Global Perspective: The Greens

In all Western countries, the growing environmental movement has been an important political development over the past 20 years.  Numerous environmental organizations have been created.  Indeed, not just Western nations but virtually all countries now have environmental organizations that are helping to shape the perspective of governments on environmental issues.

As environmental organizations have developed, they have focused the question whether to work with existing political parties or to create their own.  While organizations in the United States generally work through existing structures, in West Germany, a new political party—the Greens—is closely identified with the environmental agenda.  As distinguished from environmental organizations, the need for a “Green” party is not evident in every country.  Nevertheless, the German Greens has been modeled in many countries, so that it is possible to speak of a “Green phenomenon.”


In the West German elections in April 1983, the Green Party gained international attention by breaking through the 5 percent vote barrier of the nation’s proportional representation system and placing 27 people in the national parliament.  Since then, Greens in seven other Western European countries have entered parliament with between 5 and 8 percent of the vote, and Greens have a voice in the all-European parliament that meets in Strasbourg.


In the early summer of 1989, Greens in Great Britain astounded the experts, and themselves, by getting 15 percent of the vote, a figure that unfortunately for them does not translate into parliamentary representation, give the simple majority, winner-take-all system in that country.  There are organized Green political tendencies in Poland, Hungary, and the former Soviet Union.  Japan has a small but very vigorous Green Party, as do Australia, Brazil, and Canada.


While Greens exist in the United States and Canada, there is little sign that they will be able to elect representatives in significant numbers.  They are ultimately victims of the political system within which they work.  Also, the need for a specifically Green Party is arguably less in North American than elsewhere because of a strong tradition of freedom of association and the corresponding characteristic for forming political interest and pressure groups.  Thus, environmental issues are pushed by a long list of local pressure groups and by strong national environmental lobbies.  If the Greens continue to grow in Western Europe, there may come a time when they will also become a significant political force in North America.
