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Abstract

Using a variety of public opinion polls over a number of years and
from a number of countries this paper revisits the questions of cross-
national public concern for global warming first examined over a dec-
ade ago. Although the scientific community today speaks out on global
climatic change in essentially a unified voice concerning its anthropo-
genic causes and potential devastating impacts at the global level, it re-
mains the case that many citizens of a number of nations still seem to
harbor considerable uncertainties about the problem itself. Although it
could be argued that there has been a slight improvement over the last
decade in the public’s understanding regarding the anthropogenic
causes of global warming, the pcople of all the nations studied remain
largely uniformed about the problem. In a recent international study on
knowledge about global warming, the citizens of Mexico led all fifteen
countries surveyed in 2001 with just twenty-six percent of the survey
respondents correctly identifying burning fossil fuels as the primary
cause of global warming. The citizens of the U.S., among the most
educated in the world, where somewhere in the middle of the pack, tied
with the citizens of Brazil at fifteen percent, but slightly lower than
Cubans. In response to President Bush’s withdrawal of the Kyoto Pro-
tocol in 1991, the U.S. public appears to be far more supportive of the
action than the citizens of a number of Europcan countrics where there
was considerable outrage about the decision.

Introduction

The world’s scientists today speak with a near unified voice on the ex-
istence of a human induced greenhousc cffect and in least in general
ways on its potential dramatic impacts. They argue that the resulting
rising temperatures will likely have serious conscquences for humans
and ecosystems alike. The citizens of various nations of the world, on

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Volume 23 Number 10 2003 107

the other hand, appear to possess wide-ranging views and levels of un-
derstandings about global climate change as a real or potential threat.
The purpose of this paper is to explore comparatively the views, atti-
tudes and knowledge of ordinary citizens from a number of countries
where public opinion data exists on global climate change itself. In
part it attempts to build upon an earlier effort at comparisons using
data from the early 1990s (see Dunlap 1998) to see if there have been
any dramatic changes over the past ten years. In particular, the author
compares the views, attitudes and knowledge of the U.S. citizens to
those of other countries, especially around the Kyoto Protocol, the in-
ternational agreement created to rcgulate the release of greenhouse
gases among the world’s nations.

Only in a few countrics, mostly Western, such as the U.S., Great
Britain, Francc, ltaly, and Germany are there available recent data on
this topic. Still the data available for these countries are limited. There
exist even less recent and extensive data for a number of other coun-
tries including some from the poorer, industrializing nations such as
China, Nigeria, Mexico, and Indonesia. However, as we shall sec, like
the current position of the Bush Administration on global warming and
other foreign policies, as compared to other governments, the U.S.
populace appears to be similarly “out of step” on climatc change when
compared to the citizens of a number of European countries. This is es-
pecially true when it comes to supporting the Kyoto Protocol. On other
items however, such as knowledgc about the causcs of global warm-
ing, the U.S. public arc still more or less equally misinformed as their
cross-national colleagues, but are among the most misinformed of the
developed nations surveyed. Only the Japanese and the French are
more so.

Global Concern for the Environment

One of the major social science findings on the environment in the
1990s was the discovery of “global environmentalism™ or the cxpres-
sion of environmental concern by citizens in countries worldwide
(Dunlap ct al. 1993; Brechin and Kempton 1994). This finding came
about, interestingly enough, as a consequence of some of the prepara-
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tions for the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and De-
velopment (UNCED) in Rio de Janciro, Brazil. Two very well known
polling organizations, Louis Harris & Associates and The Gallup Or-
ganization, became involved in two separate but pioneering efforts to
survey the general public on the environment cross-nationally that for
the first time included countries both rich and poor.”

Given established beliefs at the time and their theoretical under-
pinnings, it was assumed from the early studics on environmentalism
in the U.S. and Europe that public concern for the environment was a
consequence, in its broadest sense, of economic wealth. It was viewed
as an outcome of both rapid industrialization and the financial means
to address those problems. Conscquently, environmentalism was con-
sidered a product unique to Western industrialized countries.

Environmentalism as a Western phenomenon also received
theoretical support from Ronald Inglehart’s Postmaterialist Values
Thesis (Inglehart 1990, 1997). Based upon this theory, concern for the
environment was thought to be the result more specifically from an in-
tergenerational change in cultural values resulting from unprecedented
political stability and economic welfare following World War I1. Built
on a notion of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow 1954), a post-
materialist concern for the environment could be characterized as a
luxury good, an object “purchased” with the extra resources from
greater wealth or similarly demanded by yet unattained personal de-
sire, after other more basic needs had been met. In short, the risc of en-
vironmentalism in the West was considered as a consequence of the
risc of postmaterialist values that was also occurring throughout the
same world region.

This particular Western view on the genesis of environmental-
ism was shattcred with new empirical data, coming from a number of
sources, with the most important being the first cross-national public
surveys that included poorer industrializing countries in their studies.
The best of these cfforts was the 1992 Gallup Health of the Planet re-
port (HOP), noted above.
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The Gallup study of 24 nations, with varying level of economic
wealth and political systems and stability, showed that concern for a
number of environmental issues were high among citizens of most na-
tions, rich or poor. Even statistical tests based on results of on national
probability sampling (country-wide representation) that on a wide
number of environmental issues demonstrated that there were few
meaningful differences in levels of concern by the citizens of richer or
poorer nations. In fact only on two environmental items, 1) rating envi-
ronmental problems as serious for the nation, and 2) air pollution and
smog as a very serious personal concern, were there significant differ-
ences between the country groups. And in both casecs greater concern
rested with the citizens of poorer nations rather than wealthier ones
(see Brechin & Kempton 1994). Given the findings for broad interna-
tional concern for environmental problems, it would be rcasonable to
expect this would include concern about global climatic change as
well.

A Global Consensus on Global Warming?

Although now over ten years old, the largest publicly relcased cross-
national study on the public attitudes toward global warming remains
Gallup’s HOP survey, noted above. As Table 1 presents below, the per-
centage of respondents who personally find global warming a serious
problem in the world vary enormously. From Table 1, one can sce that
those respondents who indicate that they believe global warming is a
“very serious problem” range from twenty-six percent in Nigeria to
seventy-three percent in Germany. Of the twenty-four countries in the
study, however, more than half, thirteen of them have more than fifty
percent of their respective populations who feel global warming is a
very serious problem. The U.S. populace stands at forty-seven percent
in this survey, the same as South Korea’s, both of which arc in the bot-
tom half of all countries. However, if we were to place half of the coun-
tries in a separate group of industrialized countries and the other halfin
an industrializing nations group, analyses would show no significant
differences amongst the two groups on the question of global warm-
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ing, as well as other international environmental problems (see Bre-
chin and Kempton 1994; Brechin 1999).

Table 1
Cross National Public Perceptions on the Seriousness of Global Warming
Health of the Planet Survey"
Very Somewhat | Not very Not At Not Sure/

Serious Serious Serious | All Serious DK

% % % % %

Nigeria 26 13 11 11 39
India 36 29 10 3 22,
Philippines 40 35 15 2 8
Turkey 45 22 9 3 21
Poland 59 22 5 1 13
Chile 59 23 7 1 10
Mexico 62 14 3 1 20
Uruguay 69 14 2 1 14
Brazil 71 14 6 1 8
Hungary 33 38 8 1 20
Russia 40 26 9 1 24
Portugal 72 16 2 0 10
Korea (Rep) 47 30 8 1 14
Ireland 63 23 4 1 9
Great Britain 62 25 4 1 8
Netherlands 36 39 14 1 10
Canada 58 27 S 1 9
USA 47 31 7 3 12
Denmark 55 25 6 1 13
Germany 73 21 2 1 3
Norway 66 23 3 2 6
Japan 47 33 5 1 14
Finland 34 43 19 2 4
Switzerland 62 27 6 1 4

Source: Dunlap, R., G.H. Gallup and A.M. Gallup. 1993. Health of the Planet
Survey: A George H. Memorial Survey. Gallup International Institute,

Princeton, NJ USA

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Volume 23 Number 10 2003 111

If we were to combine responscs to includc those who said
global warming was a “very serious” problem with those who said it
was a “‘somewhat scrious” problem, that is, all those who find global
warming at least somewhat serious, only one country of the twenty-
four, Nigeria, with thirty-nine percent, would not fall within this cate-
gory of broad support. Sixty-five percent or more of the populace in
cach of the remaining twenty-three nations are at least somewhat con-
cerned about global warming. From these results it is clear to sce that
the majorities in most of these countries seem concerncd about global
warming. In sum, even a decade ago there appeared to be a global pub-
lic consensus on global warming, years beforc the science was as cer-
tain as it is today. It could be argued then, that given the more recent
scientific evidence on global climatic change, ther¢ would be even
greater cross-national public consensus on the issuc today. Unfortu-
nately we have only limited cross-national data on rccent public opin-
ion on global warming that we review shortly. We begin with data on
the U.S. public.

The U.S. Public and Global Climatic Change

One of the best longitudinal data on global warming that we have on
U.S. public opinion today comes from fairly sporadic surveys by the
Gallup Organization from 1989 to 2003. See Table 2 below. The ques-
tion used in this survey was worded somewhat differently than in the
HOP study just discusscd above. Instead of level of “seriousncss of
concern” about a global environmental problem, this question focused
on level of “personal worry”. It reads, “I am going to read you a list of
environmental problems. As I read each one, please tell me if you per-
sonally worry about this problem a great deal, a fair amount, only a lit-
tle, or not at all. How much do you personally worry about the
‘greenhouse effect’ or global warming?” From this data we can sec
that over the ycars 1989 to 2003 anywhere from twenty-four percent to
forty percent of the U.S. public personally worried “a great deal” about
global warming. This is compared to only twelve to seventeen percent
of U.S. respondents who did not worry about it at all. Even with the
two different wordings on testing public concern regarding global
warming, it is quite obvious that a majority of U.S. respondents at least

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy 112

continue to worry a fair amount (50-72%) about the phenomenon and
have done so over a number of years.

Table 2
U.S. Public Opinion on Global Warming 1989-2002"
The question read: "I am going to read you a list of environmental problems. As I
read each one, please tell me if you personally worry about this problem a great
deal, a fair amount, only a little, or not at all. First, how much to you personally
worry about...... f)

E: The "greenhouse effect” or global warming

Great Fair Only Not at No
Deal Amount a Little All Opinion
% % % % %
2003 Mar 3-5 28 30 23 17 2
2002 Mar 4-7 29 29 23 17 2
2001 Mar 5-7 33 30 22 13 2
2000 Apr 3-9 40 32 15 12 1
1999 Apr 13-14 34 34 18 12 2
1999 Mar 12-14 28 31 23 16 2
1997 Oct 27-28 24 26 29 17 -+
1991 Apr 11-14 35 27 22 12 5
1990 Apr 5-8 30 27 20 16 6
1989 May 4-7 35 28 18 12 7

Source: Saad, Lydia. 2002. "Poll analyses - Americans sharply divided on
seriousness of global warming- Only one-third consider the problem
grave." Poll Analyses. Gallup News Service, March 25. The Gallup
Organization, http://www.gallup.com/poll/releases/pr020419.asp.
Accessed September 3, 2002

How does Global Warming Rank to Other Environmental Problems in
the U.S. Today?

Global warming, however, typically ranks considerably lower by the
U. S. public when compared among other cnvironmental concerns. In
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the same 2003 Gallup survey noted above respondents ranked global
warming ninth out of ten problems with twenty-cight percent respec-
tively saying they worried “a great deal” (as noted above); only acid
rain at twenty-four percent respectively was lower. Pollution of drink-
ing water was ranked the highest with fifty-four percent of the respon-
dents indicating that they were worried a great dcal. This was followed
by pollution of rivers, lakes, and reservoirs (fifty-one percent); con-
tamination of soil and water by toxic waste (fifty-onc percent); mainte-
nance of the nation’s supply of fresh water for household needs
(forty-nine percent); air pollution (forty-two percent); the loss of tropi-
cal rain forests (thirty-ninc percent); damage to the earth’s ozone layer
(thirty-five percent); and extinction of plant and animal species
(thirty-four percent) (Carroll 2002; Saad 2003). Americans, it seems,
in comparison to other environmental problems are relatively less con-
cerned about global warming. This relatively low ranking (or issue sa-
lience) has remained fairly consisted over the years.

Comparative Global Warming Rankings

As we shall see, however, citizens of a number of the other countries
have similarly low rankings for global warming as in the U.S.; only a
few countries ranked it high among other environmental problems.
The best comparative data on cross-national environmental rankings is
again the 1992 HOP survey data.

In the HOP survey data from 24 countries, we see morc or less
the same low ranking of global warming as in the U.S. Only Brazil, Ja-
pan, and West Germany of the twenty-four countries ranked global
warming at or near the top of the list of environmental concerns. See
Tablc 3. Ten of the twenty-four countries ranked global warming at or
near the bottom of their lists.® The remaining eleven countries ranked
global warming in the middle to lower end of their environmental con-
cerns. Thesc {indings suggest that many other countries ranked global
warming similarly as the U.S., although therc are somc international
differences. What is missing is a full explanation for this trend.*
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Scientific Assessment of Global Climate Change: The IPCC Third
Assessment Report

The world’s climate scientists, themselves, however, share near uni-
versal agreement on the cause of global climatic change and on their
concerns for our common cnvironmental future if greenhousc gases
are allowed to continue to accumulate in the global atmosphere. At the
most recent and Third Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change®
meetings held in 2000 the scientists strengthen their carlier statements
on the human contribution to global climatic change. The authors of
the Third Assessment Report indicated that CO2 levels in the atmos-
phere from the period of 1000-1750 AD compared to the year 2000
AD increased thirty-one percent, from 280 ppm to 368 ppm (IPCC
2001). Methane (CH4), thec most efticient greenhouse gas, increased
one hundred fifty-one percent over the same time period (IPCC 2001).
These and other indicators point to anthropogenic sources of change,
with the burning of fossil fucls as the most prominent cause of global
warming, in spitc of some natural increases. Regarding potential ef-
fects on climate, the global mean surface temperature of the earth has
increased 0.6 degree Celsius during the 20™ century (IPCC 2001).
Likewise, the northern hemisphere surface temperature has increased
more so in the 20" century than during any other century of the last
1,000 years with the 1990s likely the warmest decade of the millen-
nium and 1998 the singlc warmest year over the same time period
(IPCC 2001). The Third Assessment Report also indicated that cata-
strophic changes could take place due to global warming including ris-
ing sea levels, increased precipitation, glacial melting, extreme
weather, flooding, drought and loss of plant and animal species. The
IPCC also found the earth’s atmosphere is warming faster than ex-
pected and these trends were likely to continue if not accelerate during
the Twenty-first Century (IPCC 2001).

Although it is becoming increasingly clear that global warming
is indeed a real threat and its sources are mostly man-made, it is also
quite clear that not all countries are equally responsible for the produc-
tion of global greenhouse gases. Table 4 below shows the largest, top
ten, emitters of CO2 from fuel combustion. We see from the table that
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the U.S. is by far the world’s leading producer of CO2. The two col-
umns list the countries in terms of their designation as part of the
Kyoto Protocol, discussed again later. Annex 1 Parties are those indus-
trialized countries that would be required to curb their emissions as
part of the agreement. Non-Annex 1 Partics are those industrializing
countries that would not be required by law to reduce their ecmissions.
As will be mentioned below, the differcnces between the two lists pro-
vide one of the chief stumbling blocks to the Bush Administration’s
approval of the Kyoto Protocol.

Table 4
CO; emissions from fuel combustion, 1998
Largest Emitters: Annex 1 and Non-Annex [ Particles
(Millions of tones of CO,)
Top Ten: Annex I & % Top Ten: Annex |
non-Annex I Parties World |Parties
I |United States 5,410 24% United States 5,409.75
2 |China 2,893 13% Russian Federation 1,415.78
3 |Russian Federation 1,416 6% Japan 1,128.34
4 |Japan 1,128 5%  |Germany 857.05
5 |Germany 857 4%  |United Kingdom 549.51
6 |India 908 4%  |Canada 477.25
7 | United Kingdom 550 2% Italy 425.99
8 [Canada 477 2% France 3755
9 |Ttaly 426 2% Ukraine 358.78
10 |France 376 2% Poland 320.16
Total 14,441 Total 11,318.11
% of world total 64% % of world total 50%
% of Annex I total 85%
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Groups | Total % of
Emissions World
Total
|
World# i 22,726 na
Annex I Parties 13,383 59%
Annex II Parties 10,792 47%
European Union 3171 14%
EIT Parties 2,592 11%
Non-Annex [ Parties 8,622 38%
Source: Adapted from IEA CO2 emissions from fuel combustion 1971-1998, Paris,
‘ 2000. See Climate Change Information Kit published by UNEP and
' UNFCCC, page 62. http://unfccc.int/resource/iuckit/infokit2001.pdf

Cross-National Knowledge on the Sources of Greenhouse Gases

How well does the general public cross-nationally understand the an-
thropogenic sources of gases that cause the greenhouse effect? Previ-
ous rcscarch has shown that most citizens in the few countries studied
do not, cven in wealthy industrialized countries (Dunlap 1998; Kemp-
ton 1991, 1993; Kempton ct al. 1995; Lofstedt 1991, 1992, 1993; Ru-
dig 1995). Have the understandings about global warming by the
world’s populations improved over the last decade? This is potentially
important, especially in morc democratic countries where with proper
knowledge citizen voices could more likely demand and support more
effective policies to combat global climatic change. Better-informed
citizens cverywhere may more likely shape their own behaviors to
contribute more positively in protecting their environments instead of
threatening them.®

Two very interesting sets of recent findings from the research
group Environics Intcrnational focused on the public’s understandings
of the causes of global warming. Although through the work of several
American anthropologists (c.g. Kempton et al. 1995) and others, it has
been known for a number of years now that the U.S. public so far lacks
a clear understanding of how human activitics actually contribute to

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Volume 23 Number 10 2003 119

the greenhouse effect. The data from Environics International in 1999
and 2001 clearly show that the lack of knowledge is shared cross-
nationally as well, even among those countries such as Germany that
have a strong, pro-environmental image, and Japan, home to thc Kyoto
Protocol. The Environics International question reads,

One of the ways in which humans may be affecting the world’s climates is
called the Greenhouse Effect. As far as you know which one the follow-
ing is the main cause of the greenhouse effect: 1) Loss of forests; 2) De-
pletion of the Earth’s Ozone Layer; 3) Air pollution from factories and
cars; and 4) Use of fossil fuels, such as oil. gas and coal.”

Citizens in twenty-scven countrics were studied in 1999. See
Figure la. In cach country most of the respondents did not know that
burning fossil fuels, such as oil, gas and coal, and their resulting re-
lease of CO2 was the main human source of greenhouse gases. The
country with the highest correct responses in the 1999 study was Fin-
land, but even there only seventeen percent of those surveyed correctly
identified the burning of fossil fuels as the main source of anthropo-
genic contributions to global warming. The lowest was Indoncsia
where only three percent of the respondents correctly identified the
main source. The U.S. public stood in 1999 at cleven percent, the same
as China’s. Citizens in a numbecr of countries thought the loss of forests
and air pollution were the main factors. Although air pollution and loss
of forests, among others, are cach anthropogenic contributors to the
greenhouse effect, the release of carbon dioxide from burning fossil
fuels remains the primary cause.

Many people cross-culturally also share the misconception on
the role the thinning of the ozone layer of the upper atmosphere plays
in encouraging global warming. This misconception too has been
noted for some time in the social science litcrature (e.g. Kempton
1993, Kempton ct al. 1995; sce too Dunlap 1998). From the same 1999
data from Environics International, Japan, with twelve percent, had the
lowest percentage of respondents who identified the loss of the ozone
layer as the main source of global warming; Indoncsia again had the
largest with forty-eight percent. Twenty-six percent of U.S. respon-
dents selected the ozone layer loss as the principal source of global

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy 120

warming, the same as Mexico’s on this particular issue in this 1999
study. See Figure la below.

Figure 1a
Knowledge of Main Cause of Greenhouse Effect 1999

Use of FF
Air Pollution

Loss of Forests
Depletion of Czone layel

pesomammeey

Source: The Environmental Monttor 1999. Causes of greenhouse effect Courtesy of Eric Whan, Senior Associate and Director, Environics International Ltd Toronto. Canada

When comparing the 1999 results with those of 2001, only
eleven of the original twenty-seven countries were the same and there
were four new countries added. See Figure 1b. Although the results are
quite similar between the two different years, it could be argued that
there has been a gencral trend in better understanding the importance
of burning fossil fuels in creating greenhouse gases. Perhaps the most
striking finding from these cross-cultural comparisons is how poorly
people from a wide-ranging number of countries understand the
anthropogenic causes of global warming. In addition if we conducted
statistical tests [not shown] on the level of knowledge between the
richer and poorer countries as separate groups we would not find any
statistical differcnces for either group in both 1999 and 2001. To
illustrate, the citizens of the U.S. share similar lack of knowledge
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about the sources of global warming with a number of other countrics
such as Cuba and China. Likewise, in both 1999 and 2001, the citizens
of Japan, the founding country of the Kyoto Protocol, possessed even
less understanding about greenhouse sources than U.S. residents. The
French, at seven percent in 2001, were the most misinformed of all in-
dustrialized countrics and second lowest overall. Perhaps surprisingly,
Mexican citizens, with twenty-six percent of the respondents in the
2001 study correctly identifying fossil fuels as the primary anthropo-
genic source of greenhouse gases lead all nations in that study and
were near the top in the 1999 survey. Current sources, however, lack
the contextual information on what is happening in each country that
might shed light on these outcomes, including the sharcd level of
ignorance between citizens of richer and poorer countries.

Figure 1b
Knowledge of Main Cause of Greenhouse Effect 2001

Use of FF
Air Pollution

Loss of Forests
Depletion of Ozone Laye
Combination of Source:
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Source The Environmental Monitor 1999. Causes of greenhouse effect. Courtesy of Eric Whan, Senior Associate and Director, Environics International Ltd Toronto, Canada
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Cross-National Reactions to the Bush Administration’s Position
on the Kyoto Protocol

The Kyoto Protocol is a legally binding international agreement that
grew out of the 1992 United Nations Framework Convention on Cli-
mate Change as part of the larger United Nations Conference on Envi-
ronment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. It is specifically
the product of a 1997 Conference of Parties (meeting of nations) in
Kyoto Japan that committed industrialized nations, upon ratification,
to reduce emissions of the six greenhouse gases: carbon dioxide, meth-
ane, nitrous oxide, hydrofluorocarbons, perfluorocarbons, and sulfur
dioxide over a fixed period of time. Although the specific emissions
level per country could vary, under the protocol the overall emissions
from industrialized countries would be reduced 5.2 percent below
1990 levels over a five-year period, 2008-2012 (Kyoda News Interna-
tional, Ltd. 2002). Developing countries, such as China, are not legally
bound by the requirements. The U.S., the world leader in emissions
would be required to cut emissions by seven percent (e.g. Kleiner
2001). Kyoto would enter into force when not fewer than 55 Parties to
the Convention, incorporating Annex 1 Parties, and which account for
at feast 55 percent of the total carbon dioxide emissions for 1990 from
that group (UNFCCC, n.d).

In a June 11, 2001 speech at the White House, President Bush
called the 1997 Kyoto protocol “fatally flawed in fundamental ways”
{Whitc House 2001) and pulied the U.S. out of the agreement. The
Bush Administration’s rationale for the withdrawal from the agree-
ment was that in their view it was unfair to American businesses and
would unnecessarily hurt the U.S. economy. The Bush Administration
was particularly upset that both China and India, two of the leading
producers of greenhouse gascs, were exempted from the group of
countries required to reduce their emissions. The developing countries
have been exempted mainly due to the fact that they are not responsi-
ble for the mass accumulation of gases that have occurred over the past
200 ycars or more of industrialization. However, it was China and In-
dia’s cxcmption from the Protocol as noted above that caused, or gave
the excuse for, the Bush Administration to withdraw from the agree-
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ment, labeling Kyoto as unfair.* As of March 13, 2003, however, 106
countries have ratified the Kyoto Protocol, far more than required, but
the agreement is still shy of the necessary 55% emissions target to
enter into force (UNFCCC, n.d.). Should Russia ratity the treaty,
which it is expected to do in the near future, Kyoto would then meet the
necessary criteria and go into effect (Akhtyrov, 2003; Fisher, this is-
sue).

European Perspectives on Kvoto Protocol

Unlike in the U.S., the Bush Administration’s rejection of the Kyoto
protocol in 2001 produced a very strong ncgative reaction internation-
ally, especially in Europe. Even rcligious leaders from Europe as wcll
as thc U.S. rebuked President Bush for his decision (Doogue 2001).°
Both the citizens of Europe and their leaders werce outraged, especially
by Bush’s claim that it would hurt American busincsses too much, A
public opinion poll from five Europcan countries, conducted by the
Pew Resecarch Center, the International Herald Tribune, and the Coun-
cil on Foreign Relations and rcleased on August 15, 2001, responded
to a number of Bush’s Administration’s forcign policies, including the
Kyoto agreement (Pew Research Center 2001). The poll presented re-
sults of national samples from Great Britain, Italy, Germany, France,
as well as the U.S. It showed a very consistent and overwhelming
negative reaction from the citizens of these countrics regarding Bush’s
decision on Kyoto. The populace of cach of five European countrics
disapproved the policy decision by cighty percent or more - Great Brit-
ain, 83; ltaly, 80; Germany, 87; and France 85. Their approval ratings
for the Bush Administration’s position were only 10% to 12% for each
of these European countrics. See Figure 2.

Equally striking about the survey, however, are the views of U.S.
residents. Although gencrally disappointed by the President’s an-
nouncement, the reaction was much less scvere than it was among our
European allies. Only forty-four percent of the U.S. public disap-
proved of the action in 2001 (Pew Research Center 2001). This is
roughly half the amount of their European counterparts. Similarly,
twenty-nine percent of Americans were supportive of the policy move,
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Figure 2
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essentially three times morc than the Europeans.'® This poll was taken
about a month before September 11, 2001 terrorists’ raids on New
York and Washington, D.C., and hence the numbers discussed here
were neither tainted by that event nor by the later disagreement over
Iraq. A bit of information worth focusing on concerns the number of
respondents who either refused to answer or did not know what to say
about the President’s decision. While the European percentages were
single digit, ranging from three percent in Germany to cight percent in
Italy, twenty-seven percent of the Americans surveyed did not have
any opinion about the decision on Kyoto or refused to answer the ques-
tion. This, along with the evidence presented earlicr, may suggest that
the U.S. citizens are not very knowledgeable about global warming
and when in doubt they tend to support their party’s position regarding
the problem and any related policies (Krosnik and Visser 1998).'" The
action on Kyoto by the Bush Administration, as well as a few other for-
eign policy issues, placed the U.S. in direct disagreement with the
European Union countries (Pew Research Center 2001). It was also
part of a serics of early positions by the Bush Administration that
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started labeling the president and his administration as unilateralists,
especially by Europeans.'?

Conclusions

This article revisits the questions of cross-national public concern for
global warming raised over a decade ago. Although the scientific com-
munity today spcaks about global warming with a more unificd voice
concerning its anthropogenic causes and its potential devastating im-
pacts across the globe, the citizens of a number of nations sccm to still
harbor some uncertainties about the problem itself and certainly lack a
clear understanding of its sources. While majorities of publics across
many nations speak of personal concern about global warming as well
as on the scriousness of the problem, in all except a few countries,
global warming seems to rank near or at the bottom of their list of envi-
ronmental concerns. Although it could be argued that there has been a
slight improvement over the last decade in the public’s understanding
regarding the anthropogenic causcs of global warming, the people of
all the nations studied remain largely uniformed about the problem. In
the most recent international study on knowledge about global warm-
ing, the citizens of Mexico led all fifteen countries surveyed in 2001
with just twenty-six percent of the survey respondents correctly identi-
fying that burning fossil fuels was the primary causc of global warm-
ing. The citizens of the U.S., among the most cducated in the world,
where somewhere in the middle of the pack, tied with the citizens of
Brazil at fifteen percent. Even the Cubans, at secventeen percent, were
slightly more informed than the American public.

Like his later stand on Iraq President Bush and his administra-
tion appcars to have been equally out of step if not more so with the
rest of the world when it came to withdrawing U.S. support from the
Kyoto Protocol specifically and from the need to reduce our green-
house emissions generally. Even Tony Blair, the Prime Minister of
Great Britain, and to this point President Bush’s staunchest ally con-
cerning Iraq, has publicly disagreed with Bush’s position on climatic
change. At a February 24, 2003 British conference on sustainability
Prime Minister Blair presented an ambitious plan to respond to global
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warming by cutting carbon dioxide emissions in Britain by some sixty
percent over the next five decades, far more than required by the Proto-
col (See Alvarez 2003). He also chided President Bush for failing to do
more to combat global climatic change. In framing global warming as
a national security issue, Mr. Blair said that is was wrong for the U.S.
to back out of the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, adding, “cconomic growth and
environmental awareness can coexist” (Alvarez 2003). Given the U.S.
administration’s actions regarding the Kyoto protocol and global
warming gencrally, President Bush can most certainly be labeled a uni-
lateralist.

It is clear from this research, however, that the U.S. public ap-
pears to be nearly as out of step with other nations on support on the
Kyoto protocol as the Bush Administration itself. Although forty-four
pcrcent of the American people disapproved of President Bush’s deci-
sion to withdraw from the protocol in 2001, this is essentially half the
level of dissatistaction found in Europe for the American President’s
action. Almost thirty percent of Americans supported his decision, ap-
proximately five to six times more so than Europeans.

There are many questions that remain. One of the more critical
ones concerns the question of who is leading whom? Is the Bush Ad-
ministration following the American public’s uncertainty and ambiva-
lence about the problem of global warming or is its stance on
environmental issues generally, with global warming particularly, in-
fluencing American public opinion? Although this does not need to be
an e¢ither or answer, that is, both arguments could be at least partially
correct, what little evidence that exists may suggest that American citi-
zens continue to be influenced by political party lines. However, with
the current popularity of President Bush, the general U.S. public sup-
port for his unilateralist approach so far, and the general acquicscence
to datc of the American public in a post September 11th era, the Ameri-
can public still may be willing to follow their President on this con-
cern, now ncarly two years after his decision on Kyoto. It is uncertain
how long the American public will continuc to let the Bush Admin-
istration to have its way on environmental issues. At the same time, it
is unlikely that the American public will for long abandon its deep sup-
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port for environmental protection (sce Kempton et al 1995; Dunlap
2002, 2003). The questions that remain, however, are when will the
American pcople demand morc action on protecting the environment?
And under what circumstances will that support emerge? On the par-
ticular topic of global warming, however, the international community,
especially the Europeans and Japanese, may nced to continue to scrve
as Amcrica’s conscience.
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Endnotes

1. The author would like to acknowledge the library assistance of Dan-
iel Freeman and Veronica Wipple. Ms. Wipple also prepared the fig-
ures. He must also thank Eric Wahn from Environics International,
Toronto Canada, for providing access to some of their data on cross-
national knowledge about the greenhouse effect.

2. The Louis Harris and Associates were contracted by the United Na-
tions Environment Programme to collect cross-national data on envi-
ronmental concerns by citizens and public leaders in 16 nations as
information for the 1992 UNCED conference in Brazil. It was limited
methodologically, however, by collecting data mostly in urban areas.
The Gallup Organization on its own as an cffort to provide data for the
UNCED conference as well were able to use national probability sam-
pling in 24 nations.

3. Please note that a question on the level of concern about acid rain,
the lowest among U.S. respondents in the survey above, was not asked
in the HOP study. If this question is removed then global warming is
ranked last among a list of environmental concerns.

4. A reasonable explanation for the low rankings might have to do with
global warming’s more future orientation. That is, its impacts are un-
likely to be felt seriously any time soon, hence it faces an issue of
socio-cconomic discounting when compared to other, morc immediate
threats. Although this makes some sense, researchers have found,
however, that over 80% of Americans, at least, alrcady believe that
global warming is already a present reality and not a future problem.
Sce Krosnik and Visser 1998. Surveys in Japanese in 2002 as well
found that nearly 70% considcred global warming as an immediate
threat. See Kyodo News International, Inc. 2002.

5. The World Metcorological Organization and the United Nations En-
vironment Programme in an effort to assess scientific technical and
socio-economic information relevant for the understanding of climate
change, its potential impacts and options for adaptation and mitigation
established the IPCC, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
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Change. The IPCC’s Third Assessment Report on climate change was
released in 2001.

6. Dunlap 1998, however, disputes the general notion that citizens
need to be well informed about complex environmental problems, like
global warming, before they can be solved. Rather general public sup-
port for large-scale institutional level change is likely more cffective
than individual action in solving large collective action problems like
global warming. While therc is a point here, it could be argued as well
that a better informed citizenry would be better prepared to distin-
guished among various policy options regarding institutional re-
sponses and be in position to support the more effective ones.

7. The Environics International’s wording of the question, however,
may cause some confusion among the respondents. In particular re-
spondents may vicw “air pollution from factories and cars™ as similar
to burning of fossil fuels, although there are important distinctions
among the two. This is a frequent problem in news reporting on global
warming as well with reporters often calling greenhousc gases as pol-
lutants.

8. Bush went on to say that the United States would pursue, at the time,
an unspecified alternative path (White House 2001). That alternative
path was unveiled on February 15, 2002 and was more or less a volun-
tary reduction program among American business organizations (New
Scientist 2002). Under the plan, Bush encouraged industry to shoot for
an 18 percent reduction in the amount of greenhouse gases the country
produces for each unit of gross national product, more specifically, it
would lower rate of emissions from around 183 tonnes per million dol-
lars of GDP in 2002 to 151 tonnes in 2012 (New Scientist 2002). The
criticism was swift as it switched the measure from total emission lev-
els to reduction per unit of GDP, which actually allows for overall in-
crease in emission levels. See Kleiner 2002, NRDC n.d.

9. See Doogue 2001. Presbyterian News service April 4, 2001. Relig-
ious leaders in Europe and the United States have expressed deep con-
cern about the U.S. government’s decision not to implement the Kyoto
Protocol. Leaders argued that the Kyoto Treaty was * the best practical
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hope of undertaking a shared and proportionate responsibility for the
effects of global warming’.

10. These general results on Kyoto were supported by two similar polls
conducted one and four month carlicr respectively. These earlier polls
were conducted by Princeton Survey Research/ Pew Research Center
poll from July 19-22, 2001and found that 51% of Americans disap-
proved of Bush’s decision to withdraw from Kyoto agreement. Only
32% approved while 17% registered “no opinion” (Jones 2001). How-
ever, this also represented a slight improvement in the U.S. public’s
support for the Bush decision over time. Three months earlier, in April
2001, about one month immediately after the Administration’s deci-
sion on Kyoto, the same polling group discovered that only 25% of the
respondents approved of his decision, hence a seven percentage point
increase between the two polls. Disapprovals of the President’s action
also increased, but less so, up only 4 percentage points from 47% in
April 2001 to 51% in July (Jones 2001). But by August 200 1public dis-
approval had declined to the reported 44% in the Pew survey (Pew Re-
search Center 2001).

I'1. See Krosnik and Visscr 1998 for more information on the political
effects of the Clinton Kyoto campaign. The Clinton Administration’s
cffort in 1997 to rally the American public support for combating
global warming and to gain approval for the Kyoto Protocol seemed to
have only further divided the country. In particular, the scientific con-
troversy in the U.S. media seemed to deepen attachment to partisan po-
sitions if not political ideology, with Democrats more concern about
global warming and supportive of Kyoto than Republicans.

12. In a recent article, author Bill McKibben makes the argument that
Bush’s trouble in securing greater Unitcd Nations support for actions
in Iraq, especially by the members of the European Union, started with
his unilateralist actions on Kyoto. (McKibben, W. 2003. A Change of
Climate: The Bush Administration lost credibility over Kyoto, and
can’t get it back over lIraq. Grist Magazine (March 13, 2003).
http:/www.gristmagazine.com/cgi-bin/pringify-2.pl )
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13. Table 1: Gallup International Institute polling data based on a 1992
study using national probability samples in 24 countrics. The question
read: “Q14: Now lets talk about the world as a whole. Here is a list of
environmental issues that may be affecting the world as a whole. As 1
read cach, pleasc tell me how serious a problem you personally belicve
it to be in the world — very serious, somewhat serious, not very serious,
or not scrious at all — or you don’t know enough about it to judge? f.
Global warming or the “greenhouse effect;”

14 Table 2: Gallup Polling results on “personal worry” about global
warming from 1989-2002. The 2002 study is based on a national prob-
ability sample of 1,006 adults, 18 ycars and older, conducted March
4-7,2002 with a margin of error of +/- of 3 % points. The remaining re-
sults are based on similar cfforts during the dates indicated.

15 Table 3: The question rcad: “Now lets talk about the world as a
whole. Here 1s a list of environmental issues that may be affecting the
world as awhole. As I read cach one, plcase tell me how serious a prob-
lem you personally believe it to be in the world — very serious, some-
what serious, not very serious, not serious at all — or you don’t know
enough about it to judge? a: Air pollution and smog; b. Pollution of riv-
ers, lakes, and oceans; c. Soil crosion, polluted land, and loss of farm-
land; d. Loss of animal and plant species; ¢. Loss of the rain forests and
jungles; f. Global warming or the greenhouse cffect; g. Loss of the
ozong in the earth’s atmosphere.
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