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Cleaning Up the Debate on the Environment
Written by Sam Malone 8 November 2005
Who believes opinion polls? That's the question we all asked after John Major's surprise victory in 1992. That's the question we asked after George W pipped it to the White House in 2000.

Perhaps now we ought to be asking the same question when it comes to the polls on how the public view the current almost hysterical debate on climate change and the environment.

According to the biggest poll to be conducted in a decade on the subject of Briton's attitudes towards the environment in over 10 years, those do-gooders - in the environmental think-tanks and NGOs - have got it wrong when it comes to assessing the public's views on green issues. The poll's results - conducted by Populus and the think-tank, Stockholm Network (SN) - show, says SN's Dan Lewis that the debate is characterised by "a top-down mentality" where the do-gooders are too busy "telling people what they should do. Yet as this poll reveals, this is frequently at odds with what they actually think or want to be done."

According to the survey, the UK public is clearly concerned about the environment - 94% of people say that protecting the environment is important for the UK. However, the public strongly feels that Government action in tackling threats to the environment is ineffective. Just 8% rate the effectiveness of national governments on this issue and only 11% think that international treaties on the environment, such as Kyoto, are effective.

For all its attempts to persuade the public of its green credentials - voters do not trust our Government when it comes to environmental issues. The Government scores a measly minus 15% rating among those polled whereas scientists are considered the most trustworthy source for information about the state of the environment (credibility rating of +72%).

As a result, says Mr. Lewis, "it is widely felt that the Government's priorities should be elsewhere, namely on providing good public services". Over 33% of people say this should be the biggest priority for Government, closely followed by protection from criminals and terrorists (31%).

Interestingly, only 10% of respondents believe that protecting the environment should be Government's main focus but 73% believe UK businesses should be forced to tackle climate change but not at the expense of the UK economy.

What can we conclude from these findings? First, that the public feels there must be a way of empowering businesses to tackle issues such as climate change, without damaging the wider economy.

Second, voters are unwilling to ‘put their money where their mouths are’ when it comes to climate-change. When asked to prioritise how the Government should spend £100bn on global causes, the environment was the second least popular option of those polled. Providing medicine for the world’s poor, reducing trade barriers against developing countries and cancelling third world debt were considered to be more important financial priorities for world governments than the environment.

All this ought to be food for thought for our policy-makers and those who seek to implement the will of the public. When the choice is a better environment or more money - we now know for certain what voters will prefer. 

Well done Stockholm Network for exposing the truth.

