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My overall assessment

• It is a true pleasure to read the paper!

• 👍👍👍👍 Well written, extremely thorough empirical analysis!
• Ten figures and 11 tables.
• Thirteen figures and 12 tables in the Internet Appendix.

• The paper will make an important contribution to the growing literature on the role of 
politics/political ideology in economic outcome.  

 My discussion will focus on:
 The premise and prior literature => the mechanisms
 Empirical analysis 

 Some data quibbles
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The premise

 Mattera and Baggaley (2021), “The Other Environmental Regulators: How States Unevenly 
Enforce Pollution Laws.”

 They say, “Frequently overlooked is the fact that the country’s enforcement system is actually 
divided between the EPA and the states. This shared responsibility, which in the academic 
literature is known as environmental federalism, …a source of tension between levels of 
government.”
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The premise

 A 2011 report by the EPA’s Office of Inspector General concluded that “state enforcement 
programs frequently do not meet national goals, and states do not always take necessary 
enforcement actions…As a result, EPA’s enforcement program cannot assure equal and 
sufficient protection of human health and the environment to all U.S. citizens…”

 Others such as California have often argued that federal standards are not strict enough and 
have pushed more aggressive policies.

 The relationship between the EPA and the states is complicated by changes in federal 
administrations. 
During the Trump years, the EPA shifted its emphasis from enforcement (penalizing parties found to be in 

violation) to compliance (helping those parties avoid violations). The pendulum is expected to swing back 
under President Biden.
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The premise

 From EPA Compliance Monitoring Expectations:

“EPA sets national goals for how frequently facilities should be evaluated by the authorized 
enforcement agency (which is typically the state or local agency, but in some cases is EPA). EPA 
offers flexibility to the states for many of the inspection frequency goals. Under the CAA and RCRA 
CMSs, some states take advantage of this flexibility by submitting "alternative plans" that 
provide for inspection frequencies that are aligned with other priorities within the specific state. 
EPA reviews and approves these alternative plans, which form the basis for compliance monitoring 
plans within these states.”  
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The primary hypothesis

 Comment: Given the shared responsibilities between EPA and state agencies, would the 
political affiliations of the head of state regulatory agencies and attorneys general also matter 
here? 

 How does a closely-elected Democrat congressman shape either the state-level or the federal-
level or both level enforcement of environmental laws at his specific electoral district (instead 
of at the state that he is representing)?
Suppose there are two congressmen of different parties representing the same state. How would the state 

and federal regulators support any one of those congressmen’s environmental ideology based on the    
latter’s residential address? 6



The prior literature

 Gulen and Myers (2022), “The Selective Enforcement of Government Regulation: Battleground 
States, State Regulators, and the EPA.”

 The Electoral College creates incentives for politicians and regulators to direct policy favors 
toward “swing” states around the presidential elections. 

 They find that enforcement of the Clean Water Act is more relaxed in those swing states than 
in non-swing states, partially because the permit limits for facilities in these states are less 
restrictive. 
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The prior literature

 Innes and Mitra (2015) implement the same RDD design for the close House elections to 
similar data, focusing on the Clean Air Act, and conclude that new Republican (vs. Democratic) 
Representatives significantly depress inspection rates for local polluting facilities in the first year 
after their election.

 Heitz, Wang, and Wang (2021) examine whether EPA uniformly enforces the Clean Air Act for 
politically connected firms and unconnected firms using the close Senate and House 
elections. They find that politically connected firms are less likely to incur environmental 
penalties and realize smaller fines. 

 Beland and Boucher (2015) find that air pollution is lower under Democratic governors using the 
same RDD design around the close governor elections. 
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This paper 

 Fig 1 on the left employs the full sample of close elections, while Fig 5A on the right separates 
the sample by Democratic and Republican governors. It seems the governor effect is very large.

 Berland and Boucher (2015) find lower pollution under Democratic governors.
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Empirical analysis – relocating pollution

 In a thought experiment, suppose a firm only has two plants, and both are in (different) 
Democratic districts. How do you reconcile the results from the two tables? Table 5 would 
suggest both plants will reduce emission; while Table 6 would suggest one (focal) plant will 
increase while the other reduce emission.

 Might need to match the emission of same toxic chemicals across plants of the same firm; 
otherwise, it could be due to different production technologies instead of relocating pollution.
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Empirical analysis – firm-level pollution/outcome

 Comment: It would be informative to show how representative the sample used in the paper 
relative to the Compustat population as well as the industry distribution of the sample used.
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Empirical analysis – firm-level pollution/outcome

 Given that TRI data might not cover all plants of a company, when implementing firm-level 
analysis, it might be important to focus on a subset of firms whose plants are most likely to be 
fully covered by TRI.

 Given that TRI coverage of industries and chemicals vary over time, it might be worthwhile to 
focus on a subset of firms whose chemical emissions receive constant coverage by TRI.
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Empirical analysis – firm-level pollution/outcome

 Democrat share is the share of a firm’s plants operating in Democrat-controlled districts. The 
level of analysis is at firm-chemical-year.

 Given that most of the dependent variables such as COGS are at the firm-year level, it is hard 
for me to connect a particular chemical’s emissions to firm-level outcome.
 Is it possible to do it at firm-year level?

 The finding seems to suggest democratic winning in congressional elections is bad for their 
constituent firms?!
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Empirical analysis – respiratory illness

 Respiratory illnesses are often related to air quality that might not be bounded by 3-digit Zip 
codes. Maybe examining other illnesses that are related to water/ground emissions is a 
tighter/cleaner analysis in this setting?

 Another way to establish the link between respiratory illness and polluting plants is to focus on 
specific chemicals - CO, Ozone, NO2, SO2 and Particulate matter that are known to result in 
respiratory illness instead of simply using a count of number of plants in the 3-digit ZIP code.
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Empirical analysis - enforcement

 The RDD analysis is based on a two-year window post a close election. Given that there is 
typically a multi-year lag between the occurrence of offense, the detection, and the final 
outcome. I am not sure whether this analysis can generate sharp results to help identify 
whether 
it is the firm/facility that changes behavior and/or 
the enforcer changes behavior 
after a close election.
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Some data quibble

 The reduction ratio has a mean/median of 0.50 (.55), suggesting each year the reduction is 
almost 50%, is that a too large number?
 Li, Xu, and Zhu (2021) show the mean/median of % Waste Management is 35%/0% over the period 1992 

–2019
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Some quibbles

 Prior studies typically study election cycles of a longer duration (e.g. four years), while house 
elections take place every two years, are some of those effects in the paper too large too quick? 

Table 2 shows emission at local plants can be reduced by up to 39.7% after a Democratic win.

 Figure 1 time period should be sync-ed with the overall sample period 1991-2016.

 Table 11, the dummy should be “High Ideology” not “Ideological”.

 Best luck with the paper!!!
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