therefore, we focus on the EKRE when examining the populist far right 
in Estonia. 

Ida-Virumaa, one of Estonia’s 15 counties and located in northeast 
Estonia, contains large deposits of shale oil used in power plants and the 
oil industry. Ida-Virumaa County has a population of 136,240, 73% of 
whom are Russian-speaking Estonians. Currently, around 5000 people 
are directly employed in the shale oil industry, and it indirectly employs 
another roughly 20,000 (e.g., logistics, services). In the shale oil sector, 
there has been a gradual employment decline, by about 500 people 
annually, due to both efficiency increases in the mining sector and 
regional restructuring of the electricity and oil industries. In Ida- 
Virumaa County, there was only a 24.3% participation rate in the 
2019 European elections. Low voter turnout was attributed to Russian 
speakers’ disapproval of the EK coalition with the populist far right 
EKRE (De Sio et al., 2019). 

3.2. Germany and the North Rhine region 

Founded in 2013, the AfD is now represented in almost every 
German state parliament. Overall support for the AfD has been stronger 
at the federal level, in both the 2014 and 2019 European elections. In its 
10 years of existence, the AfD used to be a Eurosceptic right-wing party 
but turned to the radical right in 2015. Today AfD is considered a ‘far- 

right party, propagating an identarian ideology with a strong anti- 
constitutional group’ (Schaller & Carius, 2019, p. 84). It is increasing 
its anti-climate and energy transition rhetoric, in the North 
Rhine-Westphalia and its urban centres of Cologne, Düsseldorf, and 
Aachen. Compared with the 2014 European election, the AfD increased 
its support by almost 3.1 percentage points in the North 
Rhine-Westphalia region in 2019 (The Federal Returning Office, 2014, 
2019; also see Arzheimer & Berning, 2019; Heinze, 2022 for the AfD’s 
ideological and electoral development at the subnational levels). 

In the North Rhine mining area, the highest shares of gross value 
added in 2015 were attributed to lignite mining and power generation, 
accounting for 13% and 11%, respectively. On the other hand, the 
economic significance of lignite in the entire Rhineland lignite region is 
low, with mining and power generation contributing 0.6% to value 
creation and employing less than 10,000 people, constituting around 
0.3% of the entire working population (Oei, Brauers, & Herpich, 2020). 
Also, this NUTS-2 region encompasses a significant petrochemical in-
dustry, hosting many petroleum refineries, large-scale chemical raw 
material production plants, a major Ford Motor Company production 
plant, and other automotive suppliers. A total of more than 90,000 
people are employed in these energy-intensive industries. 

3.3. Poland and the Silesia region 

The 2015 parliamentary victory of the national conservative and 
populist far-right PiS ushered in unprecedented polarization in Poland, 
including the party’s climate and environmental policy agendas. PiS 
support was stronger at the national level in both 2014 and 2019. 
Compared with the 2014 European election, the PiS increased its sup-
port by almost 9 percentage points. in the Silesia region in 2019 
(Państwowa Komisja Wyborcza, 2014, 2019). Herein, we focus on the 
PiS, though it is notable that a far-right party formed in early 2019, 
which then merged with the right-wing party KORWIN and the radical 
right National Movement, winning 11 national parliament seats (6.81% 
of votes). 

Silesia is the largest remaining hard coal mining region in the EU, in 
terms of both output and employment (approximately 70,000 mine 
workers). Over the last three decades, Silesia has undergone an eco-
nomic transition within the broader economic restructuring and 
decentralization of the Polish economy. Although the productivity of 
traditional coal-related industries has increased, both employment and 
physical output have decreased. Simultaneously, the region has seen 
robust growth in new manufacturing, including vehicles and vehicle 
parts. Unemployment and poverty rates are low compared with other 
Polish regions, though these growth benefits and restructuring costs 
have been distributed unevenly across the region (Bukowski et al., 2018; 
Yazar et al., 2022a). 

3.4. Methods and data collection for the three cases 

For the three cases outlined above, we use a qualitative approach to 
explore empirically these populist far-right parties’ discursive framing of 
decarbonization via the three identified institutional tactics. The parties’ 
policy discourses and strategic practices targeting decarbonization were 
analysed using a systematic review of the comprehensive academic 
literature and corpus of issue-specific policy documents (e.g., position 
papers, press releases, party manifestos) (Hajer, 2005). We also analysed 
the involved actors’ political speeches, policy briefs, and newspaper 
interviews related to anti-decarbonization actions specific to the three 
identified regions. This process-tracing method allowed us to explore 
actors’ characteristics and strategic practices vis-à-vis energy transi-
tions, the EU climate and energy agendas, and climate change. The 
method is broadly used to understand how discourses are tied to polit-
ical actions and serve as sources of legitimation and justification of 
policy decisions (Beach, 2017; Van der Heijden, 2019). The rationale for 
using this method is that it best fulfils our aim of achieving the broadest 

Table 1 
Populist far right parties selected for empirical evaluation.  

Carbon- 
intensive 
region 

Estonia Germany Poland 

Ida-Virumaa North Rhine- 
Westphalia 

Silesia 

Regional 
profile 

Shale oil mining and 
power generation; 
petrochemical 
industry 

Lignite mining and 
power generation; 
emission-intensive 
industries 
(aluminium, paper, 
petrochemical 
industry); 
automotive industry 

Hard coal mining 
and power 
generation; 
emission-intensive 
industries (basic 
metals); 
automotive 
industry 

Selected 
populist 
far right 
political 
party 

EKRE AfD PiS 

Party 
details 

Founded in 2012 
National 
conservative and 
populist far-right In 
coalition 
government from 
2019 to 2021 

Founded in 2013 
National 
conservative and 
populist far-right 
Held federal and 
state parliament 
seats in almost every 
parliament since 
2017 

Founded in 2001 
National 
conservative and 
populist far-right 
In the majority 
national 
government since 
2015  
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possible basis for interpretation, by combining complementary evidence 
across the three cases. 

To identify the relevant materials for each country, we collaborated 
with researchers in each country who have long-standing experience 
with their respective regional political environments related to energy 
transition. Through these collaborations, we developed time periods for 
document selection to focus specifically on the energy transition in each 
carbon-intensive region, and the debate over the 2019 European Green 
Deal, with a particular focus following the election of the EC in 
December 2019. The resulting analysis timeframes for the included 
documents were 2014–2020 for Germany and Poland and 2016–2021 
for Estonia when the EKRE became a major opposition in national 
politics. 

The collaborators in these regions also helped identify documents for 
analysis by searching websites and other databases for text-based 
material—some authored by the populist far-right parties in the 
selected regions—that were designed for public consumption. We also 
identified relevant sections in longer policy documents, such as vision 
and mission statements, executive summaries, and introductions 
describing decarbonization, clean energy investments, or structural 
changes. We scanned newspaper articles, especially those in which po-
litical figures were interviewed, and opinion pieces related to energy 
transition in the identified carbon-intensive regions. We used Google 
Translate to translate relevant documents to English for analysis, with 
regional collaborators checking these translated transcripts for plausi-
bility and errors. 

In total, the analyses herein are based on 55 documents (19 for the 
EKRE, 15 for the AfD, and 21 for the PiS). We used document codes (e.g., 
E1, G1, P1, respectively, and noted parenthetically below) for the case 
study (see Appendix I for the documents included herein and the codes 
for each country/region). We then systematically compared the coded 
documents (see Bernard et al., 2016) to identify statements that best 
represented the three discursive tactic types: politicization of climate 
change via populist far right narratives, reframing cultural values to 
create alliances with anti-decarbonization movements, and dismantling 
institutions. 

Appendix I shows that most of EKRE’s sources are from newspaper 
articles, especially Uued Uudised, a conservative newspaper that pub-
lishes opinion pieces from the EKRE party. This allows us to track the 
evolution of discourses surrounding specific events and issues related to 
regional decarbonization. AfD has a variety of sources available online, 
including party programs from different years, political actors’ blogs, 
and federal parliamentary speeches, as well as different newspaper 
outlets. For PiS, we also rely on multiple sources, including party pro-
grams, parliamentary and policy documents, and various newspaper 
outlets to analyse content and trends related to energy transition and 
regional decarbonization in the selected regions over time. Although 
document availability varies depending on the political party and its 
history in active politics (PiS, for instance, has more extensive political 
history than the other two parties); we maximized variance in data 
sources that fit best to capture these three parties’ common discourses 
based on politicization of climate change, reframing cultural values, and 
dismantling institutions. 

4. Results 

4.1. Politicization of climate change via populist far right narratives 

4.1.1. The EKRE: Saviour of shale oil production in the Ida-Virumaa region 
The 2016 EC Clean Energy Package can be considered a milestone in 

Estonia’s populist far-right narratives, linking anti-decarbonization to 
their core ideas. The EK under Kaja Kallas’s leadership had an agenda for 
renewable investments, phasing out carbon-intensive industries, and 
creating new job opportunities in Ida-Virumaa (E4). Then, the 2018 
elections led to the formation of a right-wing coalition government 
among the EK, the EKRE, and Isamaa. The EKRE’s anti-decarbonization 

discourse focused primarily on unemployment and self-determination as 
they pertain to the Ida-Virumaa region (E1, E3, E5). Also, considering 
the Russian minorities and conservatives’ votes from the region, the EU- 
driven progressive agendas based on gay rights and immigration are 
underscored by the party when national-sovereignty is portraited at 
stake and the potential for Russian involvement in the region is ques-
tioned (E2). 

The EKRE’s 2019 European Election manifesto described the EU as 
the European coal and steel community (E11). These narratives were 
reiterated, especially by Jaak Madison, EKRE MP, who stated that the EU 
must return to the times when coal and steel unions dominated (E7). 
Euroscepticism was also highly emphasized in this party manifesto, with 
the EU described as a threat diminishing ‘the standard of living of the 
citizens of nation-states’ (E11). In 2020, the national government gave 
EKRE Minister of Finance Martin Helme the authority to increase the 
equity capital of Eesti Energia (a public limited energy company) by 
€125 million (E13), positioning the EKRE as the protector of the region’s 
shale oil sector and job security, before the coalition collapsed in early 
2021. When the coalition government took power in 2019, the EKRE 
Minister of Finance prioritized energy security, and Eesti Energia was 
given a primary role in preserving oil shale mining (E8). Although the 
EK blamed the EKRE for the construction of a new shale oil plant in the 
region in 2019, the party agreed with the EKRE and Isamaa on the 
efficient use of oil shale and worked with them to reconcile renewable 
energy objectives and national defence interests (E10, E11, E12). 

Although the EKRE can be characterized as an ethnonationalist and 
far-right party, there was an overall shift in the party’s populist narra-
tives from 2016 to 2021, when they toned down their ethnonationalist 
narrative. Party members began targeting the EK’s energy transition 
plans (e.g., investing in renewables, phasing out oil shale mining) and 
liberal public policies (e.g., supporting same-sex marriage and immi-
gration). The EKRE’s Minister of Finance introduced family values to his 
arguments, stating that they were threatened by support for gay rights 
and that migration from Ukraine already jeopardized job security in the 
region (E14, E18). 

4.1.2. AfD: denies human-caused climate change and promotes 
disinformation 

The AfD 2014 party manifesto was based on criticizing the 2014 
Renewable Energy Law. The party did not support abandoning renew-
ables but opposed public spending (e.g., tax funding) on them (G1). 
After 2014, the AfD increasingly denied that human activity caused 
climate change. The 2016 electoral programme stated that ‘no one de-
nies the warming climate, but it is questionable that this warming has 
only negative effects (also see Küppers, 2022, pp. 1–21). Because CO2 is 
the foundation of all life on Earth, its emissions should be promoted and 
not restricted, also because that would increase the growth of plants 
which ultimately would fight world hunger’ (G2). The party emphasized 
that the Earth’s climate has always changed, climate research un-
certainties, and that the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
was working with ‘hypothetical climate models which are based on 
computer-based simulations’ (G3). Similarly, the party’s manifesto for 
the 2017 elections questioned the validity of climate science, argued 
against green energy transition schemes, and promoted exiting the Paris 
Agreement (G3). 

The 2019 AfD Energy Program linked the anti-climate and energy 
transition agenda with traditional industrialism. The party positioned 
Germany as a minor contributor to global warming and prioritized en-
ergy security and the German ‘Wirtschaftswunder’ (economic miracle) 
legacy. Euroscepticism also emerged because the EU was conceptualized 
as a threat to employment, prosperity, and international competitive-
ness (G6). Although rejecting global climate action, the AfD underlined 
the importance of clean water, a healthy balance of game animals, and 
improved animal husbandry, promoting the protection of local ecosys-
tems generally (G6). They used both the regional parliament and its 
media channels, including blog posts and YouTube, to infuse a climate 
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scepticism discourse. For instance, Christian Loose, AfD energy policy 
spokesperson in the state parliament of North Rhine-Westphalia, is 
notorious for his hate speeches and anti-climate rhetoric. In a 2019 
parliamentary speech, Loose claimed, ‘the real problem is not likely to 
be global warming, but the population explosion in the African-Muslim 
states’ (G7). Loose also describes the coal phase out as ‘dark doldrums’ 
(G8), and climate actions as ‘dogmatically promoted’ (G9). Although 
fossil phase-out has started in the region as a result of national policy, 
the AfD continues actively to promote the continuation of mining ac-
tivities (G10, G15). The state parliament group constantly calls on the 
state government to stand up to the federal government and to preserve 
jobs in the mining area’s ‘cleanest and more efficient coal-fired power 
plants’ (G7). 

4.1.3. PiS: clean coal and sympathy for renewables amid climate 
negotiations 

The 2014 PiS party platform advocated fossil fuel development to 
improve energy security and pledged to expand public investments in 
coal, which was seen as the primary Polish energy source (P1). Euro-
scepticism also strongly influenced the party in 2014, by opposing EU 
climate policy and emissions trading and promising to exempt Poland 
from the 2007–2008 EU Climate and Energy Package (P1). Concerns 
about unemployment and national energy security were raised by stat-
ing that renewable energy is based entirely on foreign technology, and 
cannot be replaced with ‘clean coal produced with Polish combustion 
technology’ (P1). The 2014 party programme also denounced the Paris 
Agreement as a fatal decision in which other European nations would 
intervene in Poland’s sovereignty (P1). When the PiS formed the na-
tional government, the 2015 Recovery Plan of Kompania Węglowa S.A. 
was established to ensure that the state’s energy security would be 
supplied by domestic hard coal over the next 30 years (P9). The PiS was 
strongly opposed to onshore wind investments. 

National parliamentary meeting minutes reveal that the Paris 
Agreement and the EU-level follow-up climate policies caused heated 
debates around energy security, climate change, and renewables (P10; 
P11). Compared with 2014, the PiS 2019 agenda recognized the Paris 
Agreement and Poland’s COP24 leadership (P2). At that time, the PiS 
seemed more cautious about climate change and aimed to achieve one- 
third of energy production from renewable sources by 2030. However, 
energy independence, especially from Russian coal, was still prioritized, 
and energy security was framed as ‘the principle of sovereignty’ (P2; 
P18). Hence the party made efforts to maintain certain renewable en-
ergy policies under the EU mandate and supported smaller-scale re-
newables (e.g., solar photovoltaics, biomass, hydropower) (P2). 

The party’s changed renewable energy narrative is attributed to two 
factors: international visibility in climate change negotiations, espe-
cially after COP24, and Polish citizens’ growing interest in environ-
mental matters (P3). In contrast, Pawel Salek, 2015–2018 Ministry of 
the Environment Secretary of State, urged that ‘the use of coal is not 
contrary to climate protection’ (P10; P12). Further, PiS Prime Minister 
Mateusz Morawiecki and Minister of Energy Krzysztof Tchórzewski were 
cautious in political speeches, considering the support their party gained 
in Silesia in 2019, especially from mining trade unions. Thus, PiS rhet-
oric has been influenced by international climate negotiations, public 
environmental concerns, and political support by residents of the 
carbon-intensive region. For instance, Prime Minister Morawiecki, 
introduced the Program for Silesia in December 2017 to gradually 
replace traditional sectors with new ventures by 2030 (P17). 

4.2. Reframing cultural values to create alliances with anti- 
decarbonization movements 

4.2.1. The EKRE portrays itself as the protector of family and work values 
We found that EKRE ministers label themselves as the protectors of 

family values by opposing liberal public policies (E14, E18) and 
investing in fossil industries (E15, E16, E17), which they claim gives 

locals ‘dignified living with their own work’ (E18). However, we found 
no evidence in the Estonian case that the EKRE had created alliances 
with social movements around the issues of family or work values. 

4.2.2. AfD becomes visible in pro-diesel and anti-wind movements 
Document analyses revealed that the AfD asserted that regulations 

and incentive schemes aimed at facilitating energy transition, especially 
the 2014 Renewable Energy Law, were initiatives driven by the elite, 
imposing burdens on everyday Germans (G6, G11). The AfD sought 
opportunities to advocate for traditional industrialism, primarily by 
encouraging the use of diesel cars, fracking, and nuclear energy (G4, 
G5). AfD federal board member Paul Hampel criticized the North Rhine- 
Westphalia state government for the Stuttgart diesel ban. This ban 
triggered the anti-ban German yellow-vest protests in January 2019. AfD 
politicians, including Dirk Spaniel, the transport policy spokesperson for 
the AfD’s federal parliamentary group, were among the protesters. 
Although the protest’s organizer denied affiliation with the AfD or any 
other political party, the presence of the AfD logo was evident on 
numerous protest signs (G12). Building on their discourse on the 
ecological implications of the energy transition by highlighting 
renewable-based landscape deformation and its adverse effects on 
humans and animals (G6), the AfD has sought to align itself with local 
protest movements opposing onshore wind power (Eichenauer et al., 
2018; Otteni & Weisskircher, 2022). It has also been documented that 
the AfD also mobilized against energy transitions in other regions where 
its main electoral strongholds, such as Lusatia in Eastern Germany 
(Weisskircher, 2020). 

4.2.3. PiS increases credibility by delaying a rapid energy transition 
Document analyses revealed a shift in the PiS’s efforts to increase its 

credibility in the Silesia region. In 2014, the government’s transition 
plan for Silesia triggered unions and mine workers to organize a 
demonstration, known as the Miners’ Manifestation. The PiS framed the 
situation as having been caused by former Prime Minister Tusk and 
others’ adoption of the climate pact and closing mines in the region (P4, 
P6, P7, P8). 

Grzegorz Tobiszowski, Silesia’s PiS parliamentary club 2014 election 
member, described mining as ‘characteristic of us’ and positioned 
himself as a defender of mining and hard coal (P5). In fact, when he 
became the Minister of Energy, Tobiszowski attempted to navigate the 
politically complex energy transition by considering international and 
EU-level commitments, as well as voters’ support for the PiS (P13). 
Intelligent Mine, a flagship project implemented under the Program for 
Silesia, purportedly used technologically advanced solutions to increase 
hard coal mining efficiency, ensure underground miner safety, and 
minimize mining’s negative environmental impacts (P11). Mining Areas 
Support Platform Subcommittee Chairperson Izabela Kloc raised ques-
tions in the national parliament to counteract polarization in the region 
during mining area growth and development (P16). Contradictory 
declarations were made by PiS members to address concerns related to 
the ‘commitments made to EU to the energy transition’ vs. protection of 
traditions and traditional mine workers. In September 2019 at the Eco-
nomic Forum in Krynica, Minister Tchórzewski stated, ‘We can afford 
the development of renewable energy sources … We want to follow the 
step that we have negotiated, and we will do everything to achieve the 
set goals ahead of us’ (P3). In contrast, Poland’s President Andrzej Duda, 
who had been a PiS member from 2005 to 2015, claimed that he would 
not allow anyone to murder the Polish mining industry as long as he was 
president, using cultural connotations in stating, ‘We have too much 
tradition in it—for example, this holiday of St. Barbara, your Barbórka, 
whose customs are inscribed on the list of our cultural heritage’ (P14, 
P15). 
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4.3. Dismantling institutions 

4.3.1. The EKRE ruptures ministry of the environment functioning 
In Estonia, most of the EKRE party members’ criticism is directed at 

the Riigikogu Environment Committee, a national parliament standing 
committee that drafts legislation on environmental and natural resource 
policy and ratifies international environmental agreements. Committee 
members were questioned by EKRE members in 2018, particularly Jaak 
Madison, who blamed the committee for not considering the socio- 
economic consequences of phasing out shale oil (E6). Then, when the 
EKRE gained two key ministries (Ministries of the Environment and 
Finance), these were used to help block energy transition and continue 
investing in shale oil; at this time, the Committee of Environment was 
malfunctioned. First, the EKRE Minister of Finance supported Eesti 
Energia’s shale mining and accelerated construction of a new oil factory 
in the region. This decision was also supported by the EKRE Minister of 
the Environment, Rene Kokk. Kokk raised many concerns about energy 
security, asserted that oil shale production complemented investments 
in nuclear and renewable energy, and disagreed that the future need be 
limited to renewables (E9). Kokk also argued that construction of the oil 
plant supported climate policy and the energy economy because the 
technology used in Eesti Energia ‘is known to be the most efficient and 
industrially proven oil shale refining technology with the lowest envi-
ronmental impact in the world’ (E19). 

4.3.2. AfD relies on ‘shadow institutions’ for disinformation 
The AfD delayed decarbonization-related decisions by opposing 

climate policy recommendations by the Federal Committee on Climate 
Action and Energy. AfD representatives in regional government have 
also engaged with a counterinstitution to spread climate change and 
decarbonization disinformation. To push their climate denial agenda, 
AfD members have teamed with pundits in the European Institute for 
Climate and Energy (EIKE), a German thinktank founded to defame 
climate science and climate protection policies generally (G13). In fact, 
EIKE Vice President Michael Limburg helped prepare the AfD’s 2017 
party programme and advised Karsten Hille, AfD member and climate 
policy spokesperson to the federal parliament (G14). This shadow 
network leveraged the party to develop proposals harmful to the climate 
agenda. EIKE is also connected to a European subsidiary of CFACT, a 
lobbying organization that advocates for free market solutions to envi-
ronmental issues, and the Heartland Institute, a US conservative think-
tank (G12). Although disinformation generated by the EIKE has been 
proven misleading and inaccurate, it continues to be used by climate 
sceptic groups and local protesters against technology like wind turbines 
(Eichenauer et al., 2018). 

4.3.3. PiS forms non-competing climate agendas for selected ministries 
Our document analysis revealed clear examples of constitutional 

malfunctions under the PiS government. In particular, these included 
sidelining the Ministry of the Environment and merging various minis-
tries to achieve common goals and prevent opposition to the govern-
ment’s pro-coal agenda. In particular, the Prime Minister and the 
Ministry of Energy overshadowed and sidelined the Ministry of the 
Environment and Government Plenipotentiary for Climate Policy in 
formal bureaucracy channels and decision-making. The Ministry of the 
Environment was positioned as a full-consent institution supporting the 
Ministry of Energy. This manufactured climate network was also influ-
ential in opposing EU-level decisions by building coalitions with other 
big emitters in Europe, including Czechia, Estonia, and Hungary (P19). 

The PiS government established the Ministry of Climate Change after 
COP24, to which the appointed Minister was Michal Kurtyka, Secretary 
of State of the Ministry of the Environment from 2018 to 2019 and 
Government Plenipotentiary for the Presidency of COP24. This Ministry 
was limited to conducting international climate negotiations but was 
also responsible for the creation of the Act on Electromobility and 
Alternative Fuels (P21), a PiS renewable energy policy that was included 

in the party’s 2019 manifesto (P2). To disfunction the role of the Min-
istry of the Environment, to protect the environment as defined by the 
2001 Environmental Protection Law, the Ministry of Climate Change 
was merged with the Ministry of the Environment in 2020 under a new 
title, the Ministry of Climate and the Environment. Prime Minister 
Morawiecki still determines the direction of the EU Green Deal in Poland 
and has stated that the deal should include clean coal in future fuel 
production (P20). 

A comparative assessment of the cumulative discursive-institutional 
tactics used by the three populist far-right parties is described in Table 2. 

5. Discussion 

Previous studies have focused on the three populist far-right parties 
examined herein (Belina, 2020; Berbuir et al., 2015; Lockwood, 2018; 
Petsinis, 2019; Selk & Kemmerzell, 2021; Żuk & Szulecki, 2020). But this 
paper further advances our understanding of how these parties use 
discursive-institutional tactics to alter or delay decarbonization in 
carbon-intensive regions of Europe. The findings are elaborated below, 
within three categories: politicizing regional decarbonization, social 
insurance and safety protection amid the energy transition, and reliable 
institutions to accelerate the populist far-right anti-decarbonization 
agenda. 

5.1. Politicizing regional decarbonization 

Unsurprisingly, the three populist far-right parties have much in 
common. In particular, they use ethnonationalism and anti-democratic 
rhetoric to politicize decarbonization and climate change. Despite the 
commonalities in their shifting narratives, our empirical results reveal 
that each party has its own defining politicization tactics, which centre 
on value issues versus valence issues. We observed that the EKRE and AfD 
have merged their primarily ethnonationalist narratives with climate 
denialism and anti-decarbonization to fill the gap left by the typically 
pro-environment political discourses in the respective countries, 
whereas the PiS uses its parliamentary power strategically to navigate 
decarbonization actions. 

Both the EKRE in Estonia and the AfD in Germany have politicized 
decarbonization by building anti-democratic discursive tactics around 
decarbonization actions and climate change. The EKRE’s Euroscepticism 
is coupled with conservative public policy, emphasizing that the real 
threat is not climate change but risks to traditional family values. This 
message has received positive responses in Ida-Virumaa. Our analysis 
provides evidence of this discursive tactic in the politicization of 
decarbonization in Estonia. Recent political party ratings show that 
support for the EKRE has increased since 2019 among the Russian 
community of Ida-Virumaa County (NorStat Party Ratings, 2021). Such 
support from Russian speakers in the region may be attributed to the 
EKRE’s opposition to energy transition plans and its support of conser-
vative public policy. 

In contrast, post-truth politics shape the AfD’s discursive tactics. That 
party acknowledges climate change but criticizes how climate change is 
conceptualized and politicizes its reality by praising the importance of 
CO2 for the Earth and life on it. In this way, the party navigates a con-
flicting terrain to claim that climate change is not actually a societal 
problem. 

The PiS in Poland issued more radical statements related to decar-
bonization before it became the ruling party in 2015 (for a second time, 
after governing the country during 2005–2007). This party relied 
heavily on national sovereignty and Euroscepticism, opposing Euro-
centric decarbonization actions, which are seen as threats to traditional 
mining and the 1960s good old days of expansive industrialization in 
Silesia. The PiS nevertheless navigates its constitutional power on leg-
islative and executive decisions to minimize conflicts over the energy 
transition and European climate negotiations. 
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5.2. Social insurance and safety protection amid the energy transition 

Our empirical results are limited to describing the strong networks 
established between the populist far-right and anti-decarbonization 
movements in the reference countries, and their carbon-intensive re-
gions. However, we have observed that all three parties portray them-
selves as the protectors of social insurance and safety, though each uses a 
different tactic. A rhetoric of nostalgia, the good old days, is propagated 
by the AfD and the PiS, as they supported and joined the anti- 
decarbonization movements in their respective regions. Further, in the 
PiS’s early years, we observed that the party infiltrated unions to trigger 
protests in Silesia and praised mine workers as the protectors of the 
region’s cultural tradition. More interestingly, the EKRE, which is 
known for its ethnic nationalism, instrumentalizes conservative family 
values and shale oil mining as protectors to win over the ethnic Russian 
population of Ida-Virumaa. During the 2019 coalition, the EKRE posi-
tioned itself as the protector of the fossil fuel industry, and in doing so 
increased sympathy among locals in the carbon-intensive region of Ida- 
Virumaa, including Russian-speaking ethnic groups. The EKRE is 
currently building trust among those who are the most vulnerable in the 
energy transition, a trend that is an avenue for future research. 

Although the AfD remains the most prominent anti-climate and anti- 
decarbonization party, our findings show that it does not deal exclu-
sively with structural change in the North Rhine Westphalia region. One 
of the most crucial elements that distinguish the AfD from the other 
cases is its anti-decarbonization policies designed to alleviate the eco-
nomic challenges of the Energiewende in carbon-intensive regions and 
for Rhineland workers. This rapid transition is attributed to the corpo-
ratist collective bargaining system in Germany that allows unions to 
actively engage in industrial decision-making, thus involving workers in 
climate and industrial policy (Hager, 2015). However, our findings also 
reveal that the AfD is the most visible party, either directly organizing or 
involved in many protests targeting the governments’ advanced climate 
policies in the German states. 

Temporal politics and swings in national leadership determine the 
PiS’s approach to protests in the Silesia region. Before the party came to 
power in 2015, PiS members were the strongest supporters of protests 
against the national government’s decarbonization actions in the region. 
Although the PiS tried to prove that rapid decarbonization was rational 
after 2015, party members emphasize the complexity of the process and 
the inability to carry it out relatively quickly, while praising traditional 
mining and its cultural values in Polish society. The largest political 
camps in Poland see the need for energy transformation and are pushing 
the national government to accelerate the transition. However, the PiS is 
aware of Poland’s dynamic economic development over the last four 
years and seeks common ground for decarbonization by focusing on 
clean mobility and renewables; they are also easing political tensions in 
the region by securing coal mining activities. 

5.3. Reliable institutions to accelerate the populist far right anti- 
decarbonization agenda 

All three parties have carried out institutional work to not only 
deliver their discourses to the broader public but also to shape climate 
policy outcomes. Specifically, the EKRE and PiS deliberately changed 
and damaged existing institutions within their formal bureaucracies, 
while the AfD collaborated with a counterinstitution outside its formal 
government to claim space and legitimacy for their anti-climate 
discourse to influence climate policy processes and outcomes. 

In the 2019 coalition government, the EKRE strategically held two 
important ministries, the Ministry of the Environment, and the Ministry 
of Finance, remaking these according to its fossil-intense economic 
growth agenda. The strong coalition formed by these ministries ensured 
the acceleration of shale oil investments in Ida-Virumaa. This institu-
tional tactic ruptured the checks-and-balances role of the Committee of 
Environment in the Estonian parliament on environmental regulations. 

The AfD has collaborated with a counterinstitution, the EIKE, to 
justify its climate denialism and spread disinformation to politicize 
climate change and decarbonization actions by the federal and state 
parliaments in Germany, as well as among the public. The pressures that 
the AfD imposes on the Federal Committee on Climate Action and En-
ergy through inaccurate political discourse have not led to changes in 
the role of the institution, as in the cases of the EKRE and PiS. Yet their 
discursive-institutional tactics certainly create barriers and delay pro-
gressive climate policy agenda-setting and decision-making. 

The PiS has created strong political coalitions within the bureaucracy 
to carry out its political agenda. Similarly to the EKRE, the PiS sabotaged 
and side-lined the Ministry of the Environment and created a political 
consensus on the operations and decisions of the Ministry of Energy in 
the energy transition and climate policy. Another institutional tactic 
used by the PiS has been the creation of new institutions, such as the 
Ministry of Climate Change, which later merged with the Ministry of the 
Environment, to deal with climate diplomacy. One advantage of this 
tactic has been to cause cooling off periods for controversial decisions. 
For instance, although the country was represented as a pioneer in in-
ternational climate negotiations at COP24, these institutions failed to 
intervene in the PiS’s decision to continue investing in and importing 
overseas coal. Thus, these institutions are not failing by mistake, but are 
instead designed to fail, as previously suggested (Dimitrov, 2020). 

6. Conclusion 

Although populist far-right and their influence on climate denialism 
have been studied broadly (Forchtner, 2019; Forchtner & Lubarda, 
2022; Lockwood, 2018), we know less about the strategic discursive and 
institutional tactics that populist far-right parties use to delay fossil 
phase-out in carbon-intensive regions. In comparing the three populist 
far-right parties in Estonia, Germany, and Poland, and these parties’ 

Table 2 
Comparative assessments of selected populist far-right parties’ discursive-institutional tactics.  

Discursive-Institutional 
Tactics by populist far-right 
parties 

EKRE (Estonia) AfD (Germany) PiS (Poland) 

Politicization of 
decarbonization via populist 
far-right narratives 

Conservative public policy linked to 
energy transition 

Xenophobia and climate denialism linked to 
climate change and energy transition discourse 

National sovereignty linked to energy transition 

Reframing cultural values to 
create an alliance with anti- 
decarbonization movements 

No alliances created with social 
movements Protector of family values 
and traditional mine workers 

Participate in and mobilize protests against low 
carbon mobility and wind turbines 

Reframe cultural values to create an alliance with 
anti-decarbonization movements Protector of 
traditional mine workers 

Dismantling institutions Committee of Environment 
malfunctioned Close collaboration 
between Ministries of the Environment 
and Finance on shale oil investments 

Delays decisions on opposing climate policy 
recommendations by Federal Committee on 
Climate Action and Energy Counterinstitution via 
the EIKE to spread disinformation 

Dismantles the legally defined role of the Ministry 
of the Environment Creates politically reliable 
climate networks between the Ministries of the 
Environment and Energy Opposes EU-level 
decisions by building coalitions with other large 
emitters in Europe  
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discursive-institutional tactics on regional decarbonization, we found 
that decarbonization is often contentious and has been increasingly used 
as a political tool by the populist far-right. The three 
discursive-institutional tactics—politicization of climate change, tradi-
tional values coupled with social movements, and dismantling institu-
tions—highlight that populist far-right parties orchestrate these tactics 
against political opponents to delay or dismiss decarbonization actions 
and claim space and legitimacy by politicizing climate change and 
decarbonization in public discourse. Moreover, such politicization also 
leads to institutional change by destabilizing the role of institutions 
within the formal bureaucracy, to carry out their energy and climate 
agendas. Understanding how institutional changes are carried out by the 
populist far-right is not a simple task, particularly once we move beyond 
a straightforward assessment of decarbonization policy outcomes. 

This study contributes to a better understanding of populist far-right 
forces by analysing their common discursive and institutional tactics 
within dynamic, regional-level energy transformation. Studying popu-
list far-right discursive-institutional tactics is key to understanding how 
regional transformations influence national politics, especially to polit-
icize decarbonization and climate change. The three cases evaluated in 
our article reveal that these parties politicize decarbonization by 
infusing disinformation. This disinformation includes the so-called 
benefits of CO2 for the planet and that clean coal technology is part of 
the green future while arguing that the real threat is not climate change 
but overpopulation, especially in countries with ethnic and racial ma-
jorities that are not European majority. Disinformation is also a common 
tactic when populist far right parties deliberately misrepresent regional 
decarbonization as a direct threat to national sovereignty, and the ele-
ments of regional identity, such as unique family and cultural traditions. 

We observed that the selected far-right parties manipulate progres-
sive agendas (e.g., same sex marriage) for their own bidding, generating 
ethnonationalist narratives that target specific minority groups (e.g., 
gay, or specific ethno-racial groups). Through this strategy, these parties 
aim to convince the public that the primary challenges facing society do 
not stem from climate change or carbon emissions, but rather from 
broader societal concerns related to specific progressive agendas that 
undermine traditional values. This study’s findings on the discursive- 
institutional tactics of three far-right parties can contribute to raising 
new questions on broader populism research to unpack intersectional 
marginalization and climate change. 

Overall, our findings suggest that carbon-intensive regions are 
particularly susceptible to the discursive tactics and institutional work of 
populist far right parties. Carbon-intensive regions may therefore pro-
vide opportunities for the populist far-right to constrain decarbonization 
more broadly. These regions could constitute a weak point in national 
decarbonization strategies and may help populist far-right parties gain 
wider national support. Politicizing decarbonization agendas to create 
political conflicts and to delay rapid decarbonization policy actions and 
outcomes may cause system lock-ins at the regional scale. For political 
actors seeking to advance decarbonization, it may become particularly 
important to provide safety nets and skills retraining for workers 
affected by decarbonization. This will be important in its own right but 
may also help circumvent populist rhetorical strategies. 
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