
Governments world-wide increasingly recognize the need for adopting green policies.
Yet these often entail substantial transition costs with highly uneven distributive
implications, risking potential backlash from voters. Does the introduction of green
policies affect how people vote? We study this question by exploiting the introduction
in 2018 of a traffic ban on polluting cars in the city of Milan. We investigate the link
between the policy’s distributional impact, residents’ voting behavior and their
environmental attitudes. Using a set of inferential strategies, we show that car owners
economically harmed by the policy (median cost 3,500€) were about 13.5 points more
likely to vote for the populist party Lega, which portrayed the policy as a “radical-chic
left” initiative that penalizes the common people. We find no evidence of a parallel
shift toward environmental skepticism in attitudes or behavior. The electoral shifts are
accounted for by differential costs on car owners; recipients of compensation from the
municipality to offset the policy’s cost were not more likely to switch to Lega. The
results highlight the political importance of considering the distribution of the costs
when designing green policies.
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