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Some basic principles and harsh truths

• People don’t really seem to care about the environment (or 
at least not any more than they have ever done)

• If someone pays, it should be ‘industry’

• ‘Climate action’ covers a multitude of sins and countries as 
as likely to credit for rhetoric as actually reducing 
emissions  (cf Germany v UK)

• There is no evidence that we have done anything at all to 
reduce emissions that is distinguishable from the 
counterfactual ca. 1990

• IPCC scenarios do not account for political economy 
considerations and although modelers have slightly 
improved the logic of their scenarios, they don’t seem to 
care (much) about history or inertia
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People will always say they care
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Attitudes of European citizens towards the environment 

 

 

October 2017 
Summary 

Special Eurobarometer 468 

I. GENERAL ATTITUDES OF EUROPEANS TOWARDS THE ENVIRONMENT 

1 Importance of environmental protection 

A majority of  Europeans think that protecting the environment is very important to them 

personally 

More than nine in ten respondents (94%) say that the protection of the environment is important to 

them personally, and among these more than half  (56%) say it is very important. 

The f indings have remained broadly consistent over the last ten years, although it can be observed 

some shif ts in the proportions of those describing environmental protection as ‘very’ rather than 

‘fairly’ important to 

them. Since the 2014 

survey, there has 

been a slight increase 

in the proportion of 

respondents saying it 

is ‘very important’ (+3 

percentage points) 

and an almost equal 

decrease in the 

proportion saying it is 

‘fairly important’ (-4 

pp). This reverses the 

trend seen between 

2007 and 2014, in 

which the reverse 

shif ts occurred. 

Just 5% of 

respondents do not 

regard environmental 

protection as 

important to them, a 

proportion unchanged 

since 2014. 

 

At national level, the view that protecting the environment is important ranges from 99% in 

Portugal, Sweden and Cyprus to 85% in Austria and 87% in Romania and Croatia. There is greater 

variation in the proportions that say environmental protection is ‘very important’. This is highest in 

Sweden and Cyprus (both 87%) and lowest in Croatia (40%), Poland (40%), Austria (41%) and 

Lithuania (42%). 

 

 

	  

Base: all respondents (n=27,881) 

	
Special Eurobarometer 468, Nov 2017 



But environment is low on overall priority list
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Few are convinced their own actions matter
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It is therefore interesting to have a closer look at these findings. We can categorise the 
whole European population in four groups. We will also have a look at the socio-

demographic profile of each group. 
 

1. People stating that they often or sometimes make efforts and who are 
convinced their efforts are having an impact, will be called ‘CONVINCED’. 

 

2. People stating that they often or sometimes make efforts but who on the 

opposite are convinced that their efforts will not have much of an impact as 

long as others (citizens and big polluters such as corporations or industry) do 

not do the same, will be called ‘SCEPTICS’ . 

 

3. People stating that they often or sometimes make efforts and who know they 

are not doing enough since it would bring them too many disadvantages or 

because they do not know what to do, will be called ‘UNCONVINCED’. 

 

4. Respondents who indicated that they rarely or never make efforts to protect the 

environment will be called ‘UNCOMMITTED’. 

 

Categorisation - % per country
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and most are only willing to do ‘easy’ things
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 5.4 Which individual actions are European citizens ready to do first? 
 

- Sorting waste is the most indicated action - 
 

To contribute to the environment, a vast majority of the European citizens (72%) are 
ready to “sort their waste in order for it to be recycled”29. 

 

Q16. In  o rde r  to  co ntr ibute  p ro te c ting  the  e nv iro nm e nt, which  

thre e  wo uld  y ou be  re a dy  to  do  firs t?  -  UE 25

72%

39%

32%

31%

30%

24%

8%

5%

Sort waste so that it can be recycled 

Reduce your home energy consumption

(electricity, heating, household appliances,

etc.)

Reduce waste by buying bigger sizes,

concentrated products, second hand items or

avoid buying over packaged products, etc.

Purchase ecologically friendly products for

your daily needs even if you have to pay a

little more for them

Use public transport as much as possible

instead of using your own car

Consider environmental aspects when you

make large expenditures (buying a car,

heating systems, build a house, etc.)

Not have a car

Pay a little more in taxes to help protect the

environment

 

                                          
29

 Q16 In order to contribute protecting the environment, which three would you be ready to do first? 

(MAX. 3 ANSWERS) (Use public transport as much as possible in stead of using your own car - Not 

have a car - Purchase ecologically friendly products for your daily needs even if you have to pay a 
little more for them - Sort waste so that it can be recycled - Reduce waste by buying bigger sizes, 

concentrated products, second hand items or avoid buying over packaged products, etc. - Reduce 
your home energy consumption (electricity, heating, household appliances) - Consider 

environmental aspects when you make large expenditures (buying a car, heating systems, build a 

house, etc.) - Pay a little more in taxes to help protect the environment - None of these 

(SPONTANEOUS) - DK SPONTANEOUS) 

 

 



Climate is a top environmental priority
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2 Main environmental concerns 

Climate change and air pollution are considered the most important environmental 

issues 

Europeans are most likely to say that climate change is one of the most important environmental 

issues (51%), followed by air pollution (46%) and the growing amount of waste (40%).  

More than a third consider the pollution of rivers, lakes and ground water an important issue (36%), 

while around a third choose the following issues: agricultural pollution and soil degradation (34%), 

the decline or extinction of species and habitats, and of natural ecosystems (33%) and marine 

pollution (33%).  

Three in ten respondents (30%) say that the shortage of drinking water is one of the most 

important issues, while respondents are less likely to choose frequent droughts or f loods (25%) or 

noise pollution (10%). 

 

     Base: all respondents (n=27,881) 
 

 

	  

Eurobarometer 
EBS 468 (2017)Top 4 most important environmental issues



But not everywhere…
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In 11 Member States, climate change is ranked as the most important environmental issue, while 

air pollution is most f requently chosen as an important issue in eight countries; in France, an equal 

proportion of respondents choose these two issues. In seven countries, the growing amount of 

waste is considered as the most important environmental issue, while in one country (Portugal) 

agricultural pollution and soil degradation is the most frequently-chosen issue. 

 

Base: all respondents (n=27,881) 

	  

Eurobarometer 
EBS 468 (2017)Most important environmental issue by member state



Underlying views are not changing (much)
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1.3.	More	than	half	of	registered	voters	are	worried	about	global	warming.	
	
More	than	half	of	registered	voters	(55%;	seven	points	lower	than	in	2008,	see	Table,	pp.	28–29)	
are	"very"	or	"somewhat"	worried	about	global	warming.	This	includes	large	majorities	of	liberal	
Democrats	(86%)	and	moderate/conservative	Democrats	(72%).	
	
Fewer	than	half	of	liberal/moderate	Republicans	(43%;	16	points	lower	than	in	November	2016	
and	18	points	lower	than	in	2008)	are	worried	about	global	warming.	About	one	in	four	
conservative	Republicans	(23%)	are	worried	about	global	warming	–	eight	points	lower	than	in	
2008.	
	

	 	

How worried are you about global warming?

May 2017. Base: Registered American Voters.

More Than Half of Registered Voters Are 

Worried About Global Warming
- % who say “very” or “somewhat” worried -

62% 
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All Reg Voters Lib Ds Mod/ Con Ds Lib/ Mod Rs Con Rs

Yale and GMU (2017) Politics and Global Warming



Some notable partisan divisions (esp in USA)
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4.2.	Registered	voters,	except	conservative	Republicans,	support	requiring	fossil	fuel	
companies	to	pay	a	carbon	tax.	
	
Seven	in	ten	registered	voters	(70%)	support	requiring	fossil	fuel	companies	to	pay	a	carbon	tax	
and	using	the	money	to	reduce	other	taxes	(such	as	income	tax)	by	an	equal	amount	–	a	plan	often	
referred	to	as	a	“revenue	neutral	carbon	tax.”	
	
A	large	majority	of	Democrats	(88%;	an	increase	of	7	percentage	points	since	our	previous	survey	
in	November	2016,	see	Table	p.	34)	and	Independents	(68%)	support	a	revenue-neutral	carbon	
tax.	Support	among	moderate/conservative	Democrats	(86%)	has	increased	by	12	points	since	
November	2016.	About	six	in	ten	liberal/moderate	Republicans	(59%)	support	a	revenue-neutral	
carbon	tax,	a	decrease	of	8	points	since	November	2016.	About	four	in	ten	conservative	
Republicans	(43%)	support	the	tax.	
	

	
	
	
	
	 	

Registered Voters, Except Conservative Republicans, Support 

Requiring Fossil Fuel Companies to Pay a Carbon Tax
- % who strongly or somewhat support -

How much do you support or oppose the following policy? Require fossil fuel companies to pay a carbon tax and use the 

money to reduce other taxes (such as income tax) by an equal amount.

May 2017. Base: Registered American Voters.
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With some partisan swings
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Too much Too little About right Unsure
Mar-18 9 62 28 1
Mar-13 16 47 35 2
Mar-12 17 51 30 2
Mar-11 16 49 33 2
Mar-10 15 46 35 4
Mar-06 4 62 33 1
Mar-05 5 58 34 3
Mar-04 5 55 37 3
Mar-03 7 51 37 5
Apr-00 10 58 30 2
Feb-92 4 68 26 2

"Do you think the U.S. government is doing too much, too little, or about the 
right amount in terms of protecting the environment? (Gallup Poll, US n~1000)



Strong preferences for R&D and action on industry 
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III. TAKING ACTION TO TACKLE ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES 

1 Most effective ways of tackling environmental problems 

A range of measures are seen as potentially effective in tackling environmental 

problems  

The two most mentioned measures as potentially effective in tackling environmental problems are 

investing in research and development to f ind technological solutions (35%) and introducing heavier 

f ines for breaches of environmental legislation (34%). These are closely followed by two other 

measures concerned with legislation: ensuring better enforcement of legislation (31%) and 

introducing stricter environmental legislation (30%).  

 

Base: all respondents (n=27,881) 

 

 

 

 

	  



Competing Views of ‘Success’
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CAN Europe, Off target: Ranking of EU countries’ ambition and progress in 
fighting climate change, June 2018
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NGO view versus Atmosphere’s View
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IPCC First Assessment Report (1990)
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2017 update: 10.0 410

“The first of these scenarios […] depicts a world in 
which few or no steps are taken to reduce emissions”   

2025 
So assuming +2 ppm/year ~426 ppm



Historical Trends vs IPCC Scenarios

• Five new socio-economic pathways (SSPs) have been 
introduced by IPCC to try to reflect a slightly greater 
awareness of future pathways

• Much of the focus since the Paris Agreement have focused 
on the prospects for meeting a 1.5 °C target 

• Increasingly historically disconnected exercises in trends:
– CO2 emissions 

– Vegetarianism

– Energy efficiency

– Carbon pricing

– Demand response

• There is a clear tension emerging between imaginary 
technologies and unimaginable changes in society
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Examples of the dramatic changes envisioned
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Versus Reality of Changing Emissions Trajectories
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D. Guan et al (in press), Drivers of China’s CO2 emissions 2007-2016, Nature Geoscience



Shared Socio-Economic Pathways (SSPs)

• Update on previous set of 
socio‐economic scenarios 
(SRES, 2000)
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Highest pop growth
Lowest GDP
Trade wars, etc

Seeks to set out more 
logically consistent 
scenarios (e.g., on air 
pollutants) 

Still, the mitigation 
scenarios don’t 
differentiate between 
plausibility of effort 
under different SSPs



Relationship between SSP and RCP
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Evidence of SSP5?
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Energy and Carbon Intensity Improvements
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Riahi et al (2017)



Energy and Carbon Intensity Improvements
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1981-2010

Riahi et al (2017)



Energy and Carbon Intensity Improvements
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1981-2010

1991-2010

Riahi et al (2017)



Energy and Carbon Intensity Improvements
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1981-2010

1991-2010

1991-2010

Riahi et al (2017)



Energy and Carbon Intensity Improvements
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1981-2010

1991-2010

1991-2010

2005-2015

Riahi et al (2017)



Actual changes in energy intensity
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If improvement had been 2% 
over 1990-2015 then world 
energy intensity would be 
almost half current levels!

EIA (2016)
https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=27032



Final Thoughts

• Climate action and the energy transition mean very 
different things to different people and is not simply a 
question of GHG trajectories

• In response to the diversity of pressures and the lack of 
accountability, politicians have behaved quite rationally 

• There are, of course, many possible unknown unknowns or 
potential gamechangers but little evidence of abrupt 
change

• We will hopefully hold forces seeking to undermine the 
international order at bay, but that is hardly a given

• There is a deep-seated optimism that pervades most 
modeling efforts that underplays the magnitude of the 
challenges we face in achieving deep decarbonisation
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Thanks!
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