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Approach
This is the eighth report in the Who Cares about the Environment? 
social research series undertaken triennially since 1994. It measures 
environmental knowledge, attitudes and behaviours in the NSW 
population, and provides an indication of how these have changed 
over time.

In 2015, the research comprised quantitative and qualitative 
components. The quantitative component involved a dual-frame 
(landline and mobile) telephone survey of 2000 people in New South 
Wales, aged 15 years and over. It was done from late August to early 
October, 2015. The qualitative component involved eight focus groups 
in Sydney and regional New South Wales in late November and early 
December, 2015. This document reports the full set of results from 
the survey, with comparisons to previous surveys where possible.

Scope
Each survey in the Who Cares about the Environment? research 
comprises time series questions to measure changes over time, 
and new questions for current priority topics. The new topics for 
the 2015 survey were informed by consultation with users as part 
of an independent evaluation of the Who Cares? research series.

The 2015 survey topics were:

1.  community priorities for the NSW Government –
general and for the environment*

2.  views on the most important environmental issues
in New South Wales today*

3.  level of concern about environmental problems,
and reasons for concern or lack of concern*

4.  views on the condition of the environment in New South Wales
as a whole and locally

5.  views on environmental regulation –
general and for industry sectors*

6.  knowledge and views about biodiversity, threatened species,
and national parks

7. views on climate change impacts and risk

8.  personal action for the environment –
at home and in the community*.

The asterisk denotes Who Cares? time series topics, which have 
comparable data from one or more previous surveys.

Executive summary
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Summary of findings
This is a summary of the statewide findings for the 2015 survey, 
with comparisons to time series data where relevant. The report 
provides further analysis of the 2015 survey, in terms of the geographic, 
demographic and attitudinal characteristics of respondents.

1. Community priorities for the NSW Government’s attention
General priorities – Approximately one in 10 people cited environmental 
issues in their top two priorities for the NSW Government’s attention 
now (9% of respondents) and in 10 years’ time (11%). The environmental 
issues included coal seam gas, climate change, renewable energy, water, 
and the environment in general. For current priorities, environmental 
issues were ranked sixth (in terms of frequency of the issues nominated), 
behind the issues of transport (33%), health (26%), education (17%), 
social issues (16%) and unemployment (11%). For priorities in 10 years’ 
time, environmental issues were ranked eighth, behind transport (24%), 
health (21%), education (15%), social issues (14%), unemployment (12%), 
planning and development (12%) and cost of living (12%).

The 2015 results are within the range recorded in previous Who Cares? 
surveys for the proportion of respondents citing environmental issues 
as current priorities (6–17%), whereas the 2015 results are lower 
than previous Who Cares? surveys of environmental issues as future 
priorities (14–25%).

Environmental priorities – When asked to nominate the most important 
thing that the NSW Government could do to look after the environment 
over the next few years, energy and climate change initiatives was 
the most common response, cited by 17% of respondents; this has 
increased from 8% in the 2012 survey, and the previous peak of 14% in 
2009. Other suggestions were wide-ranging, with the more common 
ones relating to government strategies generally (10%), biodiversity/
vegetation (9%), and education/community engagement (7%).

2.  Views on the most important environmental issues
in NSW today

A wide range of issues were cited as the most important environmental 
issues in New South Wales today, with references to mining (19%), 
biodiversity/forests (14%), climate change (14%), energy (13%), air 
pollution (13%), water pollution (12%) and waste (11%) being the most 
common. There was significant regional variability in the range and 
prevalence of issues cited.

The 2015 results are fairly similar to the 2012 survey results, with 
a notable difference being a significant decline in mentions of water 
supply/drought, and minor differences of up to 4% across the other 
issues. There has been greater disparity in the prominence of issues 
between previous Who Cares? surveys, with water pollution the 
dominant theme in 1997 and water supply/drought the dominant 
theme in 2006.
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3. Concern about environmental problems
The majority of people said they are concerned, to some extent, about 
environmental problems (73% in total, of which 27% are concerned 
a great deal, 38% a fair amount and 8% a little). This sentiment has 
remained fairly stable since 2009; significantly higher levels of concern 
were expressed in 2006, which was when New South Wales was 
experiencing prolonged and widespread drought conditions.

The main reason for concern, for the majority of respondents, was the 
impact on future generations (51%); fewer people cited the impact on 
nature (19%), the economy (5%), and personal impacts on their health 
(12%), their quality of life (9%) or their financial situation (3%) as their 
main reason for concern.

For the respondents who said they are not at all concerned about 
environmental problems (26%), the most common reasons given for 
their lack of concern were ‘the environment is in good condition’ and 
‘it is a low priority compared with other issues’. This reasoning has 
increased since 2012, while ‘the problem is not as bad as they say’ 
type of reasoning has declined.

4. Views on the condition of the environment in NSW
Almost two-thirds of people (62%) rated the condition of the natural 
environment in New South Wales as good or very good, while 12% rated 
it as poor or very poor and 23% rated it as neither good nor bad.

The majority of respondents said they are satisfied with the following 
aspects of their local environment: access to green space (87%), 
air quality (81%), the cleanliness of beaches and oceans (78%), 
the management of litter (70%) and the water quality in rivers 
and lakes (68%). Dissatisfaction was greatest for the issues of 
management of litter (26%) and water quality of rivers and lakes (28%). 
There was regional variability in satisfaction with the local environment; 
no region recorded significantly lower satisfaction levels across all 
aspects surveyed.

5. Views on environmental regulation
When asked about environmental regulations generally, the majority 
of respondents agreed that ‘environmental regulation should improve, 
rather than merely maintain, the health of the environment’ (90%), and 
disagreed that ‘a lower level of environmental regulation is required 
(60%), and that ‘environmental regulation is restricting the growth of 
the NSW economy’ (51%).

When asked about the suitability of environmental regulations for 
specific industry sectors, responses were variable. The most common 
view of the environmental regulations for manufacturing, forestry, and 
farming and agriculture was that they are about right, held by 40–42% 
of respondents. For property development and construction, mining in 
general, and the coal seam gas industry specifically, the most common 
view was that the environmental regulations are too lax, held by 42–55%. 
There was regional variability in the views on environmental regulation.
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6.  Knowledge and views about biodiversity, threatened 
species, and national parks

Biodiversity – Awareness of the term ‘biodiversity’ was widespread, 
but understanding of it was relatively low; 83% had heard of the term, 
but only 30% could demonstrate an understanding.

After an explanation of biodiversity was offered, respondents were 
asked about their views on the role of nature and biodiversity. 
There was widespread agreement with the importance of protecting 
nature and biodiversity for a broad range of reasons including for future 
generations, its role in providing food, clean air and water, medicines, 
and in tackling climate change, and for its personal recreational benefits.

Almost half of all respondents (47%) thought that the balance between 
protecting natural habitats for native plant and animal species in New 
South Wales and using the land for other purposes was about right, 
while 42% thought there was not enough emphasis on protecting native 
plants and animals in New South Wales, and only 6% thought there was 
too much emphasis. These results differ slightly from the 2012 survey 
results, with an increase of 5% in ‘about right’ and a decline of 3% in 
both not enough and too much emphasis since 2012.

Threatened species – Awareness that there are threatened plant and 
animal species in New South Wales was moderate, while concern about 
the possibility of species loss in New South Wales was widespread. 
Exploration of these survey findings in the follow-up qualitative research 
showed familiarity with the concept and the causes of species loss, but 
that it was more commonly associated with other countries and, for 
some, at the scale of Australia, rather than New South Wales.

National parks – The importance of having national parks in 
New South Wales was almost universally recognised by both park 
users and non-users (99%), with the strength of agreement highest 
among frequent park users. There was also widespread agreement 
that national parks in New South Wales are well maintained (83%), 
with the strength of agreement again associated with more frequent 
use of national parks. The controls that regulate people’s activity in 
national parks were viewed as being ‘about right’ by the majority 
of respondents (66%), while 15% said they are ‘too strict’, 11% said 
they are ‘too lax’ and 7% said they don’t know.

7. Views on climate change impacts and risk
Views about climate change impacts in New South Wales were explored 
in terms of perceived changes in the frequency of extreme weather 
and other events in the state over the past decade, and the extent 
to which this is attributed to climate change. The most commonly 
held view was that there have been more severe storms and floods 
(61%), severe bushfires (56%), air pollution (54%) and heatwaves 
(51%) in the past 10 years in New South Wales. Around a quarter 
of respondents said there had been no change in these events.
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For those who perceived a change in these events, the majority 
of people attributed it to climate change to some extent (67–85%), 
with the link perceived to be strongest for heatwaves and severe 
storms and floods.

Of the events surveyed, respondents were most concerned about 
the direct impact of air pollution (54% reporting a ‘fair amount’ 
or ‘great deal’ of concern), severe bushfires (53%), and severe 
storms and floods (51%) on themselves and their family in the 
foreseeable future.

The majority of respondents (84%) said they think climate change is 
happening or going to happen, be it due to human activities or natural 
cycles, while 9% said they think it is not and 7% said they don’t know.

8. Personal action – at home and in the community
People across New South Wales are engaged in a wide range of actions 
which benefit the environment, both in and related to their homes, and 
in the community.

Almost everyone reported doing at least one of the eight everyday 
actions in the survey. The most widely adopted activities, reported to be 
done always or mostly by around three-quarters of respondents, were 
trying to limit energy use (80%), planning meals to limit the amount of 
food thrown out (77%), and separating electronic items from general 
waste and recycling (72%). Among pet owners, the majority reported 
keeping their pets away from native wildlife (83% of pet owners saying 
they ‘always’ or ‘mostly’ do this). Activities with the lowest uptake 
reported by respondents were use of own bags to carry shopping and 
eating organically grown food (25% and 36% respectively reported never 
or rarely doing these).

Two-thirds of people (67%) reported doing one or more voluntary 
activities in the last year that benefit the environment. Most were done 
in the respondent’s local area (81% of those volunteering, or 57% of 
all respondents) and were done independently of an organised group 
(61%). Cleaning up litter in a public space, park or forest was the most 
widespread activity (58%). The less common activities were rescuing 
wildlife (28%), taking part in a Landcare or Bushcare project, tree 
planting or other environmental restoration projects (14%), community 
gardening or composting (14%) and citizen-science type projects (11%), 
while 18% reported doing voluntary activities other than those listed 
in the survey.
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the Environment? series, 
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attitudes, knowledge and 
behaviours of the NSW 
community since 1994. 
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1. Introduction

Who Cares about the Environment? is 
a social research survey that has been 
conducted every three years since 
1994 to measure the environmental 
knowledge, attitudes and behaviour 
of people in New South Wales (NSW).

The 2015 survey is the eighth survey in 
the Who Cares? research series, with 
the data providing a ‘snapshot’ of the 
views, knowledge and behaviours of the 
NSW population today. Results from the 
survey also add to the time series data, 
which now spans a period of 21 years, 
documenting changes in community 
attitudes, knowledge and behaviours 
over time.

This report presents the main 
findings from the 2015 quantitative 
survey and compares these findings 
with the available historical data. 
Where applicable, the analysis is 
supplemented with key findings from 
the qualitative research phase, which 
comprised a series of focus groups, 
conducted after the quantitative survey, 
to explore some of the 2015 quantitative 
findings in more detail.
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Research objectives
The objectives for the 2015 Who Cares? research were to:

• gain an understanding of the environmental knowledge, 
attitudes and behaviours of the NSW population in 2015

• contribute to statistical time series data, tracking changes 
in the environmental knowledge, attitudes and behaviour 
of the NSW population

• provide information to assist the Office of Environment and Heritage 
(OEH), other government agencies, non-government organisations 
and industry to identify priorities and design, implement, evaluate 
and coordinate their policies, programs and other initiatives

• promote discussion and awareness of the social dimension 
of environmental protection and conservation.

Research approach
Following is a summary of the methodology for the 2015 Who Cares? 
survey, with a detailed explanation provided at Appendix A.

Research methods
The 2015 Who Cares? quantitative research involved 2000 telephone 
interviews with NSW residents aged 15 years or over. As per current 
best practice, a dual-frame (landline and mobile) sample frame was 
applied to allow for the inclusion of mobile-only households.

The following design was applied to the Who Cares? survey in 2015:

• disproportionate quotas for 14 strata defined by geography, based 
on the NSW Department of Premier and Cabinet (DPC) regional 
classification, such that a minimum of 100 interviews were obtained 
per region

• remaining interviews (n = 600) distributed across the geographic 
strata in a manner approximating a probability proportional to 
size distribution

• 70:30 split between the landline and mobile sampling frames.

Appendix A provides further information regarding the methodology 
adopted for the 2015 survey and an accompanying technical report 
provides commentary regarding the transition to a dual-frame sample 
frame and the implications for comparability with previous rounds of 
the Who Cares? survey.

The quantitative survey questionnaire was designed in consultation with 
OEH to track changes over time, using core questions that have been 
asked in all or some of the previous surveys since 1994, and to explore 
emerging issues using new questions.
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The new survey questions were cognitively tested to ensure 
comprehension among potential respondents, and peer reviewed 
for objectivity. The 2015 questionnaire is provided as Appendix B. 
It is accompanied by a table indicating which questions have been 
included in previous surveys and which are new for 2015.

Following the telephone survey, and the analysis of top level findings, 
a qualitative phase was conducted to explore a selection of survey 
findings in greater depth. The qualitative phase consisted of eight 
focus group discussions: four in Sydney, two in Coffs Harbour and 
two in Wagga Wagga.

The qualitative discussion guide and accompanying handout 
questionnaire were developed at the conclusion of survey fieldwork, 
with consideration given to topline results and issues requiring further 
exploration. The guide was developed in close consultation with OEH 
and is provided in the 2015 Who Cares? technical report.

Analysis and reporting
This report contains results for all questions asked in the 2015 
survey with comparison to previous waves of the Who Cares? survey 
where appropriate.

All analyses of 2015 quantitative data presented throughout the report 
are based on data weighted to age, sex, location, country of birth and 
education level. Data were also weighted to telephone status, as is 
standard for dual-frame surveys. However, where bases are presented, 
these represent the unweighted figures.

Note that some percentages reported in figures or tables may not sum 
to 100 due to rounding or to questions allowing multiple responses.

Sub-group differences noted throughout the report represent 
statistically significant differences at a 95% confidence level1 
unless stated otherwise and are clearly marked as differences 
within sub-groups. However, significant differences have not 
been reported for estimates that recorded a relative standard 
error of greater than 50% (denoted by ** in the accompanying 
set of cross-tabulated tables).

In some instances, for ease of comparison/understanding, significant 
differences have been demonstrated through comparison to the 
overall figure; however, technically the test of significance is made 
by comparing the group of interest to the average of its complement 
(all other respondents excluding the group of interest).

These differences are based on simple bivariate analysis; that is, 
analysis examining the relationship between two variables in isolation. 
Although useful for providing an initial descriptive of key results, the 
main limitation of this analytical approach is that other factors are not 
taken into account. Due to this, caution should be taken when drawing 
conclusions from results based on the bivariate analyses.

1  Benjamini Y & Yekutieli D (2001), ‘The control of the false discovery rate in multiple 
testing under dependency’, The Annals of Statistics 29, 1165–1188.



1. Introduction

Who Cares about the Environment? 4

Multivariate analysis was also done for some survey questions, 
using logistic regression modelling, to provide a second, deeper layer 
of analysis of the relationship between respondent attitudes and 
selected demographic characteristics in the 2015 survey. Regression 
analysis summarises survey responses in terms of several characteristics 
at once rather than for just a single characteristic, making it easier 
to identify respondent characteristics and sub-groups which are 
most strongly related to survey responses. Thus, we have provided 
further multivariate analysis as an indication of which segments were 
independently associated with nine of the key outcome measures. 
Where this analysis is reported, it is clearly marked as multivariate 
analysis. Further details regarding regression analysis and associated 
outputs are presented in the 2015 Who Cares? technical report.

This report provides a descriptive analysis of the 2015 survey results 
with comparisons to historical data where possible. Findings of the 
qualitative component of the research (eight focus groups) have 
also been incorporated into the report in a final chapter after the 
quantitative results.

A thematic approach was adopted to the analysis of qualitative findings. 
Where these expand on the survey results, the relevant section of the 
qualitative chapter is referenced throughout the report.
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1. Introduction 2.  Survey findings: 
community 
priorities

This chapter presents survey findings 
on what the community nominated 
as priorities for the NSW Government 
at present and in the future, and 
how these have changed over time. 
It looks at the extent to which 
environmental issues are prioritised 
among other issues.

It also explores the environmental issues 
that the people of NSW think are the 
most important in NSW today, and how 
these views vary across the state and 
compare to past views. It also presents 
the community’s ideas on what should 
be done to protect the environment in 
NSW over the next few years.

The chapter also presents survey 
findings on the level of concern about 
environmental problems among people 
in NSW today, and how this compares 
to the past. It looks at the reasons for 
concern or lack of concern.

This chapter presents 
survey findings on the 
community’s priorities for 
the NSW Government, 
views on the most 
important environmental 
issues in NSW today, 
and general attitudes 
towards the environment.
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2.1  Community priorities for NSW 
Government attention

Approximately one in 10 NSW residents nominated environmental 
issues among the top two priorities for the NSW Government, 
both for attention now (9%) and in 10 years’ time (11%) as shown 
in Figure 1 and Figure 4.

Priorities for the NSW Government’s attention now
Survey question: What would you say are the two most important 
issues for attention by the NSW State Government at present? 
[Unprompted]

When asked to nominate the two most important issues for attention 
by the NSW Government now, environmental issues were nominated by 
approximately one in 10 respondents (9%). This included mentions of 
‘the environment’ in general (2%) and the specific issues of coal seam 
gas (3%), climate change (2%), renewable energy (1%) and water (1%).

The environment ranked sixth in terms of importance, behind transport 
issues (33%), health (26%), education (17%), social issues (16%) and 
unemployment (11%).

The proportion of people nominating environmental issues has increased 
from 6% in 2012 to 9% in 2015, which is due to a rise in the mentions 
of coal seam gas (up to 3% from 1% in 2012) and ‘the environment’ 
in general (up to 2% from 1% in 2012).

Figure 1  Two most important issues for the NSW Government’s attention now (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Figure 2  Two most important issues for the NSW Government’s attention now (time series)
Base: Total sample; 1997 = 1129; 2000 = 1102; 2003 = 1421; 2006 = 1724; 2009 = 2003; 2012 = 2006; 2015 = 2000.
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As shown in Figure 2, results from 2015 continue to reflect the change 
in priorities observed in 2012. The consistent prevalence of health 
as an issue for attention from 2003 to 2009 reduced substantially 
in 2012 (from 50% to 27%) and remains at this level in 2015 (26%).

As in 2012, transport remains the most commonly mentioned issue for 
attention now; however, mentions have decreased significantly in 2015 
(from 43% to 33%). The transport issues mentioned fell into two key 
areas: roads and traffic was mentioned by 22% (down from 26% in 
2012); and public transport and railways decreased in mentions to 11% 
(down from 22%).

References to education as a current priority have also decreased 
since 2012 (from 22% to 17%).

These decreases in mentions were offset by significant increases 
in mentions of social issues (from 8% to 16%), unemployment 
(from 5% to 11%) and environmental issues (from 6% to 9%).

There was also a significant increase in the proportion of respondents 
who could not nominate any issue for attention, from 8% in 2012 
to 14% in 2015.
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Figure 3 shows a breakdown of the key environmental issues that 
have been mentioned over time. Similar to 2012, mentions of water 
remain low (1%) in 2015. In contrast, references to coal seam gas 
increased marginally from 1% in 2012 to 3% in 2015. References to the 
environment or environmental issues have ranged from 4% to 8% since 
the 2003 survey.

Figure 3  Two most important issues for the NSW Government’s attention 
now – environmental issues (time series)
Base: Total sample; 1997 = 1129; 2000 = 1102; 2003 = 1421; 2006 = 1724; 
2009 = 2003; 2012 = 2006; 2015 = 2000.
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Differences in views: current priorities
Analysis of significant differences within sub-groups2 showed:

• Environmental issues were mentioned significantly more often 
by those living in the Mid North Coast region (23%), followed by 
the New England/North West/Orana/Far West region (18%), the 
Northern Rivers region (17%) and the Northern Beaches (15%).

• Those aged 20–24 years were significantly more likely to mention 
environmental issues (13%).

• Unlike previous years, more of those with a trade or technical 
qualification mentioned the environment (13%), while previously 
the environment had been more often mentioned by university 
graduates (only 9% in 2015).

• Respondents born in Asian, Middle Eastern and African countries 
were significantly less likely to mention the environment (5%).

• Similarly, only 5% of those who spoke a language other than English 
at home mentioned the environment.

• References to the environment were significantly more common 
amongst high-income households ($150,000 or more per 
annum, 14%).

• Those who expressed the greatest levels of concern about 
environmental problems (i.e. said they were concerned ‘a great deal’) 
were twice as likely as those with lower levels of concern to mention 
the environment as an issue (19%).

Further, the proportion of respondents who could not nominate 
any issue for attention (were not sure) was highest amongst the 
following sub-groups:

• younger respondents (26% of those aged 15–29 years)

• those with lower levels of education (20% of those who had 
not completed secondary school and 19% of those whose 
highest level of education was secondary school)

• respondents born in Asian, Middle Eastern and African 
countries (25%)

• those with an annual household income of under $30,000 (20%)

• those who expressed the lowest levels of concern about 
environmental problems (21% of those ‘not at all’ concerned).

2  In addition to the overall results for all respondents, it was of interest to know if 
any sub-groups of respondents answered in notably different ways from others. 
To identify such differences, statistical significance testing was carried out on the 
survey responses (refer to research methods description in Introduction).
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Priorities for the NSW Government’s attention in the future
Survey question: Now thinking ahead about 10 years, what do you 
think will be the two most important issues for attention by the NSW 
State Government at that time? [Unprompted] 3

Consistent with priorities for current attention, the most common 
issues mentioned by respondents for attention in 10 years’ time were 
transport (24%), health (21%), education (15%) and social issues (14%). 
Although the environment was mentioned more often as a future priority 
than a current priority (11% compared to 9%), overall it has dropped 
in ranking from equal fifth most important in 2012 to eighth most 
important in 2015.

Mentions of the environment as an issue for the future decreased 
from 14% in 2012 to 11% in 2015.

In 2012 the environment ranked higher as a future priority than 
unemployment and personal finances/cost of living and was on par with 
social issues and planning and development. However, in 2015 these 
issues were mentioned by more respondents than the environment.

Climate change was mentioned more as a future priority for 
the NSW Government (4%) than as a current priority (1%).

Figure 4  Two most important issues for the NSW Government’s attention in 10 years’ time (2015)
Base: Half sample; 2015 = 999.
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3  In 2015, this question was asked of half the sample (n = 1000), with the survey 
program randomly selecting every second respondent to be asked the question. 
While this approach has the benefit of reduced survey burden for respondents, it 
should be noted that the resultant sample for this question is half of all respondents. 
As selection was randomised, the impact of the reduced number of responses to this 
question is expected to be minimal; however, this methodological change should be 
considered when comparing time series data (such as that shown in Figure 5).
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Figure 5 shows how community priorities for the NSW Government 
in 10 years’ time have changed over the years. References to the 
environment have declined steadily from 25% in 2006 to 11% in 2015. 
While transport is still the most commonly mentioned issue (24%), it has 
also decreased in mentions since 2012 (from 31%) though this variation 
was not significant. Education has seen a gradual decrease in mentions 
since its peak in 2003 (33%, decreasing to 15% in 2015). The only issue 
which recorded an increase in mentions in 2015 was unemployment, 
up from 7% in 2012 to 12% in 2015.

Those who could not provide a response for the most important issues 
for attention by the NSW Government in 10 years’ time (were not sure) 
increased substantially from 7% in 2012 to 19% in 2015.

Figure 5 Two most important issues for the NSW Government’s attention in 10 years’ time (time series)
Note: This question was asked of every second respondent. In previous waves of the survey, however, this question 
was administered to all respondents.

Base: Half sample; 1997 = 1129; 2000 = 1102; 2003 = 1421; 2006 = 1724; 2009 = 2003; 2012 = 2006; 2015 = 999.
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As shown in Figure 6, the significant decrease in mentions of the 
environment as a priority for the future (from 14% in 2012 to 11% in 2015) 
can be attributed to fewer mentions of water supply, conservation and 
drought (from 2% in 2012 to 1% in 2015) as well as a decrease in other 
environmental issues (from 6% in 2012 to 4% in 2015). As was the case 
in 2012, renewable energy was mentioned by 2% of respondents and 
climate change was mentioned by 4% in 2015.

Figure 6  Two most important issues for the NSW Government’s attention in 
10 years’ time – environmental issues (time series)
Note: This question was asked of every second respondent. In previous 
waves of the survey, however, this question was administered to 
all respondents.

Base: Half sample; 1997 = 1129; 2000 = 1102; 2003 = 1421; 2006 = 1724; 2009 
= 2003; 2012 = 2006; 2015 = 999.
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Differences in views: future priorities
Analysis of significant differences within sub-groups showed:

• Respondents in the following regions were most likely to mention 
environmental issues as a future priority for the NSW Government: 
the Mid North Coast (34%), Central Coast (28%), Northern Rivers 
(21%) and Northern Sydney (20%). Those least likely to mention 
environmental issues were from Western Sydney (5%) and 
the Hunter (5%).

• Younger respondents aged 15–19 years (21%) and 20–24 years (26%) 
were more likely than others to mention the environment as a future 
priority, while mentions were less frequent amongst those aged 
35–44 years (4%) and 75 years and over (6%).

• Those born in Europe, the US, Canada or New Zealand were most 
likely to mention environmental issues (16%), particularly when 
compared to those from Asia, the Middle East or Africa (5%).

• Those who spoke a language other than English at home were 
about half as likely to mention the environment (6%) as those 
who only spoke English (12%).

• As was the case when asked about current issues, those who 
expressed the greatest levels of concern about environmental 
problems (i.e. said they were concerned ‘a great deal’) were 
more likely to nominate environmental issues amongst the 
top two priorities for the NSW Government’s attention in 
10 years’ time (20%). Amongst this sub-group, education 
was equally important (21%).

Further, the proportion of respondents who could not nominate 
any issue for attention (were not sure) was highest amongst the 
following sub-groups:

• younger respondents (27% of those aged 15–29 years)

• those with lower levels of education (27% of those who 
had not completed secondary school)

• respondents born in Asian, Middle Eastern and 
African countries (29%)

• those with an annual household income of under $30,000 (28%)

• those who expressed the lowest levels of concern about 
environmental problems (24% of those ‘not at all’ concerned).
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Comparison of current and future priorities
Figure 7 shows a comparison of community priorities for the NSW 
Government now and in 10 years’ time. The general pattern in both sets 
of responses is similar, with the top four issues and bottom two issues 
retaining their ranking.4

There were slightly more mentions of environmental issues as a future 
priority than a current priority for the attention of the NSW Government 
(11% compared to 9%). This difference, however, was much less 
pronounced than that seen in all previous waves of the survey.
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Figure 7  Two most important issues for the NSW Government’s attention – now and in 10 years’ time (2015)
Note: This question was asked of every second respondent. In previous waves of the survey, however, this 
question was administered to all respondents.

Base: Current issue total sample, 2015 = 2000; future issue half sample, 2015 = 999.

4  Only half of the sample were asked about future issues and care should therefore be 
taken when comparing the two sets of results.
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In general, a greater proportion of community members were able to 
nominate an issue for attention now compared to anticipated issues in 
10 years’ time. Issues for the future were also more evenly distributed 
across categories compared to issues for now.

Further information regarding the environment and what this means 
to individuals in specific parts of NSW was obtained via the qualitative 
research and can be found in Section 5.1, General thoughts about 
the environment.

2.2  Most important environmental issues 
in NSW today

Survey question: Now thinking about the environment. In your 
view, what would you say is the single/second most important 
environmental issue in NSW today? [Unprompted]

When asked to nominate the two most important environmental issues 
in NSW today, the 2015 results show that the views were wide-ranging. 
As shown in Figure 8, responses were distributed quite evenly across a 
number of issues, similar to the 2012 survey results. The most common 
environmental issues mentioned were:

• mining (19%)

• forests/biodiversity (14%)

• climate change (14%)

• energy (13%)

• air pollution/quality (13%)

• water pollution/quality (12%)

• waste (11%).

Further detail on the nature of responses given for each of the issues 
is presented in Table C1 in Appendix C.

Overall, these issues remained fairly consistent with the results of the 
2012 Who Cares? survey, with most increasing by only up to three 
percentage points. The exceptions were a decline in mentions of water 
conservation/management/supply and drought (9%, down from 18% 
in 2012), air pollution/quality (13%, down from 17% in 2012) and waste 
(11%, down from 14% in 2012). For each of these the decrease appears 
to be due to a reduction in mentions of a range of issues within these 
categories, rather than any one issue in particular. However, the 
significant increase in mentions of water pollution/quality (12%, up from 
9% in 2012) was largely due to an increase in mentions of the pollution 
of waterways, creeks and rivers as an issue (see Table C1 on page 117).

Views on the two most 
important environmental 
issues in NSW today 
were wide-ranging in 
2015. Issues related to 
energy resources and 
generation in NSW 
was a dominant theme, 
with over half of the 
respondents nominating 
mining, energy, 
climate change or air 
pollution issues.
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While climate change and energy have been separated out for reporting 
purposes, the two are closely related concepts. Therefore, additional 
analysis is presented on the combined mentions of climate change 
and energy for 2015 and compared to previous Who Cares? surveys. 
In 2015, 26% of respondents mentioned energy and climate change, 
making this area the most commonly mentioned. Overall, despite this 
figure representing a slight increase since the previous survey wave 
(from 23% in 2012), mentions of energy and climate change have 
decreased from a peak of 39% in the 2009 survey.

Prior to 2012, there was greater disparity in the importance of particular 
issues at certain points in time. For example, water pollution/quality was 
foremost in the minds of respondents in 1997 and steadily decreased in 
importance up to 2006, at which point it plateaued. At that time, water 
conservation/management/supply and drought was the most important 
issue for respondents, though this issue has steadily decreased in 
importance since the drought has receded.

The proportion of respondents who were unable to name any important 
environmental issues in NSW has steadily increased since 2003 
(to a peak of 19% in 2015). It is unclear what factors have led to this; 
however, the proportion of respondents who could not nominate any 
important environmental issues in 2015 (were not sure) was highest 
amongst the following sub-groups:

• younger respondents (23% of those aged 15–29 years)

• those with lower levels of education (23% of those who 
had not completed secondary school)

• respondents born in Asian, Middle Eastern and 
African countries (33%)

• those with an annual household income of under $30,000 (23%)

• those who disagreed with the statement that nature and 
biodiversity are important for their personal recreation, 
relaxation and spiritual renewal (25%).

Figure 8 breaks down the results to show the proportion of respondents 
who mentioned an issue as most important and second most important. 
These two figures sum to equal the total mentions of the two most 
important environmental issues in NSW today.

Regional differences in views: the most important environmental issue
There was significant regional variability in the environmental issues 
in NSW that were top of mind for people. This variability was observed 
between residents of Sydney and the rest of NSW, and across the 
14 regions surveyed.

Overall, residents of Sydney were significantly more likely to mention 
air pollution/air quality (17% vs 8%) and development and planning (9% 
vs 5%). Respondents living in the rest of NSW more often mentioned 
mining (25% vs 14%), forests/bushland/biodiversity issues (17% vs 13%) 
and water conservation/management/supply and drought (13% vs 7%).

Almost one in five 
people could not 
nominate any important 
environmental issues in 
NSW; this has increased 
steadily over time from a 
low in 2003.
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More specifically, these environmental issues were more likely to be cited 
in the following regions:

• mining – Northern Rivers (44%), Hunter (32%), New England/North 
West/Orana/Far West (28%), Mid North Coast (24%), South East/
Southern Highlands and Tablelands/Central West (24%)

• forests/biodiversity – Northern Rivers (23%), South East/
Southern Highlands and Tablelands/Central West (23%), 
Mid North Coast (19%), Hunter (18%)

• climate change – Northern Sydney (21%), Eastern Sydney/
Inner West (19%), Northern Beaches (18%), Illawarra (18%)

• energy – Northern Beaches (25%), Central Coast (22%), 
Illawarra (21%), Northern Sydney (19%)

• air pollution/quality – Southern Sydney (21%), South West 
Sydney (19%), Western Sydney (18%)

• water pollution/quality – Central Coast (19%), Illawarra (17%)

• waste – Riverina/Murray–Lower Darling (18%), Southern Sydney 
(16%), South West Sydney (15%), Central Coast (15%)

• water management – New England/North West/Orana/Far West 
(29%), Riverina/Murray–Lower Darling (22%), Mid North Coast (13%), 
South East/Southern Highlands and Tablelands/Central West (12%)

• don’t know – South West Sydney (26%), Western Sydney (24%).

Further information regarding the perceived issues and priorities for the 
future, and the reasons behind these, were identified in the qualitative 
research. Discussion of these results is provided in Section 5.2, 
Environmental issues and priorities.

2.3  Environmental priorities for the 
NSW Government

Survey question: What would you say is the single most important 
thing that the NSW Government could do to protect and look after 
the environment over the next few years? [Unprompted]

When asked to nominate the most important thing the NSW 
Government could do to look after the environment over the next few 
years, energy and climate change initiatives was the most common 
suggestion, mentioned by one in six people (17%). This has increased 
significantly from 8% in 2012, primarily due to an increase in references 
to promoting and investing in renewable energy and climate change 
mitigation. Other common responses, mentioned by around one in 10 
people, were government strategies (10%) and protecting vegetation/
biodiversity (9%). Further detail on the nature of responses given within 
each of the initiative categories is presented in Table C2 in Appendix C.

Views on the most 
important environmental 
issues in NSW today 
varied across the state.
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As shown in Figure 9, the increase in references to energy and climate 
change is coupled with a decrease in mentions across many other areas 
compared to the 2012 survey results. The greatest significant decreases 
include mentions of mining (5%, down from 9% in 2012), vegetation/
biodiversity (9%, down from 12%) and regulation (5%, down from 8%). 
There was a significant increase in those who could not nominate an 
initiative (16%, up from 10% in 2012).

Other responses to significantly increase in mentions in 2015 were less 
pollution in general (from <0.5% to 4%), suggestions for conservation in 
general (from <0.5% to 3%) and that the government should put more 
money into research/environmental issues (from 2% to 4%).

Differences in views on environmental priorities
Analysis of significant differences within sub-groups showed:

• Males were more likely than females to mention energy and climate 
change (19% vs 14%) and regulation (7% vs 4%).

• References to energy and climate change were mentioned 
significantly more by those living in Eastern Sydney/Inner 
West (25%), and significantly less by those living in Northern 
Beaches (10%), South West Sydney (10%) and Riverina/
Murray–Lower Darling (11%).

• Those aged 25–34 years were more likely than others to mention 
energy and climate change (22%).

• Those with a trade or technical qualification and those who had not 
completed secondary school were significantly less likely to mention 
energy and climate change (both 13%), while those who had obtained 
a diploma or degree were more likely to mention this area (23%).

• Around one in five (21%) of those with a moderate household income 
(between $50,000 and $150,000 per annum) mentioned energy and 
climate change, compared to 12% of those with a lower household 
income (less than $30,000).

In the qualitative research, respondents were asked more broadly 
about responsibility for addressing different environmental issues. 
The discussion of these findings is presented in Section 5.3, 
Environmental priorities and responsibilities.

Views on what the 
NSW Government 
should do to protect the 
environment in NSW 
over the next few years 
were wide-ranging, 
with energy and climate 
change initiatives 
the most common 
suggestion. Almost one 
in five people could not 
provide a suggestion. 
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2.4 Concern about environmental problems
Level of concern
Survey questions: In general, are you concerned about 
environmental problems? Would you say you are concerned 
a great deal, a fair amount, or a little?

Results from the two questions above were merged to provide a scale 
of concern ranging from ‘not at all’ to ‘very concerned’.

As shown in Figure 10, three-quarters of respondents were concerned 
to some extent (‘a great deal’, ‘a fair amount’, or ‘a little’) about 
environmental problems (73%, up from 71% in 2012), while one-quarter 
were ‘not at all’ concerned (26%, down from 28% in 2012). These figures 
show marginal changes since 2012 that were not statistically significant. 
When asked about their degree of concern, however, 2015 results show 
a statistically significant increase in the proportion who were concerned 
‘a great deal’ (27%) when compared to 2012 (23%). However, this level 
of concern remains lower than when the question was first asked in this 
format in 2006 (34% were concerned ‘a great deal’).

Figure 10 Level of concern about environmental problems (time series)
Note: Comparable data on this question is only available from 2006 as surveys prior to this used a different 
response format.

Base: Total sample; 2006 = 1724; 2009 = 2003; 2012 = 2006; 2015 = 2000.
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Differences in level of concern
Analysis of significant differences within sub-groups showed:

• ‘A great deal’ of concern was most commonly expressed by 
residents of Northern Beaches (49%), Northern Sydney (33%), 
and Eastern Sydney/Inner West (31%).

• ‘No concern’ was most commonly shown by those residing in 
Riverina/Murray–Lower Darling (39%), South West Sydney (33%), 
Southern Sydney (32%), South East/Southern Highlands and 
Tablelands/Central West (30%).

• There was a clear split in the level of concern shown by different 
age groups. ‘A great deal’ of concern was shown more often by 
middle-aged respondents (from 31–35% of those aged 35–64 years), 
while fewer of the younger respondents (13–21% of those aged 
15–34 years) showed similar levels of concern.

• ‘A great deal’ of concern was more common amongst those who hold 
a diploma or degree (33%) compared to other respondents.

• A smaller proportion of respondents born in Australia were 
concerned ‘a great deal’ (25%) compared to those born in Europe, 
the US, Canada or New Zealand (34%).

• Compared to other respondents, retirees and pensioners were 
more likely to indicate that they were ‘not at all’ concerned about 
the environment (30%).

• Households with low annual household incomes (less than $30,000) 
were more likely to be concerned ‘a great deal’ (36%) about 
environmental problems.

• Those who said they were concerned ‘a great deal’ were more 
likely to nominate mining, energy and climate change as the most 
important environmental issues in NSW today. Respondents who 
said they were ‘not at all’ concerned were more likely to say they 
‘don’t know’ what the most important environmental issue is 
in NSW today.

Nearly three-quarters 
of people said that they 
are concerned about 
environmental problems 
to some degree. 
This has remained fairly 
stable since 2009, 
while degree of concern 
has increased slightly 
since 2012. There were 
significant differences 
in levels of concern 
with subgroups.
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Reasons for concern
Survey questions: Would you say you are concerned a great deal, a 
fair amount, a little, or not at all about the effect of environmental 
problems on the following? [Six factors, in random order]; And overall, 
which one of those are you most concerned about regarding the 
effects of environmental problems?

As seen in Figure 11, the greatest concern about environmental problems 
was felt for future generations, with three in four people (73%) 
concerned ‘a great deal’. A relatively strong level of concern was also 
felt for nature (plants, animals and ecosystems), with more than half of 
respondents (61%) feeling concerned ‘a great deal’.

The area of least concern for respondents was the impact environmental 
problems could have on their financial situation, with only one in four 
feeling ‘a great deal’ of concern for this attribute (23%). Around two 
in five people felt ‘a great deal’ of concern about the effects on their 
quality of life, health (both 39%) and the economy (37%).

Figure 11 Reasons for concern about environmental problems (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Percentage of respondents concerned about environmental problems

73 23 3

6

717

3061

39 36

39 33 19 9

37

23 30 29 16

71837

A great deal A fair amount A little Not at all Don’t know

Figure 12  Most important reason for concern about environmental problems (2015)
Base: Respondents concerned about environmental problems; 2015 = 1476.
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The most common 
reason for concern 
about environmental 
problems was the effect 
on future generations. 
This is consistent 
with the findings 
from previous Who 
Cares? surveys.
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When asked to nominate which of the effects was of the most concern 
to them (see Figure 12), the impact on future generations was by far 
the most common response (51%), followed by nature (plants, animals, 
ecosystems) (19%) and health (12%). Fewer than one in 10 nominated 
quality of life (9%), the economy (5%) or their financial situation (3%) 
as the area of greatest concern.

Figure 13  Reasons for concern about environmental problems (historical comparison)
Note: Caution should be exercised when comparing historical results due to changes in question 
response structure.

Base: Respondents concerned about environmental problems; 2006 = 1514;  
2009 = 1554, 2012 = 1444.
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Differences in reasons for concern
Analysis of significant differences within sub-groups showed:

• Females were more likely to nominate their health as the area 
of most concern (14%, compared to 10% of males).

• Older respondents (aged 65–74) were more likely overall to nominate 
future generations (59%) as the area of most concern. This was least 
common among 20–24-year-olds (34%), who were more likely to 
mention their quality of life (27%).

• Respondents who were concerned about the environment ‘a great 
deal’ were significantly more likely to nominate nature (plants, 
animals and ecosystems) as the area of most concern (25%) and least 
likely to nominate the economy (2%) or their quality of life (6%).
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While results from previous waves are not directly comparable due to 
a change of format and question wording, it is nevertheless apparent 
that concern for future generations, followed by nature (plants, animals, 
ecosystems), were the top two concerns in the two previous waves as 
shown in Figure 13, as was the case in 2015.

The apparent concern for future generations was explored in more detail 
in the qualitative research in Section 5.2.

Reasons for lack of concern
Survey question: For what particular reasons would you say you are 
not concerned about environmental problems? [Unprompted]

Among the respondents who said they are not concerned about 
environmental problems, the most common reason given for their lack 
of concern was that the condition of the natural environment is good or 
already well managed (mentioned by 26% of respondents). As shown in 
Figure 14, other common reasons given for their lack of concern about 
environmental problems were that it is a low priority compared to other 
issues (21%), they feel the problem is not as bad as they say (14%) or it 
has no impact on them personally (13%).

There has been an increase since 2012 in the proportion of respondents 
giving the following reasons: condition of the natural environment 
is good or already well managed (26%, from 18% in 2012); it is a low 
priority compared to other issues (21% in 2015, from 15% in 2012); and it 
has no impact on them personally (13%, from 7% in 2012).

These increases were somewhat offset by a significant decrease in 
the proportion of respondents who felt that the problem is not as 
bad as they say (14%, from 21% in 2012).

Differences in reasons for lack of concern
Analysis of significant differences within sub-groups showed:

• The proportion of respondents who said the reason for their lack 
of concern was that the condition of the natural environment is good 
in their area was higher amongst residents of New England/North 
West/Orana/Far West (40%), Eastern Sydney/Inner West (37%) 
and Mid North Coast (37%).

• Those whose highest level of education was completing secondary 
school were more likely to feel that the environment was a low 
priority compared to other issues (28%).

• Retirees were more likely to say that the problem is not as bad as 
they say (24%), whereas students were far more likely to feel that 
the condition of the natural environment is good in their area (39%).

• Respondents from high-income households ($150,000 or more per 
annum) were more likely to feel that the environment is a low priority 
compared to other issues (30%), and that it has no impact on them 
personally (20%).

These results were reinforced by the qualitative research, and are 
discussed in more detail in Section 5.3.

For the one in four 
people who were 
not at all concerned 
about environmental 
problems, their lack 
of concern was most 
commonly associated 
with a positive view 
of the condition of the 
environment or the 
environment being a 
low priority.
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Figure 14  Reasons for lack of concern about environmental problems (time series)
Base: Respondents not concerned about environmental issues; 2006 = 213; 2009 = 448; 2012 = 552; 2015 = 507.
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3.  Survey findings: 
knowledge 
and views

This chapter explores the knowledge 
and views of the people of NSW 
about a range of contemporary 
environmental issues.

It presents survey findings on the 
community’s views about the condition 
of the natural environment in NSW. 
It also presents findings on people’s 
satisfaction with their local environment, 
specifically in terms of access to green 
space such as parks, forests and natural 
areas, air quality, water quality of rivers 
and lakes, cleanliness of beaches and 
oceans, and the management of litter. 
It looks at how these views vary across 
the state and among different people.

It also explores people’s views 
and knowledge about biodiversity, 
threatened species and national parks in 
NSW. This includes levels of awareness 
and understanding of biodiversity and 
threatened species, and views about the 
importance and maintenance of national 
parks in NSW and the regulations for 
national park visitors.

Views about climate change impacts 
in NSW are also explored. The chapter 
presents survey findings on whether 
people think the frequency of extreme 
weather and other events in NSW has 
changed over the past decade, and 
whether they attribute this to climate 
change. It also looks at people’s 
perception of personal risk, in terms 
of their level of concern about these 
events affecting them or their family 
in the foreseeable future.

Finally, it explores general attitudes 
to environmental regulation in NSW, 
and views about the suitability of 
environmental regulations for six 
industry sectors.

This chapter presents survey 
findings on the community’s 
knowledge and views 
about the condition of the 
environment, regulation, 
biodiversity, threatened 
species, national parks and 
climate change.
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3.1 Views on the condition of the environment
Condition of the natural environment in NSW
Survey question: How would you rate the condition of the natural 
environment in NSW today?

As shown in Figure 15, views on the condition of the natural environment 
in NSW generally positive, with 62% rating it as ‘good’ or ‘very good’, 
and 12% rating it as ‘poor’ or ‘very poor’. Nearly one-quarter (23%) gave 
a neutral response. Figure 16 shows the results rating by the location of 
the respondents.

Differences in views on the condition of the natural environment
Multivariate analysis indicated that, after accounting for differences in 
respondent characteristics, the proportion of respondents who rated 
the condition of the natural environment as ‘good’ or ‘very good’ 
was significantly:

• lower for respondents in the Hunter region

• higher for respondents aged between 20 and 24 years, and lower 
for respondents aged 55 years and over

• higher for those who did not list the environment as a top priority 
for the NSW Government

• lower for respondents who were ‘dissatisfied’ or ‘very dissatisfied’ 
with water quality and the cleanliness of beaches in their local area.

Figure 15 Perceived condition of the natural environment in NSW today (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.

Very good Good

Neither good 
nor poor

Poor

Very poor Don’t know
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Figure 16  Perceived condition of the natural environment in NSW today – by region (2015)
Note: Regional results should be interpreted with caution due to the smaller sample sizes across some regions 
and the resultant relative standard error of greater than 50% for some estimates.

Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Satisfaction with aspects of the local environment
Survey question: How satisfied or dissatisfied are you 
with the following aspects of your local environment? 
[Five aspects, in random order]

When asked about five aspects of their local environment, the majority 
of people were ‘satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’ with each of the aspects, 
as shown in Figure 17.

Access to green spaces was the aspect that most people felt 
satisfied with in their local environment, with almost nine out of 10 
giving a ‘satisfied’ (55%) or ‘very satisfied’ (32%) rating.

Although more than two-thirds of respondents were satisfied with water 
quality in rivers/lakes (68%) and the management of litter (70%), these 
received the lowest satisfaction ratings of the attributes tested, with 28% 
and 26% respectively reporting dissatisfaction with these aspects.

Figure 18 (Sydney regions) and Figure 19 (regions in the rest of NSW) 
show the level of satisfaction and dissatisfaction recorded for each 
of the five environmental aspects by the region of respondents.

Figure 17 Level of satisfaction with aspects of the local environment (2015)
Base: ‘Not applicable’ responses have been excluded from analysis; 2015 = 1701–1994.
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The majority of people 
in NSW said they are 
satisfied with their local 
environment, in terms 
of access to green 
space, air quality, the 
cleanliness of beaches 
and oceans, the 
management of litter 
and the water quality 
of rivers and lakes. 
Levels of satisfaction of 
respondents differed 
across the regions.
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Figure 18  Level of satisfaction with aspects of the local environment – Sydney regions (2015)
Note: Regional results should be interpreted with caution due to the smaller sample sizes across some regions 
and the resultant relative standard error of greater than 50% for some estimates. Respondents interpreted what 
constituted their local environment, and therefore responses are only indicative of region of residence.

Base: ‘Not applicable’ responses have been excluded from analysis; 2015 = 1701–1994.
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Figure 19  Level of satisfaction with aspects of the local environment – rest of NSW (2015)
Note: Regional results should be interpreted with caution due to the smaller sample sizes across some regions 
and the resultant relative standard error of greater than 50% for some estimates. Respondents interpreted 
what constituted their local environment, and therefore responses are only indicative of region of residence.

Base: ‘Not applicable’ responses have been excluded from analysis; 2015 = 1701–1994.
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Differences in satisfaction with the local environment
Multivariate analysis showed that, after accounting for differences 
in respondent characteristics, the following variables impacted upon 
satisfaction ratings of the local environment.

The likelihood of being satisfied with air quality in the local area 
was significantly:

• lower for respondents in several regions – Hunter, Eastern/
InnerWest, Northern, South West and Western Sydney

• higher for respondents in the South East/Southern Highlands/
Central West regions

• lower for males

• lower for respondents aged between 35 and 54 years

• lower for respondents with a trade or technical qualification

• higher for respondents with a diploma/degree

• lower for respondents who thought that the condition of the natural 
environment was ‘poor’ or ‘very poor’.

The likelihood of being satisfied with water quality in rivers and lakes 
in the local area was significantly:

• lower for respondents in several regions – Eastern Sydney/Inner 
West, South West Sydney and New England/North West/Orana/
Far West

• higher for respondents in the Northern Beaches and South East/
Southern Highlands/Central West regions

• lower for those aged 35–44 years, and significantly higher for 
those aged 75 years and over

• lower for respondents with a moderate household income

• higher for those who do not believe in climate change

• lower for respondents who thought that the condition 
of the natural environment was ‘poor’ or ‘very poor’.

The likelihood of being satisfied with the management of litter 
in the local area was significantly:

• higher for respondents in the Northern Beaches region and 
significantly lower for those in the South West Sydney and 
Western Sydney regions

• lower for respondents with a trade or technical qualification

• higher for respondents who rarely or never visit national parks

• lower for respondents who thought that the condition of the natural 
environment was ‘poor’ or ‘very poor’.
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3.2 Views on environmental regulations
General views on environmental regulation in NSW
Survey question: Would you strongly agree, agree, disagree, or 
strongly disagree with the following statements about environmental 
regulation in NSW …? [Three statements, in random order]

As shown in Figure 20, the vast majority of respondents (90%) agreed 
that the aim of environmental regulation should be to improve, rather 
than merely maintain the health of the environment.

Lower levels of agreement were recorded for the other statements: 
35% agreed and 51% disagreed that environmental regulation 
is restricting the growth of the NSW economy; and 30% agreed 
and 60% disagreed that a lower level of environmental regulation 
is required in NSW.

Figure 20 Views on environmental regulation in NSW (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Differences in general views on environmental regulation
Multivariate analysis showed that, after accounting for other 
characteristics, the likelihood of agreeing that environmental regulation 
is restricting the growth of the NSW economy was significantly:

• lower for respondents with a diploma/degree

• higher for those who do not believe in climate change.

Similarly, the likelihood of agreeing that a lower level of environmental 
regulation is required in NSW was significantly:

• lower for respondents with a diploma/degree

• higher for those who do not believe in climate change

• higher for males

• lower for respondents with a higher household income

• higher for respondents who rarely or never visit national parks.

While the majority of 
people support the 
current environmental 
regulatory settings in 
NSW, a large minority 
do not: 30% agreed 
that a lower level 
of environmental 
regulation is required in 
NSW and 35% agreed 
that environmental 
regulation is restricting 
the growth of the 
NSW economy. 
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Figure 21 Views on the environmental regulations governing industry (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Views on environmental regulations for industry sectors
Survey question: Would you say environmental regulations 
for <industry sector> are much too strict, a bit too strict, about right, 
a bit too lax or much too lax? [Six industry sectors, in random order]

As shown in Figure 21, overall there was no particular industry group 
for which the majority of the population felt the relevant environmental 
regulations were ‘about right’. However, for three of the six sectors 
included in the survey, farming and agriculture (42%), manufacturing 
(40%), and forestry (40%), the most commonly held view was that the 
environmental regulations for these sectors were about right.

For the remaining three sectors, the most commonly held view was that 
environmental regulations were too lax (‘much too lax’ or ‘a bit too lax’). 
The proportion of respondents who thought the regulations governing 
the sector were about right was around one-third for property 
development and construction (34%) and nearly one in four respondents 
for mining in general (23%) and one in five respondents for coal seam 
gas specifically (19%).

The proportion of ‘don’t know’ responses for this question was relatively 
high (around 20% for all industry sectors except property development 
and construction). This is consistent with the results from previous waves 
(refer to Figure 22).

Figure 22 shows that, from 2012 to 2015, two of the six industries, 
property development and construction and manufacturing, showed 
decreases in the proportion who thought the environmental regulations 
were too lax and corresponding increases in the proportion who thought 
they were about right. The remaining three industries where historical 
data is available showed no statistically significant changes since 
the 2012 survey.

Support for a lower 
level of environmental 
regulation was higher 
when it was considered 
in general terms 
(see Figure 20), than 
in relation to specific 
industry sectors 
(see Figure 21). 
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As shown in Figure 22, the following changes have been observed:

• Views on the environmental regulations for the manufacturing 
industry have changed the most dramatically over time, with the 
proportion saying they are too lax more than halving over the 
17 years since the question was first asked (from 56% in 1997 
to 25% in 2015). Those who believe the manufacturing regulations 
are about right have doubled during this time (from 20% in 1997 
to 40% in 2015).

• Views on the environmental regulations for the forestry industry 
have also changed over time with 27% reporting these were 
too lax in 2015 compared to 42% in 1997. This shift in perception 
largely occurred between 2006 and 2012, and remains unchanged 
between 2012 and 2015.

• Over time, there have also been changes in attitudes towards 
the environmental regulations governing farming and agriculture, 
with the proportion of respondents viewing these regulations 
as about right increasing from 32% in 1997 to 42% in 2015. 
Correspondingly, those who felt the relevant environmental 
regulations were too lax decreased from 26% to 17% over the 
same period of time. No significant change in views occurred 
between 2012 and 2015.

• Views on the environmental regulations for the mining industry 
have shifted back and forth over time, but there was no real change 
between 2012 and 2015. The proportion saying these regulations 
are too lax has always exceeded (by double in some years) 
the proportion who say they are about right or too strict.
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Figure 22 Views on the environmental regulations governing industry (time series)
Base: Total sample; 1997 = 1129; 2000 = 1102; 2003 = 1421; 2006 = 1724; 2009 = 2003; 2012 = 2006; 2015 = 2000.
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Differences in views about environmental regulations for 
industry sectors
Analysis of significant differences within sub-groups showed:

• For the farming, manufacturing and forestry industries, males were 
more likely than females to view current environmental regulations 
as about right (responses were consistently around 10 percentage 
points higher for males at 45–47% for these industries). Females 
were more likely to respond by saying they ‘don’t know’ whether the 
environmental regulations were too strict or too lax (25–30% for these 
industries). For mining, coal seam gas and the property development 
industries, responses were similar between males and females.

• Across all industry sectors except mining and coal seam gas, 
respondents from the rest of NSW were more likely than those 
from Sydney to believe that environmental regulations were 
too strict. For mining and coal seam gas, however, those residing 
in the rest of NSW more often thought the regulations were 
too lax (55% and 60% respectively) when compared to residents 
of Sydney (48% and 52% respectively).

• As the environmental regulation question is pertinent to specific 
regions and the industries that may exist there, the charts below 
highlight the regions recording major differences compared 
to the statewide findings for each industry, with statistically 
significant differences marked with an asterisk.

Views on the strictness 
of environmental 
regulations for these 
industry sectors have 
changed over time. 
Views about the 
manufacturing and 
forestry sectors have 
changed the most 
over time, with an 
increase in views that 
the environmental 
regulation is about right 
and a decrease in views 
that it is too lax.
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Farming and agriculture
Figure 23 presents the views of respondents regarding the 
environmental regulations for farming and agriculture by regions of 
Sydney and the rest of NSW. These results show that residents from 
the following regions were more likely than others to indicate that the 
environmental regulations for farming and agriculture were too strict: 
New England/North West/Orana/Far West, Northern Rivers, South 
East/Southern Highlands and Tablelands/Central West, Riverina/
Murray-Lower Darling, and South West Sydney

However, the Northern Rivers residents differed from those residing in 
other regions in that their views were more polarised with significantly 
higher proportions saying the environmental regulations are too 
lax and too strict, and a significantly lower proportion saying they 
are about right.

Figure 23  Views on environmental regulations for the farming and agriculture industry – by region (2015)
Note: *denotes that the result was significantly higher when compared to the other regions. Regional results should 
be interpreted with caution due to the smaller sample sizes across some regions and the resultant relative standard 
error of greater than 50% for some estimates.

Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Manufacturing
When considering the environmental regulations for the manufacturing 
industry, Figure 24 shows that respondents from the Northern Rivers, 
South West Sydney, and the Hunter were more likely than others to view 
these as too strict, while respondents from Eastern Sydney/Inner West, 
Northern Sydney, and Illawarra were more likely than others to say they 
are too lax.

Those from Riverina/Murray-Lower Darling, South East/Southern 
Highlands and Tablelands/Central West, Southern Sydney and Western 
Sydney were more likely than others to state that the environmental 
regulations for manufacturing are about right.

Figure 24  Views on environmental regulations for the manufacturing industry – by region (2015)
Note: * denotes that the result was significantly higher when compared to the other regions. Regional results 
should be interpreted with caution due to the smaller sample sizes across some regions and the resultant relative 
standard error of greater than 50% for some estimates.

Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Forestry
While respondents from New England/North West/Orana/Far West and 
Riverina/Murray-Lower Darling were more likely than others to view the 
environmental regulations for the forestry industry as too strict, those 
from the Mid North Coast and South West Sydney were more likely than 
others to say they are too lax. The views of Northern Rivers residents 
were more evenly dispersed across about right, too strict, too lax and 
don’t know (Figure 25). 

Those from South East/Southern Highlands and Tablelands/Central 
West, Central Coast and Southern Sydney were more likely than others 
to say the regulations are about right.

Figure 25  Views on environmental regulations for the forestry industry – by region (2015)
Note: * denotes that the result was significantly higher when compared to the other regions. Regional results 
should be interpreted with caution due to the smaller sample sizes across some regions and the resultant relative 
standard error of greater than 50% for some estimates.

Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Property development and construction
Figure 26 shows that while Northern Sydney, Eastern Sydney/Inner West, 
Central Coast and Illawarra respondents were more likely to view the 
environmental regulations for property development and construction as 
too lax, those from the following locations were more likely than others to 
view them as too strict: Northern Rivers, South West Sydney, New England/
North West/Orana/Far West, South East/Southern Highlands and 
Tablelands/Central West, and Riverina/Murray–Lower Darling.

Figure 26  Views on environmental regulations for the property development and construction industry – 
by region (2015)
Note: * denotes that the result was significantly higher when compared to the other regions. Regional results 
should be interpreted with caution due to the smaller sample sizes across some regions and the resultant relative 
standard error of greater than 50% for some estimates.

Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Mining
Views on the environmental regulations for the mining industry generally 
were fairly uniform amongst residents of each region, although residents 
of South West Sydney and Riverina/Murray–Lower Darling were more 
likely than other residents to indicate these were too strict (Figure 27).

Further, the Northern Rivers, Mid North Coast, Illawarra and the Hunter 
showed significantly higher proportions of residents who viewed the 
environmental regulations for the mining industry as being too lax.

Figure 27  Views on environmental regulations for the mining industry – by region (2015)
Note: * denotes that the result was significantly higher when compared to the other regions. Regional results 
should be interpreted with caution due to the smaller sample sizes across some regions and the resultant relative 
standard error of greater than 50% for some estimates.

Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Coal seam gas
Views on the environmental regulations for the coal seam gas industry 
were similar to those observed for the mining industry across the 
regions. Overall, few thought the environmental regulations were 
too strict, though this proportion was highest amongst residents 
of South West Sydney, Central Coast, Mid North Coast and Riverina/
Murray–Lower Darling (Figure 28).

The regions recording higher proportions of respondents who thought 
that the environmental regulations for the coal seam gas industry were 
too lax included the Northern Rivers, Mid North Coast and the Hunter.

Figure 28  Views on environmental regulations for the coal seam gas industry – by region (2015)
Note: * denotes that the result was significantly higher when compared to the other regions. Regional results should 
be interpreted with caution due to the smaller sample sizes across some regions and the resultant relative standard 
error of greater than 50% for some estimates.

Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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3.3 Biodiversity and threatened species
Understanding of the term ‘biodiversity’
Survey questions: Are you familiar with the term ‘biodiversity’? 
Would you say … I’ve heard about it and I know what it means, 
I’ve heard about it but I’m not sure what it means, or I’ve never 
heard about it?; (For those who answered ‘I’ve heard about it and 
I know what it means’) Could you please tell me what biodiversity 
means? [Unprompted] 

When asked about their awareness of the term ‘biodiversity’, two in five 
respondents (40%) said they had heard of it and knew what it meant; 
however, slightly more (43%) said they had heard of the term but were 
not sure what it meant. Almost one in five respondents (17%) had not 
heard of it at all.

A sample of those who claimed to have heard of the term ‘biodiversity’ 
and to know what it means were then asked to define the term to 
explore the extent to which respondents were familiar with the term 
‘biodiversity’ and understood its meaning.5

Figure 29 shows the combined results of claimed knowledge with actual 
knowledge of the term to reflect overall awareness and understanding 
of the term, rather than solely self-reported knowledge. This additional 
analysis showed that nearly one-third of respondents (30%) had heard 
of ‘biodiversity’ and could provide at least a somewhat correct definition 
of the term, while 10% of those who had heard of the term and said they 
knew what it meant gave an incorrect definition.

Figure 29  Familiarity with, and understanding of, the term ‘biodiversity’ (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000; base for sample asked to define term 2015 = 284.
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5  Every third respondent who said they had heard of the term and knew what it meant 
was then asked to define ‘biodiversity’ (n = 284). Of this group, half (51%) gave the 
correct definition, one-quarter (25%) gave a partially correct or related definition, 
and the remaining quarter (24%) gave an incorrect definition of the term or said 
they were not able to provide a definition. Note that this was an open question with 
responses recorded as ‘correct’ if the definition encompassed the concept of the 
diversity/variety/range of plants animals/living things. Answers were considered 
‘partially correct’ if flora and fauna were mentioned along with the notion of 
interaction/balance/relationship between them, or if the concept of protection of the 
environment/sustaining life/keeping species alive was mentioned. The remainder of 
responses were deemed inaccurate or the respondent was classified as being unable 
to provide a definition at the time of the interview.

There was a high level 
of awareness of the 
term ‘biodiversity’, 
with a large majority of 
respondents saying that 
they had heard of the 
term. Understanding 
of the term was much 
lower, however, with 
just under a third of 
the respondents giving 
a correct or partially 
correct definition of 
the term.
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Understanding of the term ‘biodiversity’ was also tested (alongside 
other key terms such as ‘threatened species’ in the qualitative research). 
Further information regarding the interpretation of these key terms can 
be found in Section 5.1, General thoughts about the environment.

Attitudes towards nature and biodiversity
Survey question: Biodiversity refers to the range of different plants 
and animals, habitats and ecosystems that exist in nature. I’ll now 
read out a list of statements about why it might be important to 
protect nature and maintain biodiversity in NSW. Please tell me 
whether you strongly agree, agree, disagree or strongly disagree with 
each statement.

Figure 30 shows that there was a high level of support for the protection 
of nature and biodiversity, particularly for the benefit of future 
generations, for the ecosystem services it provides, for the existence 
value of nature itself, as demonstrated by the findings that:

• 97% agreed (70% strongly) that we have a responsibility to look after 
nature and biodiversity for future generations

• 95% agreed (55% strongly) that nature and biodiversity are essential 
to the production of clean air, water, medicines and food

• 94% agreed (54% strongly) that it is important to know that 
nature and biodiversity are looked after in NSW whether they 
visit these places or not.

Figure 30 Attitudes to biodiversity – agree/disagree statements (2015)
Note: ‘Neither agree nor disagree’ responses have been omitted from the chart above.

Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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This is consistent with findings of earlier questions where concern for 
future generations was highlighted as a major concern, followed by 
concerns for plants, animals and ecosystems (that is, nature itself).

Nature and biodiversity were viewed as important by most respondents, 
but to a lesser degree, for tackling climate change, and on a personal 
level with four out of five (82%) agreeing (38% strongly) that nature 
and biodiversity are important for their personal recreation, relaxation 
and spiritual renewal.

Further information regarding attitudes towards, and the importance 
of, biodiversity was obtained during the qualitative research and can 
be found in Section 5.4, Biodiversity.

Awareness of threatened species in NSW
Survey question: Now some questions about native plants and animals 
in NSW. As far as you know, would you say ... there <are/are no> native 
plant/animal species in NSW in serious decline and at risk of becoming 
extinct, or are you not sure?

Survey question: And over the last 10 years, as far as you know, has the 
number of native <plant/animal> species in serious decline and at risk 
of becoming extinct in NSW increased, stayed the same, decreased 
or are you not sure?

While the majority of respondents (61%) were aware that there are 
threatened animal species6 in NSW, around a third (35%) were not 
sure and a few (4%) thought there were no threatened animal species 
in NSW.

Of those who stated that they were aware, just over half (53%) thought 
the number of threatened animal species in NSW had increased over 
the last 10 years, while 27% said they were not sure if the numbers 
had changed. Further, 13% thought the number of threatened animal 
species in NSW had decreased and a further 7% thought this had 
stayed the same.

Nearly half of all respondents (46%) said they were aware that there are 
threatened plant species in NSW, while half (51%) were not sure and 3% 
thought there were no threatened plant species in NSW.

Of the respondents who were aware that there are threatened plant 
species in NSW, fewer than half (45%) thought that the number had 
increased over the last 10 years. Of the remainder, 11% thought the 
number of threatened plant species had decreased, while 7% thought it 
had stayed the same. A further 37% of those who said they were aware 
that there are threatened plant species in NSW were not sure if this 
number had increased or decreased.

6  The phrase ‘native animal and plant species in serious decline and at risk of 
becoming extinct’ was used in the question to describe ‘threatened animal 
and plant species’.

Figure 31 Awareness that 
there are threatened species 
in NSW (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Overall, findings indicate fairly moderate levels of general awareness 
of threatened species in NSW, with lower awareness of plant species 
compared to animal species. Approximately one in three respondents 
were aware that there are threatened animal species in NSW and that 
the number of threatened animal species has increased over the last 
10 years. The corresponding figure for plants was lower, at around 
one in five respondents.

Results of these questions are shown in Figures 31 and 32.

Differences in awareness of threatened species
Analysis of significant differences within sub-groups showed:

• Residents of the rest of NSW were more likely to be aware that 
there are threatened animal species in NSW (67%, compared to 
56% of Sydney residents) and were also more likely to be able to 
respond to the question, with just 29% saying they were ‘not sure’ 
compared to 39% amongst Sydney residents.

• Awareness that there are threatened animal species in NSW was 
lower among younger people aged 15–34 years (ranging from 
49–56% aware) compared to older people aged 45–74 years 
(around 70% were aware).

• Those with a trade or technical qualification recorded higher levels 
of awareness that there are threatened plant and animal species 
in NSW than others (70% were aware there are threatened animal 
species, while 51% were aware there are threatened plant species).

• Those born in Australia had higher levels of awareness that there 
are threatened plant and animal species in NSW than those born 
overseas. Similarly, those from households where a language other 
than English is spoken at home recorded lower levels of awareness 
of threatened plant and animal species (around 30–40%).

• Those who said they were concerned about environmental problems 
‘a great deal’ or ‘a fair amount’ recorded higher levels of awareness 
that there are threatened plant and animal species in NSW compared 
to those who had ‘a little’ or ‘no concern’ about environmental 
problems (generally higher by 10–20 percentage points).

Increased Stayed the same

Decreased Don’t know

Increased Stayed the same

Decreased Don’t know

45% 7%

11% 37%

53% 7%

13% 27%

Number of
threatened plant 
species in NSW

Number of
threatened animal

species in NSW

Figure 32 Awareness of 
the change in the number 
of threatened plant and 
animal species in NSW over 
the last 10 years
Base: Respondents who said that 
there are native plant/animal 
species in NSW in serious decline 
and at risk of becoming extinct; 
for plant species: 2015 = 996; 
for animal species, 2015 = 1354.
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Emphasis on protecting natural habitats
Survey question: Now a question on protecting natural habitats 
for native plants and animals in NSW. There are various competing 
needs for the use of land in NSW. Sometimes decisions need to be 
made to either protect areas for natural habitats, or, to use the land 
for other needs. Overall, do you think there is … too much emphasis 
on protecting natural habitats; not enough emphasis on protecting 
natural habitats, or, do you think the balance is about right in NSW?

When asked about the balance between protecting natural habitats for 
native plants and animals and using the land for other purposes, almost 
half of all respondents (47%) felt that the current balance in NSW was 
about right, as shown in Figure 33. Other respondents felt that there is 
not enough emphasis on protecting natural habitats (42%) or that there 
is too much emphasis on protecting natural habitats (6%).

Since 2012 there has been a small increase in the view that the emphasis 
on protection is about right (from 42% in 2012 to 47%) and a slight 
decline in the view that there is not enough emphasis on protection 
(from 45% in 2012 to 42%) or that there is too much emphasis 
(from 9% in 2012 to 6%).

Figure 33  Views on the amount of emphasis placed on protecting natural 
habitats (2012 vs 2015)
Base: Total sample; 2012 = 2006; 2015 = 2000.

Differences in views on protecting natural habitats
Analysis of significant differences within sub-groups showed:

• Respondents who reside in a rural or farming area were more likely 
than others to indicate that there is too much emphasis on protecting 
natural habitats (13%).

• Those from households where a language other than English is 
spoken at home were more likely to indicate that the balance is 
about right in NSW (53%) when compared to those whose main 
language spoken in the household is English (45%).
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Views about the balance 
between protecting 
natural habitats for 
native plant and animal 
species and using land 
for competing needs 
were split between 
those who thought 
the balance is about 
right, and those who 
thought there is not 
enough emphasis of 
protection. These views 
differ slightly to the 2012 
survey, with a minor 
increase in those who 
think it is about right.
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Figure 34 Level of concern 
about the possibility of species 
loss in NSW (2015)
Base: Respondents who said that 
there are threatened plant and 
animal species in NSW; 2015 = 1473.

• Those who said they were concerned about environmental problems 
‘a great deal’ or ‘a fair amount’ were more likely to indicate that there 
is not enough emphasis on protecting natural habitats compared to 
those who had ‘a little’ or ‘no concern’ about environmental problems 
(higher by 20–30 percentage points).

• Those who agreed that nature and biodiversity are important for 
their personal recreation, relaxation and spiritual renewal were 
more likely than others to state that there is not enough emphasis 
on protecting natural habitats (46% compared to 25% amongst 
those who disagreed with the statement and 28% of those who 
had no opinion).

Overall, residents of the rest of NSW were more likely than residents 
of Sydney to say that there is currently too much emphasis on protecting 
natural habitats (10% compared to 4% of those who reside in Sydney), 
while residents of Sydney were more likely to state that the balance 
is about right in NSW (50% compared to 42% of those residing in 
the rest of NSW).

Concern about the possibility of species loss in NSW
Survey question: To what extent, if any, do you feel concerned 
about the possibility of native plant and animal species in NSW 
becoming extinct?

Despite a considerable proportion of respondents (over one-third 
in relation to native animal species and half for native plants) lacking 
awareness that there are threatened species in NSW, most respondents 
(94%) expressed concern at the possibility of native plant and animal 
species in NSW becoming extinct (46% were ‘very concerned’ and 
a further 47% were ‘somewhat concerned’). Only a small proportion (6%) 
were ‘not at all’ or ‘not really concerned’, as shown in Figure 34.

Differences in concern about species loss in NSW
Analysis of the differences within sub-groups showed the following 
minor, but statistically significant differences:

• Young people aged 15–19 years recorded the highest proportions 
of those who were concerned about the possibility of plant 
and animal species in NSW becoming extinct (99%), while the 
oldest age group, 75 years and over, recorded the least concern 
(though still high at 90%).

• Those with a trade or technical qualification were less concerned 
than others (though still high at 90%).

• Those who were concerned about environmental problems 
‘a great deal’ or ‘a fair amount’ were more concerned about native 
species in NSW becoming extinct (96%), compared to those who 
were concerned about environmental problems ‘a little’ (89%) 
or ‘not at all’ (86%).
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• Similarly, the proportion showing concern about the potential 
extinction of native plant and animal species was higher amongst 
those who agreed with the statement that ‘nature and biodiversity 
are important for my personal recreation, relaxation and spiritual 
renewal’ (95%) compared to those who disagreed with this 
statement (82%).

Views about threatened species in NSW were also sought during the 
qualitative research. A summary of responses is provided in Section 5.5, 
Threatened species.

3.4 National parks
Visits to national parks
Survey question: In the last 12 months, how many times have you 
visited a national park in New South Wales?

A series of new questions asked respondents how often they had visited 
national parks in NSW and what activities they had done whilst there.

Almost half of all respondents (47%) had visited a national park one to 
five times in the last 12 months, while a quarter (25%) had visited six 
or more times and the remaining 28% had not visited a national park in 
NSW in the last 12 months (refer to Figure 35).

Figure 35 Visits to national parks in NSW in the last 12 months (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Figure 36  Activities undertaken in NSW national parks in the last 12 months (2015)
Base: Respondents who said that they visited a national park in NSW at least once in the last 12 months;  
2015 = 1394.

Differences in national park visitation
Analysis of significant differences within sub-groups showed:

• Males had visited national parks in NSW more often than females 
and were more likely to have visited more than 12 times in the past 
year (16% compared to 6% for females). Higher proportions of 
females had not visited a national park in NSW in the last 12 months 
(34% compared to 22% of males).

• Those residing in lower-income households (under $50,000 
per annum) were significantly more likely to have not visited 
a national park in the last 12 months (40% vs 28% overall).

Overall, residents of the rest of NSW were more likely to have 
visited a national park in NSW more than 12 times (13%) compared 
to residents of Sydney (9%).

Activities done in national parks
Survey question: From this next list of activities, please tell me which 
of these you’ve done in a NSW national park in the last 12 months … 
[Six activities, in random order].

Of those who had visited national parks in NSW in the last 12 months, 
the most common activity they had undertaken during a visit to a 
national park was bushwalking and/or picnicking (88%). Over half 
had undertaken water-based activities such as fishing, swimming, 
canoeing or surfing (52%) (see Figure 36).

Approximately two in five respondents had camped overnight (38%) 
and almost one-quarter had done horse riding or bike riding (24%).

Of the six activities tested, less common activities were 4-wheel driving 
or motor bike riding (18%) and rock climbing/abseiling (8%).
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Figure 37  Number of activity types done in a national park in the last 
12 months (2015)
Base: Respondents who said that they visited a national park in NSW at 
least once in the last 12 months; 2015 = 1394.
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Figure 38 Number of visits per year by activity group (2015)
Base: Respondents who said that they visited a national park in NSW at least once in the last 12 months;  
2015 = 1394.
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In the last 12 months, approximately two-thirds of visitors to a national 
park in NSW (64%) had done one or two types of activities, while the 
remaining one-third of visitors (36%) had done three to six types of 
activities (see Figure 37).

Although rock climbing/abseiling was not a very commonly undertaken 
activity, a large proportion of this group were the most frequent visitors 
to national parks, with more than one-third of rock climbers visiting 
national parks 12 or more times in the past year (36% compared to 
11% of all visitors) (see Figure 38).
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Figure 40  Views on the regulations for national park visitors by activity type done (2015)
Base: Respondents who said that they visited a national park in NSW at least once in the last 12 months; 2015 
= 1394 (4-wheel driving/motor bike riding, 218; horse riding/bike riding, 262; camping, 485; fishing/canoeing/
swimming/surfing, 654; rock climbing/abseiling, 82; bushwalking, 1225).
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Views on the regulations for national park visitors
Survey question: In your opinion, are the controls which regulate what 
people can do in national parks much too strict, a bit too strict, a bit 
too lax, much too lax or about right?

Figure 39 shows that the regulations controlling the types of activities 
visitors can do in national parks were supported by a majority of 
respondents, with two-thirds (66%) believing they are about right. 
Of the remainder, responses were split between those who felt the 
controls are too strict (15%) and those who feel they are too lax (11%). 
A small proportion (7%) said they ‘don’t know’ whether the controls 
are too strict or too lax.

Respondents who had undertaken 4-wheel driving or motor bike 
riding in the last 12 months were more likely than others to view 
NSW national park regulations as too strict, with proportions almost 
double the overall level (27% compared to 15% of all respondents) 
(Figure 40). Corresponding to this, those who had done 4-wheel driving 
or motor bike riding were less likely to view regulations as about right 
(62% compared to 66%).

Figure 39 Views on the 
strictness of regulations 
for national park visitors (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Views on the importance and maintenance of national parks
Survey question: Could you please tell me whether you strongly agree, 
agree, disagree or strongly disagree with the following statements 
about national parks in NSW: It is important to have national parks in 
NSW; national parks in NSW are well maintained.

Almost all respondents (99%) agreed (73% strongly) with the statement 
that it is important to have national parks. The belief that national 
parks in NSW are well maintained was also held by a high proportion of 
respondents, at 83% in 2015. Results are shown in Figure 41.

Some notable differences in agreement across attitudinal statements 
were observed dependent upon the respondent’s regularity and purpose 
of use of NSW national parks. Respondents were most likely to ‘strongly 
agree’ that it is important to have national parks in NSW if they were 
frequent park users, i.e. they had visited a national park six to 12 times in 
the past year (85%) or more than 12 times in the past year (80%), when 
compared to less regular users (57% of those who had not visited a 
national park in the last 12 months ‘strongly agreed’ with the statement).

Those recording the highest level of agreement with the statement 
(‘strongly agree’) were also more likely to have visited a national park for 
a bushwalk/picnic (81%) or fishing/ canoeing/swimming/surfing (83%).

The strength of agreement that national parks in NSW are well 
maintained (proportion who ‘strongly agree’ with the statement) also 
increased along with frequency of use of national parks, and was highest 
amongst those who had visited a national park more than 12 times in the 
past year (32% compared to 20% overall).

Figure 41  Attitudes to the importance and maintenance of national parks – 
agree/disagree statements (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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as being well maintained 
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people. The regulations 
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visitors in NSW were 
also supported by the 
majority of people.
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Figure 42 Climate change 
is happening or is going 
to happen (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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3.5 Climate change impacts and risk
Views on climate change
Survey question: Overall, do you think climate change is happening 
or going to happen, be it due to human activities or natural cycles?

Most respondents (84%) indicated that they think climate change is 
happening or going to happen, whether it be through human activities 
or natural cycles, while a small proportion (7%) said they ‘don’t know’ 
(refer to Figure 42). Almost one in 10 respondents (9%) stated that they 
do not think that climate change is happening, or is going to happen.

Differences in views on climate change
Analysis of significant differences within sub-groups showed:

• Respondents aged under 25 years were more likely than others to 
think that climate change is happening or will happen (91% among 
those aged 15–19 years and 95% among those aged 20–24 years). 
Conversely, older respondents (aged 65 years or over) were less 
likely to think that climate change is happening (76% among those 
aged 65–74 years and 72% among those aged 75 years and over).

• Those who held a diploma/degree or higher qualification were more 
likely than others to think that climate change is happening (90%). 
Those who had not completed secondary school were less likely to 
hold this view (77%).

• Those living in rural/farming areas were slightly less likely than 
others to think that climate change is happening (80%) than others 
(those who reside in a city or town or semi-rural area, 85%).

• Those who agreed that nature and biodiversity are important for 
their personal recreation, relaxation and spiritual renewal were 
significantly more likely than others to think that climate change is 
happening (86%). Those who disagreed with the statement (75%) 
and those who had no opinion either way (73%) were less likely to 
hold this opinion.

• Those who were concerned ‘a great deal’ about environmental 
problems were more likely than others to think that climate change 
is happening (91%), while those who were ‘not at all’ concerned were 
less likely to hold this view (70%).

• Across the regions of NSW, the view that climate change is 
happening was highest amongst residents of Eastern Sydney/Inner 
West (90%), Central Coast (89%) and Hunter (88%) when compared 
to those who reside in other areas.

Respondents’ understanding of climate change was discussed in more 
detail in the qualitative research. Results are provided in Section 5.6, 
Climate change.

While a large majority 
of people across NSW 
think that climate 
change is happening or 
going to happen, there 
were some differences 
in views associated 
with the age, education 
level and location 
of respondents.
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Figure 43 Views on the frequency of extreme and other events in NSW over the past 10 years (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.

Views on climate change impacts in NSW
Survey question: Now some questions about extreme weather and 
other events in NSW. For each of the following, would you say there 
has been more, less or no change in occurrence over the past 10 years 
in NSW? [Six events, in random order]

As shown in Figure 43, the majority of respondents perceived that there 
has been an increase in the occurrence of severe storms and floods 
(61%), severe bushfires (56%), air pollution (54%) and heatwaves (51%) 
over the past 10 years in NSW. Between 24% and 30% stated that there 
has been no change in these events.

In contrast, perceptions of the occurrence of frosts and snow falls were 
mixed, with respondents split between those who thought there has 
been no change, there have be more, or were not sure.

Belief in climate change was linked to the belief that there has been 
an increase in the occurrence of extreme weather or other events. 
That is, respondents who believed that climate change is happening 
or going to happen were more likely to think there has been more 
of the following events over the past 10 years in NSW: heatwaves 
(56% of those who believe in climate change compared to 14% of 
those who do not); severe storms and floods (65% vs 35%); frosts 
(23% vs 11%); snow falls (26% vs 16%); severe bushfires (59% vs 38%) 
and air pollution (58% vs 31%).
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Figure 44 Number of events that respondents said had changed (average 3.2)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.

Differences in views about extreme weather and other events
Overall, residents of the rest of NSW were significantly more 
likely than Sydney residents to say there has been no change in 
heatwaves (34% vs 28%), severe storms and floods (28% vs 23%), 
frosts (39% vs 32%) and air pollution (28% vs 20%). In contrast, 
respondents living in the rest of NSW were more likely to say there 
has been an increase in the occurrence of severe bushfires in the past 
10 years in NSW (59% vs 54%).

There was significant regional variability in the proportion of 
respondents who perceived an increase in these events in NSW 
over the past decade. The following regions had significantly higher 
proportions of residents who perceived an increase in the listed events:

• severe storms and floods – Hunter (71%), Southern Sydney (69%), 
Central Coast (69%), Illawarra (67%), Northern Rivers (67%)

• severe bushfires – New England/North West/Orana/Far West (70%), 
Hunter (67%), Southern Sydney (61%), South West Sydney (61%)

• air pollution – Northern Beaches (65%), South West Sydney (65%), 
Western Sydney (61%), Northern Rivers (59%)

• heatwaves – Southern Sydney (56%), Hunter (56%).

Figure 44 provides an analysis of the number of event types each 
respondent perceived to have changed (i.e. occurred more or less) 
over the past 10 years in NSW. Only around one in 10 respondents 
thought all six of the events had either increased or decreased 
in occurrence (11%), while around one in 10 respondents said either 
there has been no change or they were not sure about changes to 
any of the events (9%).

While the majority 
of people said there 
has been more severe 
storms and floods, 
severe bushfires, air 
pollution and heatwaves 
in NSW over the past 
decade, a large minority 
said there has been no 
change in these events. 
Views on snow fall and 
frost events were more 
mixed overall.
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Linking extreme weather to climate change
Survey question: [For respondents who perceived a change in the 
frequency of the events listed in NQ39] Thinking about the <increase/
decrease> in the occurrence of <insert name of event>, to what extent, 
if any, do you think climate change is contributing to this?

The majority of respondents thought that climate change was 
contributing to some extent to the changes they had perceived in 
the occurrence of extreme weather and other events over the past 
10 years in NSW.

As shown in Figure 45, of the six extreme weather or other events 
tested, heatwaves recorded the highest proportion of people who 
believed that climate change was contributing to the change in its 
occurrence (72% said ‘a great deal’ or ‘a fair amount’). This was followed 
by severe storms and floods (68% said ‘a great deal’ or ‘a fair amount’) 
and severe bushfires (64% said ‘a great deal’ or ‘a fair amount’).

In contrast, air pollution had the highest proportion of respondents who 
believed that climate change was ‘not at all’ contributing to changes in 
its occurrence (22% compared to 7%–13% for the other events).
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Figure 45  Extent to which perceived change in extreme weather and other events is attributed to climate 
change (2015)
Base: Respondents who believe there has been a change in the occurrence of weather events; 2015 = 737–1287.

For those who perceived 
a change in extreme 
weather and other 
events in NSW over 
the past decade, the 
majority attributed 
it to climate change 
to some degree. 
Heatwaves and severe 
storms and floods 
were most strongly 
attributed to climate 
change, while changes 
in air pollution were less 
strongly attributed to 
climate change.
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Differences in views on linking climate change to extreme weather
Analysis of significant differences within sub-groups showed:

• Those with a university diploma or degree were more likely to 
attribute changes in most of the events (except air pollution) 
to climate change compared to others, while respondents with 
a trade or technical qualification consistently had higher proportions 
believing that climate change was contributing ‘a little’ or ‘not at all’ 
to the events.

• Those who were concerned about the environment ‘a great deal’ 
were consistently more likely than others to believe climate change 
is contributing ‘a fair amount’ or ‘a great deal’ to changes in the 
occurrence of all the events.

• Generally speaking, there were no differences in views between 
residents of Sydney and the rest of NSW.

Views on personal risk
Survey question: How concerned are you about < event> directly 
affecting you or your family in the foreseeable future? [Six events]

The majority of respondents were concerned to some extent about 
heatwaves, severe bushfires, severe storms and floods and air pollution 
directly affecting themselves or their family in the foreseeable future 
(Figure 46). For these four events, the degree of concern was fairly 
evenly spread across categories, with similar proportions recording 
‘a little’, ‘a fair amount’ or ‘a great deal’ of concern.

In contrast, the majority of respondents were ‘not at all’ concerned 
about snow falls (70%) and frosts (61%) affecting themselves or their 
family in the foreseeable future.

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

of
 r

es
p

o
nd

en
ts

Severe
bushfires

Air pollution Severe storms
and floods

Heatwaves Frosts Snow falls

A great deal A fair amount A little Not at all Don’t know

7

17

70

6
8

22

61

22

23

29

25

25

25

27

21

27

27

27

18

28

25

23

23

Figure 46  Level of concern about extreme weather and other events directly affecting self/family 
in the foreseeable future (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Differences in views on personal risk
Analysis of significant differences within sub-groups showed:

• Those aged 75 years or more were more likely than others to 
be ‘not at all’ concerned about most extreme weather events 
(except snow falls).

• Those with low annual household incomes (less than $30,000) were 
consistently more likely than others to be concerned ‘a fair amount’ 
or ‘a great deal’ about almost all extreme weather events 
(except air pollution).

Overall, there were limited differences in views between residents of 
Sydney and the rest of NSW. However, residents of Sydney were more 
likely than residents of the rest of NSW to be concerned ‘a great deal’ 
about the effect of air pollution (31% vs 22%) and heatwaves (24% vs 
19%) on themselves or their family in the foreseeable future.

There was significant regional variability in the level of concern about 
these events. The following lists are regions in which respondents 
were more likely to express ‘a fair amount’ or ‘a great deal’ of concern 
regarding these issues affecting themselves or their family:

• severe storms and floods – Northern Rivers (64%), Mid North Coast 
(58%), Western Sydney (56%)

• severe bushfires – Mid North Coast (60%), Southern Sydney (59%)

• air pollution – South West Sydney (64%), Western Sydney (64%), 
Northern Sydney (61%), Eastern Sydney/Inner West (59%), 
Hunter (59%)

• heatwaves – Hunter (52%), Eastern Sydney/Inner West (50%).

The majority of people 
were concerned to 
some degree about 
extreme weather and 
air pollution affecting 
them and their family, 
with some significant 
differences associated 
with the age, location 
and household income 
of respondents.
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4.  Survey findings: 
personal 
behaviours

This chapter explores the range of 
actions people are taking in and around 
their homes, and in their communities, 
which benefit the environment.

It presents survey findings on the 
extent to which people report doing 
eight everyday activities aimed at 
using energy efficiently, conserving 
water, minimising food waste, recycling 
electronics, responsible pet ownership, 
and sustainable consumption.

It also presents findings on the 
extent to which people report doing 
four more occasional activities 
related to influencing others and 
getting information.

The chapter also looks at the extent 
to which people report engaging in 
voluntary activities in the community 
that benefit the environment. 
It explores the range of voluntary 
activities people report doing, whether 
independently or with an organised 
group, and whether they were done 
locally or in national parks.

This chapter presents 
survey findings on people’s 
engagement in activities that 
benefit the environment, both 
in and related to their homes, 
and in the community.



4. Survey findings: personal behaviours

Who Cares about the Environment? 63

4.1 Everyday activities
Survey question: For each of the following activities, please tell me 
whether you do this always, mostly, sometimes, rarely or never … 
[Eight activities, in random order]

Respondents were read the following list of eight personal behaviours 
and asked how often they engage in them: use your own bags to carry 
shopping; actively try to limit your water use, for example, by having 
a shorter shower or re-using household water in the garden; choose 
household products that you think are better for the environment; 
actively try to limit the amount of food you throw out by planning your 
meals; choose to eat organically grown food; actively try to limit your 
energy use, for example by cutting down your use of home heating and 
cooling, turning off lights etc.; separate unwanted electronic items such 
as televisions, mobile phones and computers from general waste and 
recycle them; and control the movements of your pets to keep them 
away from native birds and animals.

As shown in Figure 47, seven of the eight behaviours surveyed (all except 
eating organically grown food) were undertaken always or mostly by at 
least half of all respondents. Of these, the proportion claiming to always 
or mostly do the activity ranged from around 50% (for using their own 
shopping bags) to 83% (for controlling movement of their pets to keep 
them away from native animals).

Control your pets to keep them 
away from native wildlife

Separate electronic items from
general waste and recycle

Plan your meals to limit the
amount of food you throw out

Actively try to limit your energy use

Actively try to limit your water use

Use your own bags 
to carry shopping

Choose products that are 
better for the environment

Choose to eat 
organically grown food

0 20 40 60 80 100
Percentage of respondents

Always Mostly Sometimes

Rarely/never Not applicable

15 37 369

30 27 1228

19 24 2530

28 20 1239

28 14 552

25 13 851

16 10 13 556

14 8 1068

Figure 47 Frequency of everday activities (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 1049–2000 (Note: Base excludes non-pet owners for the statement about controlling 
pets, n = 1049).
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The three most prevalent behaviours (excluding the behaviour 
relevant only to pet owners) were undertaken by at least 
three-quarters of respondents. These included:

• actively trying to limit energy use – four out of five 
respondents (80%) claimed they did this always or mostly 
(51% always, 28% mostly)

• planning meals to limit the amount of food thrown out – 
three-quarters of respondents (77%) said they did this always 
or mostly (52% always, 25% mostly)

• separating electronic items from general waste and recycling – 
three-quarters of respondents (72%) said they did this always 
or mostly (56% always, 16% mostly).

In the next tier down, the types of personal behaviours claimed to be 
undertaken always or mostly by over half but fewer than three-quarters 
of respondents included:

• actively trying to limit water use – 67% (39% always, 28% mostly)

• choosing household products that are better for the environment 
– 58% (28% always, 30% mostly)

• using own bag to carry shopping – 50% (30% always, 19% mostly). 
This behaviour recorded the second highest proportion of people 
who rarely or never did it (25%).

As mentioned previously, the behaviour with the lowest prevalence 
was choosing to eat organically grown food (24% doing this always 
or mostly). This was the only behaviour where fewer than half of all 
respondents did it always or mostly. It also had the highest proportion 
who never did it (36%).

As shown in Figure 48, the majority of respondents (61%) were always 
or mostly engaging in at least five of the eight listed environmentally 
friendly personal behaviours. Overall, the average number of behaviours 
undertaken always or mostly was 4.7 per respondent.

Figure 48  Number of everyday behaviours done always or mostly (2015) 
(average 4.7)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Almost everyone 
reported doing at 
least one of the eight 
every activities in the 
survey. Limiting energy 
use, planning meals to 
limit food waste, and 
recycling electronic 
waste were the most 
widely adopted 
activities reported by 
respondents. Use of 
own shopping bags and 
eating organically grown 
food recorded the 
lowest uptake.
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Differences in everyday activities
When looking at the average number of behaviours undertaken 
always or mostly, the figure was lower for younger respondents 
aged 15–24 years (3.8) and highest for those aged 55–64 years (5.4).

Small but statistically significant differences in the average number 
of behaviours undertaken always or mostly were also found between 
males and females (4.6 for males compared to 4.8 for females).

The average number of personal behaviours done always or mostly 
(out of the eight tested) is shown by age of respondent in Figure 49.

The behaviours individuals had engaged in, their motivations and 
barriers, were discussed in more depth in the qualitative research 
in Section 5.3.

Figure 49  Average number of behaviours undertaken always or mostly – 
by age (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Figure 50  Participation in occasional activities (time series)
Notes: * Wording of the statement ‘Participated in local development issues with the aim of protecting the 
environment, for example by writing a letter or email, attending a meeting, making a report or complaint or being 
on a committee’ changed slightly in 2015 (to specifically mention environmental issues and email). No comparisons 
are available for the statement ‘Signed an online petition in support of protecting the environment’ as this was 
asked for the first time in 2015.

Base: Total sample; 1997 = 1129; 2000 = 1102; 2003 = 1421; 2006 = 1724; 2009 = 2003; 2012 = 2006; 2015 = 2000.

4.2 Occasional activities
Survey question: And from this next list of things, please tell me if you 
have done it in the past 12 months … [Four activities, in random order]

In the past 12 months, encouraging someone else to change something 
you thought was harmful to the environment (55%) followed by looking 
for information on an environmental topic or issue (44%) were the most 
prevalent of the four behaviours included in the survey.

Signing online petitions in support of protecting the environment 
was undertaken by 31%, while one-quarter of respondents (24%) had 
participated in local development or environmental issues with the aim 
of protecting the environment. The wording of the latter question was 
altered slightly in 2015; however, results remain unchanged compared 
to 2012 (24%) and 2009 (25%). While Figure 50 shows that higher 
levels of participation in this activity were recorded in 2000 and 1997, 
this difference is (at least partially) due to the previous wording being 
generalised rather than restricted to those activities done locally.

Overall, the rates of participation in the occasional environmental 
behaviours remained similar to engagement in 2012, with the exception 
of an increase in the prevalence of encouraging someone else to change 
their behaviour (up from 49% in 2012 to 55% in 2015).
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Differences in occasional activities
Figures 51–54 show the occasional activities done by the age 
and sex of respondents. Analysis of significant differences within 
sub-groups showed:

• Young respondents aged 15–24 years were more likely than older 
respondents to encourage others to change behaviour that is harmful 
to the environment, to sign an online petition and to try to get 
information on an environmental issue.

• Other than trying to get information on an environmental issue 
(46% for males and 41% for females) participation in activities 
was similar for males and females.

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

of
 r

es
p

o
nd

en
ts

Male Female 15–19
years

20–24
years

25–34
years

35–44
years

45–54
years

55–64
years

65–74
years

75+

AgeGender

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

56
53

63 65

56
60

52

41

57

33

Figure 51  Proportion of respondents who encouraged someone else to change something they thought was 
harmful to the environment – by sex and age (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Figure 52  Proportion of respondents who participated in local development or environmental issues aimed at 
protecting the environment – by sex and age (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Figure 53  Proportion of respondents who signed an online petition in support of protecting the environment – 
by sex and age (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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The average number of occasional environmentally friendly activities 
engaged in by respondents was 1.5, with the full breakdown shown 
in Figure 55 below.
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Figure 55 Number of occasional activities done by respondents (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.

4.3 Voluntary activities
Survey question: This next question is about volunteer activities 
aimed at the environment. In the last 12 months, have you done any 
of the following without being paid to do it? We are interested in 
activities done by yourself, with your family or as part of a group 
or organisation … [Six volunteer activities, in random order]

Overall, approximately two-thirds of respondents (67%) had 
participated in at least one activity in the last 12 months. Of these, 
81% had volunteered in their local area (57% of all respondents).

As shown in Figure 56, of the six voluntary activities tested, cleaning up 
litter in a public space, park or forest was the most prevalent activity, 
reported by 58% of respondents, followed by rescuing wildlife (28%). 
Less than 20% of respondents reported doing the following voluntary 
activities in the last 12 months:

• Taking part in a Landcare or Bushcare project, tree planting or other 
environmental restoration projects was undertaken by 14%.

• Involvement in a local community garden or community composting 
activity was also undertaken by 14%.

• One in ten said they had collected information on the 
natural environment for scientific projects or databases 
(11%, increasing to 27% amongst 15–19-year-olds).

• In addition to the above activities, 18% said that they had taken part 
in some other voluntary activity that benefits the environment.

Two-thirds of people 
reported doing one or 
more voluntary activities 
in the last year that 
benefit the environment, 
with most done locally 
and independently of 
an organised group.  
Cleaning up litter in a 
public space, park or 
forest was the most 
common of the activities 
considered in the survey.
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The average number of occasional voluntary activities engaged in by 
respondents was 1.4, with the full breakdown shown in Figure 57 below.

Those who had participated in voluntary activities had done so at 
a range of locations; however, the majority had participated in at least 
one activity in their local area (81%). A quarter (23%) said they had 
undertaken at least one volunteer activity in a NSW national park.

Around three in five volunteers (61%) said their voluntary activities 
were done independently, while 23% did them on behalf of a group 
or organisation and 13% undertook activities both independently and 
as part of a group. A total of 2% said they ‘don’t know’. 

Figure 56  Participation in voluntary activities that benefit 
the environment (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Figure 57 Number of voluntary activities undertaken by respondents (2015)
Base: Total sample; 2015 = 2000.
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Figure 58  Where respondents did volunteer activities and who they 
did them with (2015)
Base: Respondents who had undertaken a voluntary activity; 2015 = 1345.
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Differences in voluntary activities
Analysis of significant differences within sub-groups showed:

• Young respondents aged 15–24 years were more likely than 
older respondents to have collected information on the natural 
environment for scientific projects or databases or to have taken part 
in a Landcare, Bushcare, tree planting or other restoration project. 
Those aged 75 years and over were significantly less likely to have 
cleaned up litter in a public space, park or forest when compared to 
all other age groups.

• Males were more likely than females to have cleaned up litter in a 
public space, park or forest, taken part in a Landcare, Bushcare, 
tree planting or other restoration project or undertaken any other 
voluntary activity that benefits the environment, while females were 
more likely to have been involved in a local community garden or 
community composting activity.
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5.  Qualitative 
research findings

This chapter presents findings from 
the qualitative phase of the research, 
which was conducted after the survey, 
using eight focus groups in Sydney, and 
northern and southern NSW. 

The qualitative phase explored a 
selection of the survey findings in 
greater detail. This stage looked at the 
environmental issues prioritised by 
people, how they were conceptualised, 
and views about who is responsible for 
addressing them. It built on the survey 
findings on knowledge and views about 
biodiversity and threatened species, to 
explore understanding and attitudes 
about biodiversity and threatened 
species, climate change and renewable 
energy. The qualitative phase also 
explored how people understand and 
conceptualise a range of terms used 
by the sustainability sector, including 
environment, biodiversity, energy 
efficiency, renewable energy and 
sustainable living. 

This chapter complements 
the survey findings on the 
prevalence of environmental 
attitudes, knowledge and 
behaviours in the NSW 
community by exploring these 
issues in a qualitative way.
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5.1 General thoughts about the environment
The importance of the environment, environmental issues, and 
perceptions of their geographic and temporal scale and relevance to 
individuals’ lives, was explored qualitatively in discussion groups.7

At the start of each focus group, respondents were asked about their 
thoughts on the term ‘environment’, what it meant to them and what 
kinds of things came to mind when considering the environment.

Overall, the concepts that came to mind when respondents considered 
‘the environment’ focused on the natural environment and associated 
features; respondents typically began by describing local-level aspects 
such as parks, the bush, recycling and littering before identifying global 
issues such as ozone, greenhouse gases, global warming, climate change 
and sustainability.

Local ‘top of mind’ issues differed between the geographical areas 
investigated for this research project:

• inner and outer Sydney = bush/parkland, birds, litter and pollution

• Coffs Harbour = bush/parkland, mountains, beaches, waterways 
and oceans

• Wagga Wagga = litter, pollution and graffiti.

• Respondents in the Coffs Harbour groups appeared to place 
particular value on their local environment, indicating that their area 
is defined by its natural setting.

  [Environment means … ] The surroundings we live in, natural. 
Beauty of Coffs, wildlife, etc. 
(Coffs Harbour, 18–44 years group, female)

When discussing the term ‘environment’ there was also some emphasis 
placed on a broader definition that extended to include local culture and 
social elements, infrastructure and development, transport and traffic, 
unemployment and the economy.

  If we’re going to talk about the environment in general, 
I mean, unemployment’s a really big issue in Wagga Wagga. 
Crime’s a big issue in Wagga Wagga in terms of the environment. 
(Wagga Wagga, 18–44 years group, male)

7  A total of eight discussion groups were held in November and December 2015 in four 
locations in NSW: Sydney CBD, Parramatta, Coffs Harbour and Wagga Wagga.
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The handout questionnaire8 asked the 56 respondents to specify 
whether they had heard of six terms (environment, biodiversity, air 
shed, energy efficiency, renewable energy and sustainable living), 
whether they knew what each meant and what the term meant to them 
personally. Respondents were encouraged to provide honest responses 
and to try to offer a description of each term even if they were not 
confident in their definition. The benefit of this approach was that 
it provided a means of collecting individual level data while reducing 
the impact of social desirability bias (as responses did not need to 
be shared with the group).

This approach revealed that some terms were better understood 
than others, with respondents feeling particularly confident that 
they understand the terms ‘environment’ and ‘energy efficiency’. 
‘Biodiversity’ was a term most respondents had heard of but many 
found difficult to define. Few had heard of the term ‘air shed’, 
with only two respondents acknowledging that they knew what 
the term meant (see Table 1).

Table 1 Understanding of environmental terms among focus group respondents (2015)

Term
Heard of term, 

know what it means
Heard of term, 

not sure what it means Never heard of term

Environment 54 2 0

Energy efficiency 51 5 0

Sustainable living 45 9 0

Renewable energy 45 8 2

Biodiversity 31 22 3

Air shed 2 4 50

This exercise demonstrated that respondents were fairly certain of 
their ability to define terms such as ‘energy efficiency’ and ‘sustainable 
living’; however, their definitions were not always accurate in describing 
the phenomena. Further to this, terms that respondents said they 
understood (such as ‘environment’) were often broad in terms of 
the definitions given.

The word clouds below represent the common words and terms that 
respondents wrote in their individual questionnaires to describe each 
phenomenon. The frequency of occurrence of words across the groups is 
represented by the font size of each word. For example, ‘natural’ was the 
most common word used to describe the phenomenon ‘environment’.

Only one respondent was confident in providing a definition of the term 
‘air shed’ and described it as ‘a watershed to clean the air’. Some took 
a guess at the definition but were unable to determine the meaning 
from the term itself.

8  A short self-completion questionnaire was provided to participants during 
the focus group.
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Figure 59 ‘Environment’ word cloud
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Figure 60 ‘Biodiversity’ word cloud
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Figure 61 ‘Energy efficiency’ word cloud
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Figure 62 ‘Renewable energy’ word cloud
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Figure 63 ‘Sustainable living’ word cloud
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5.2 Environmental issues and priorities
Pollution was the main environmental issue discussed across all of the 
groups. The discussion among respondents was often linked to waste 
management, population growth and development. Across the groups, 
respondents expressed concern about the long-term impact of pollution 
on air and water cleanliness and the health of future generations.

An issue that emerged after some discussion in a number of groups was 
concern for local wildlife. In Sydney, residents had observed reductions 
in birdlife and other species in local parks, while in Wagga Wagga and 
Coffs Harbour, residents expressed concern about wildlife preservation 
(including turtles, and the decline of some bird species, as well as the 
dangers of wild dogs), and the degradation of forests through logging. 
Continued support by government for coal mining was also highlighted 
as a concern across the groups, in both the urban and regional areas.
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Other environmental issues of concern to respondents appeared to differ 
depending on location. Concern was raised by those who resided in 
inner and outer Sydney around population growth and overdevelopment, 
particularly in relation to their impact on the number of green spaces 
in the local area and the potential for littering. Coffs Harbour residents 
discussed sustainable development, erosion of beaches in coastal areas, 
coal seam gas and issues associated with farming (such as monocrops 
and farming runoff). Specific issues mentioned in Wagga Wagga 
included the impact of stray animals, waste management behaviour of 
individuals and the environmental impact of water allocation upstream.

  One [issue] is water flow … there’s [the issue that] the water 
flows down the Murrumbidgee and the Murray in terms of, we’re 
on a downstream path for both of those rivers and we cop the 
environmental impacts from further upstream and create them for 
people downstream. 
(Wagga Wagga, 45+ years group, male)

Beyond these local issues, there were other environmental issues that 
were discussed as more widespread, global issues. These wider issues 
included climate change, global warming, extreme weather events and 
natural disasters (for example, droughts, floods, bushfires, earthquakes, 
ice caps melting, sea levels rising). These were discussed as issues that 
respondents were concerned about but were somewhat removed from.

In some groups, respondents made reference to other countries to 
demonstrate the impact of not addressing environmental issues and 
to provide examples of positive environmental action. China’s issues 
with air pollution and the associated health impacts were mentioned by 
residents of outer Sydney as examples of the consequences of pollution, 
while inner Sydney residents gave Scandinavians as examples of people 
who value cleanliness and environmental responsibility.

An environment for the future

During the discussions, it was apparent that concern for environmental 
problems was most commonly linked to the future, and future 
generations. It was often linked to the need to limit the impact on 
future generations and, in some cases, was a primary motivator for 
environmentally responsible behaviour.

  I only see it for the future of my kids, I’m not too worried about myself, 
I see it, because I’ve got a seven and five year old, I’m not really 
worried about myself. It’s just what they’ve got to live [with] into the 
future. So that’s the way I just really look at it. I’m not very passionate, 
but I listen a little bit, but I do my little bit, I think, and that’s about it. 
(Outer Sydney, 18–44 years group, male)



5. Qualitative research findings

Who Cares about the Environment? 79

Some specifically mentioned climate change as an environmental 
issue that would impact future generations. When asked what 
specific concerns they had for future generations as a consequence 
of environmental problems, respondents highlighted the following:

• fewer national parks and green spaces

• pollution – air and water

• more natural disasters/extreme weather

• rising sea levels

• more health problems/shorter life span

• poorer quality of life

• increased poverty/financial insecurity/food insecurity.

In inner Sydney and Wagga Wagga there was talk of environmental 
damage causing health problems, leading to a strain on the economy 
and health system. Some felt that repairing environmental damage 
would cost the government huge amounts, and that this would 
just get worse.

Concern for future generations was sometimes triggered by an 
observation that there are now fewer green spaces or native animals 
in respondents’ local areas compared to when they were younger.

Even without the link to future generations, issues broadly relating to 
people’s quality of life were raised (unprompted) by respondents across 
all locations. In particular, respondents mentioned potential impacts on 
physical and mental health and lifestyle caused by:

• poor health and increased rates of illness and disease

• increased pollution, causing poor air, food, and water quality

• decreased natural environments and green spaces such as 
parks where people can be outdoors and active, and engage 
in communal activities

• population shifts and changing demographics due to environmentally 
triggered migration

• impacts of increased natural disasters or extreme weather conditions.

Concern for the economy did not feature highly in discussions of 
environmental issues, although there were a few (prompted) mentions 
of the economic implications of a shortage of resources, poor health 
or the impacts of natural disasters. That said, there was generally not a 
strong linkage made by respondents between environmental problems 
and long-term economic sustainability. In fact, some respondents felt 
that the emphasis was on the economic benefits of coal mining rather 
than consideration of the environmental impacts.

In one group (Coffs Harbour, 45+ years), there was a brief discussion of 
the potential for the environment to suffer when the economy is poor, 
as environmental initiatives were seen to be costly. This was followed by 
discussion of the potential for issues to arise during economic booms 
when production and development increases, which in turn was thought 
to create more consumption, pollution and waste.
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5.3 Environmental priorities and responsibilities
Respondents were asked for their thoughts on who was responsible 
for some of the environmental issues and priorities raised in the 
groups; whether responsibilities lay with government nationally, 
or at a state or local level, with industry, communities, individuals 
or a combination of these.

Government responsibilities
When discussing government responsibilities, respondents had 
local government (their council’s activities in the local area) or 
federal government (and politicians) top of mind. Broadly, there 
was a perception that government has a responsibility to protect 
the environment and drive change on a local and national scale.

Priorities were identified for government, including government-led 
initiatives, green areas, renewable energy and communication 
with the public.

Government-led initiatives
The discussions revealed priorities for addressing environmental 
problems expressed by respondents. Some felt that government should 
be implementing strategies and campaigns to address environmental 
concerns such as climate change, while others saw the role of 
government as providing funding and support for research, innovation 
and green technologies and implementing rules and regulations aimed 
at environmental protection.

  I’d vote for legal enforcements, because it … by nature 
I think people will not do things unless they’re enforced to. 
(Inner Sydney, 45+ years group, female)

Respondents suggested that government should introduce a range of 
environmental initiatives, rules and regulations. Specific suggestions are 
listed, irrespective of which government jurisdiction they fall within:

• water usage restrictions

• recycling rules

• work for the Dole activities such as cleaning up streets 
or planting trees

• reward or penalise big business

• increase fines for littering

• provide benefits/incentives to individuals who perform 
environmentally friendly behaviours (e.g. cycling, planting plants)

• inform local residents about initiatives to raise public awareness and 
encourage take-up (an example given was a local initiative to replace 
lawns on nature strips with native plants to help reduce water usage)

• legally enforce bans on fishing in certain areas

• development laws.
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Across the groups, respondents expressed concern that environmental 
protection was not a priority among politicians and hence industry 
was unlikely to prioritise environmental initiatives. Respondents also 
suggested that there was an insufficient long-term government vision 
when considering environmental protection, and concern around the 
justification of mining for economic reasons.

Respondents reinforced the role of government in ‘leading by example’ 
to impact on individual behaviour and stated that governments are in 
a better position than individuals to make significant changes that will 
positively impact the condition of the environment.

  It’s okay for us to talk about it at this level, but the 
higher levels are where the changes need to be made. 
(Coffs Harbour, 45+ years group, female)

Related to this was a suggestion that government could do more to 
foster stronger relationships and coordination across government 
departments. It was felt that this would allow government to more 
easily monitor and regulate aspects such as emissions.

In order to determine the appropriate and potentially successful 
initiatives, respondents suggested government learn from other 
examples such as existing overseas initiatives.

Prioritising green areas
The protection of local and national parks was also suggested as 
a priority for governments. Examples were provided of increased 
urban development and the associated reduction in local parklands, 
with emphasis placed by respondents on governments’ responsibility 
to ensure that green spaces are protected. This sentiment was evident 
across all groups.

Prioritising renewable energy
Renewable energy was an area of particular importance to respondents 
in most groups, and one in which they felt governments had a key role. 
Respondents expressed a desire to see government address this area 
by encouraging the adoption of green power (in terms of increasing 
the availability and uptake of renewable energy sources, potentially 
with increased use of incentives) and facilitating growth in this industry, 
which would have the added benefit of job creation.

  More scientific and engineering investments … Australia should 
be leading the world in renewable energy because we’ve got the 
land, we’ve got the sunshine, we’ve got everything you need to do 
the development. 
(Outer Sydney, 45+ years group, male)
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Communicating environmental issues
Educating the public was also said to be a key government responsibility. 
Respondents felt that efforts should be made to increase public 
awareness of environmental issues and initiatives.

When communicating messages regarding environmental action taken 
by government or the role of the individual, respondents reminded 
government to be mindful of the audience. They discouraged the 
use of technical language that would not be easily understood, and 
encouraged clear concise messaging.

  When government are trying to promote things, sustainable living, 
whatever, it’s probably important to look at the way you’re messaging 
it because if they’re going to use all the words, biodiversity and this 
and that, and ecosystem, if people are just going yeah, blah, blah, 
blah, whatever, big words, don’t know what that means … And a lot of 
people just go yep. They can’t relate to it I suppose. 
(Coffs Harbour, 45+ years group, female)

Respondents offered a variety of suggestions for how best to 
communicate with the public. Some respondents in the younger age 
groups suggested information should be communicated via the internet, 
specifically social media.

  I think social media is probably a big way to get to a lot of 
people and your kids as well because they’ll end up pestering 
you and saying ‘Oh daddy, why haven’t you done that?’ 
(Inner Sydney, 18–44 years group, male)

Other respondents from the older age groups felt television campaigns 
would be the best way to raise public awareness.

  They should do an ad campaign. Remember when you were a kid? 
You used to see cicadas and Christmas beetles. All these things that 
people don’t even think of. You just forget. It brings it to people’s 
minds. It might make people be more considerate of their environment 
and what they’re taking care of and what they’re killing. 
(Outer Sydney, 45+ years group, female)

Industry responsibilities

Respondents also thought there should be an increased onus on industry 
(and especially large corporations) to take more responsibility to protect 
the environment. They saw large organisations as being primarily 
profit-driven and felt that they had both the capacity and opportunity 
to lead the way in demonstrating environmentally friendly behaviours.
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Community responsibilities
Though not an area that was touched on in all groups, some respondents 
gave examples of community initiatives that had fostered positive 
environmental behaviours (such as tree planting days and group litter 
collection). In a few groups, respondents mentioned the potential for 
people to become more involved in community activities. They saw the 
benefits of group activities being that the behaviour is spread across 
individuals (requires less effort) and has the potential for wider impact 
(more individuals take action).

  There’s a town on the north coast that’s created their own solar 
generated power company and they’re running their town themselves. 
And they can just run their whole town, everyone in the town is 
connected to it. 
(Wagga Wagga, 45+ years group, male)

Individual responsibilities
The question of whether individuals felt able to do anything about 
environmental issues received mixed responses. Some asserted that they 
have a responsibility to do what they can to protect the environment, 
while others thought that any individual efforts would have little impact 
on the condition of the environment overall.

  I think there’s all this stuff focused on the consumer, ‘You’ve got to 
recycle, you do this, do that, use less water’. Now we’re just individual 
bricks in the wall, but not eating meat or not using plastic bags or 
whatever, on an individual level, it doesn’t actually make a difference. 
We need massive structural changes rather than individual decisions. 
(Wagga Wagga, 45+ years group, male)

Perceptions of the ability of individuals to do anything about 
environmental concerns fell into four broad categories, outlined below.

We have to do our part, every little bit counts
The first group of respondents included people who felt that they 
were not only able to take action to address environmental issues 
but that it was their responsibility to do so. They felt strongly about 
taking positive action to sustain the environment and nurture it for 
future years. Many respondents who fell into this group had actively 
incorporated environmentally friendly behaviours into their lifestyles, 
some at extra cost (inconvenience, time or money) to themselves. 
They used terms such as ‘every little bit counts’ or ‘we have to do 
our part’ to describe their role.

  I have two properties, I have one in the Blue Mountains, and I have 20 
acres of mostly natural bush and garden, which I’ve planted more and 
more native and tried to make corridors for animals and plants and the 
whole catastrophe and be mindful of water use. 
(Inner Sydney, 45+ years group, female)
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  [I think about biodiversity] every day. But I’m very much in nature. 
I live in the bush. I’m surrounded by 300/400 year old eucalypts and 
powerful owls which is very special. They’re endangered, they’re rare 
so I think of it all the time. I’m constantly thinking of it. The vehicle 
I drive has low emissions, all of those things I’m very aware. 
(Coffs Harbour, 18–44 years group, female)

  I want a healthy planet. We’ve got nowhere else to go. We’ve got to 
take care of it and we haven’t been for the past 200 years. We’ve been 
trashing the place. 
(Outer Sydney, 45+ years group, male)

The types of activities undertaken by this group of people included 
fostering native plants and animals, investing in renewable energy 
sources, advocating for environmentally responsible behaviours amongst 
their family and friends, and consciously considering and attempting 
to counteract the impact of their daily lives on the local environment. 
Some had actively sought information regarding environmentally 
friendly products or had taken initiatives such as contacting their 
local council in an attempt to drive environmental initiatives.

  You can get little possum boxes and hang on your veranda for little 
tiny possums will come in, you can get native bees, tiny little bees 
they’re only this big and they’re stingless and they’re incredibly 
important for pollination. There are all sorts, you can do this just living 
in an apartment, let alone having five acres of garden. 
(Inner Sydney, 45+ years group, female)

  I think the government’s responsible for keeping us well-informed and 
for funding some initiatives, but I still think the ultimate responsibility’s 
on the individual. Like little things with chemicals in the house. Like 
my wife and I, for cleaning products we only use biodegradable and 
natural products … it’s about five or six times more expensive but it’s 
more sustainable to do so. 
(Wagga Wagga, 18–44 years group, male)

  I’ll do my bit, encourage people, encourage my family, my mum knows 
nothing about recycling. I fixed it, the yellow bin goes there, red 
bin goes there, now she knows a bit. Bottles go here, rubbish goes 
there. We’ll try. 
(Outer Sydney, 45+ years group, female)

I do what I can
The second group was made up of people who were uncertain 
about how much impact their actions would have, and how much 
they could do, but who had incorporated some environmentally 
responsible behaviours into their lifestyles in the hope these may 
make some small difference. This group of respondents used terms 
such as ‘I do what I can’ and ‘it can’t hurt’ to describe the motivations 
behind their actions.
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While they were not necessarily convinced their actions would have a 
great impact on the condition of the environment, they were not willing 
to risk the health of the environment by not making some effort. These 
respondents were unlikely to actively seek out information about what 
they could do about their environmental concerns but would incorporate 
simple behaviours into their daily lives in the hope these might help.

  I don’t pollute. I recycle. I try and do the right thing, just what people 
tell me to do. 
(Outer Sydney, 18–44 years group, female)

The types of environmentally responsible behaviours most commonly 
discussed amongst this group were often household activities that could 
be easily adopted and maintained (e.g. recycling household waste, 
installing water-efficient shower heads and buying energy-efficient light 
globes). Some had transitioned to using reusable shopping bags, were 
using environmentally friendly household products or would walk or ride 
to destinations rather than drive.

  Personally, I don’t really think about the cost of electricity, but I 
remember there’s probably some things in the past that’s clicked me, 
like, I’ve thought don’t have any lights on in the house during the day 
or anything. Saving that energy, or at Christmas time we put Christmas 
lights up. We use solar powered ones. We don’t use the electricity 
ones. We have a pool, but we don’t put the filter on because, again, 
we’re not going to put it on if we don’t need it. 
(Outer Sydney, 18–44 years group, female)

I’m not convinced, but I’ll do it if it’s easy
The third group of respondents were less likely to feel they had any 
control over the condition of the environment. They tended to think that 
any attempts they made to improve the environment would be fruitless, 
with some stating that any action they take would be undermined by 
others who are less environmentally responsible.

  You can educate one person, one person will do their part, but 
if you have two people not doing their part, they’re just going to 
counteract the one person that’s trying. 
(Outer Sydney, 18–44 years group, female)

While this group of respondents were unlikely to proactively seek out 
environmentally friendly behaviours, there were some activities they 
would do as a matter of course such as recycling waste rather than just 
putting it in with general waste. Often this was because it had become 
part of their lifestyle, though this group of respondents had some 
doubts about the effectiveness of their actions.

  I’m interested in that recycling process. Where do they take it to 
recycle it? Do they actually take it to a recycling plant? 
(Outer Sydney, 45+ years group, male)
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It’s out of my control, I don’t think about it
Most respondents tended to discuss what could be done in an ‘us’ and 
‘them’ fashion. Many felt that they were doing all they could (within their 
budget or household situation) to be environmentally conscious but that 
other people were less conscientious. They cited people littering in parks 
or dropping cigarettes on the street as examples of the bad behaviour 
demonstrated by others.

  It’s kind of, there’s no need for it. You can take it back with you, you 
can put it in a bin, it’s a pretty easy thing to do. And it all just goes in 
the gutter and goes into the sea and then you want to swim in the sea 
and it’s a bit silly. 
(Inner Sydney, 18–44 years group, male)

  There was a big campaign, do you remember, Do the Right Thing? 
I remember when I was quite young and we grew up with that 
campaign and we were all very proud of it. The generations that have 
followed have not grown up with that ‘do the right thing’ attitude. 
(Inner Sydney, 45+ years group, female)

When discussing what individuals should be doing to protect 
the environment, a few respondents admitted that they could 
be doing more.

  I guess, besides rubbish, it feels like it’s too big. I’m not cutting down 
the trees, I’m not building estates and things like that that are affecting 
it. So what else can I do kind of thing, it’s out of my control? 
(Outer Sydney, 18–44 years group, female)

The most common barrier to engaging in environmentally responsible 
behaviours was cost, mentioned in all groups. Some felt hindered 
by the fact they could not afford to do everything they would like, 
such as installing solar power.

Other barriers to engaging in environmentally responsible 
behaviours included:

• apathy – not interested or concerned enough to take action

• lack of impetus/priority – no motivation, no incentive or not a priority

• lack of awareness – do not understand how it will help or 
how easy it is

• living situation – some were constrained by not owning their home.

  I suppose you only really hear politicians or big people talk about and 
you think, ‘Oh, it’s too big for me, I don’t want to worry about it unless 
you do something along those lines and you study it.’ But if it’s not in 
your job, then you don’t really know about it. 
(Outer Sydney, 18–44 years group, female)

  Yeah. Well, before I worked for a solar installer, like most people 
I didn’t think much about it because whether your power comes 
from coal or from solar or from wind or hydro, you know, you 
turn a light switch on, it does the same thing and lights up 
a room and that’s all people care about ultimately because we 
seem to care about what’s in front of us, not what’s around us. 
(Wagga Wagga, 18–44 years group, male)
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Workplace responsibilities
When asked specifically about environmentally conscious behaviours 
in the workplace, respondents mentioned using resources responsibly 
as the main activity undertaken in their workplace. Most commonly 
this involved minimising paper use or recycling. Others felt that their 
workplace needed to consider their use and sources of energy and ways 
to reduce water usage both for economic and environmental reasons.

  Using less paper, there’s not really much of a need to print 
things out anymore. You can have digital copies of a lot of stuff. 
(Inner Sydney, 18–44 years group, male)

  There’s smarter ways we can use our money for water. We’re 
on town water for everything [in our company]. They’re all on 
town water. Where we’re better off is having water efficient 
toilets and water efficient appliances to save money and save 
water, than actually put the tanks on. And redoing the plumbing. 
(Coffs Harbour, 45+ years group, male)

Motivations for change
Respondents suggested many ways in which individuals could 
and should be motivated to make environmentally conscious 
behaviour changes.

Across the groups, respondents suggested increased support from 
government in the form of rebates. They explained that this may 
motivate individuals to do more when they feel they are already 
doing what they can.

Respondents who felt they had incorporated environmentally 
responsible behaviours into their everyday lives felt others should 
be made aware of how easy it can be to take particular steps. 
They encouraged public education regarding the ease of making 
lifestyle changes and the associated environmental benefits.

  And be mindful when we purchase things. Don’t use 
plastic bags, use green bags. Things that people can do. 
(Outer Sydney, 45+ years group, female)

  We just have to keep reminding people, even if it’s taking your 
green bag to the supermarket, you know? All those things add up, 
put a drainer in your kitchen sink. Stop that rubbish going in the ocean. 
(Coffs Harbour, 45+ years group, female)

  Buy second-hand stuff, refurbished stuff, homemade stuff, you know. 
It’s quite possible to do. 
(Coffs Harbour, 18–44 years group, male)

Littering was an activity that respondents felt was clearly within the 
control of individuals and should be addressed. It caused a great deal 
of frustration amongst some respondents who felt that this has been 
an issue for years. They thought the onus needed to be placed on the 
individuals to take responsibility for a range of behaviours that may 
damage the environment.
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  I was sitting there eating [at a shopping centre] and people left their 
rubbish and you’re just like … I ended up picking the rubbish up but I’m 
like how hard is it? And then what’s going ... I know they’ve got that 
‘dob in a tosser’ or whatever but you know. I think a bit more of that. 
I think it’s just a simple thing to do. 
(Inner Sydney, 18–44 years group, male)

Some respondents felt motivated by emotion. This went two ways: 
some were driven by frustration with the poor behaviour of others 
(such as littering), while others took inspiration from the potential 
to help people who were less fortunate (such as those impacted 
by changing weather conditions).

  I think I’m more conscious of water saving than energy saving ... 
For me, I’ve got family in the country, so rural things. You hear about 
the drought and how it affects people, so then I’m like, I don’t want 
to waste water if they’ve got none, kind of thing. So that’s probably 
the only environmental factor that drives me. 
(Outer Sydney, 18–44 years group, female)

The need for positive role models to reinforce conscientious behaviour 
was encouraged not only in relation to government, industry or public 
figures but also community leaders, family and friends.

  Yeah, it’s the parents and it’s the way you grow up. Obviously, it’s the 
people around you, the people you grow up with. Obviously, if you 
grow up with people who just don’t care, you take that mentality. 
(Outer Sydney, 18–44 years group, male)

There was acknowledgement by some respondents that any cultural 
change takes time. It was felt that there have been some positive steps 
taken in terms of raising concern about environmental issues. However, 
respondents also acknowledged that there is more work to be done to 
make environmentally conscious decisions part of everyday life.

  I’m pleased to say that children are very concerned about the 
environment. And it is in their schooling. And they can come home, the 
hope is that they speak to their parents and they tell their parents that 
what they’re doing is wrong … so look at Keirnan, Clean Up Australia, 
it started with one bloke, so kids in schools started doing it and it’s 
just progressed. 
(Coffs Harbour, 45+ years group, female)

5.4 Biodiversity
Respondents’ understanding of biodiversity was explored in the focus 
groups, along with the value they placed on nature and biodiversity. 
During this part of the discussion, it was apparent that there was a 
general understanding related to the diversity of plants and animals, 
and an associated emphasis on the importance of the maintenance of 
a balance. However, the term ‘biodiversity’ was less well understood 
(responses from the self-completion questionnaire indicated that around 
a third of the 56 respondents had heard of the term but were unsure of 
what it meant), hence the discussions were directed more around nature 
and the balance of nature.
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Understanding of biodiversity
Respondents generally understood that biodiversity relates to 
a diversity of animal and (less so) plant life, and attached importance 
to ensuring the balance of nature is maintained. However, their reasons 
for attributing importance to the maintenance of biodiversity were less 
evident, other than a general agreement that ‘balance’ is important 
for the environment.

Generally, the discussion of biodiversity led to discussion of species 
decline (potentially resulting in reduced diversity). Concern for the 
wellbeing and survival of animals due to environmental degradation 
was expressed in all locations (although interestingly, as described in 
later sections, respondents were generally unable to give examples 
of plants or animals at risk of extinction).

Following on from initial discussion about the need for diversity, 
the conversation often moved to recognition that reductions in one 
species can have a subsequent impact on the viability of other species 
(although again respondents were often unable to provide specific 
examples of this). Respondents acknowledged that a lack of biodiversity 
may also lead to food source depletion; for example, from a lack 
of pollination.

  Everything links with each other so if one thing 
disappears it might impact on other things as well. 
(Inner Sydney, 18–44 years group, male)

  There’s no bees, there’s no food. There’s no plant life, there’s 
no pollination, there’s no fruit. There’s nothing that grows on 
trees that is going to be produced, which is half of our diet. 
(Outer Sydney, 45+ years group, female)

Though some respondents only mentioned animals (not plants) 
when discussing biodiversity, several respondents (across all groups) 
expressed an understanding of the interrelated or interdependent nature 
of plants and animals. These respondents mentioned the importance of 
biodiversity for the maintenance of balance in the environment.

  A lot of animals rely on the plants so it’s just a knock-on effect. 
You can’t have one and not the other. It all kind of comes together. 
(Outer Sydney, 45+ years group, female)

  Everything has a purpose. Everything is tied to everything else. 
You take one species or one plant out of that web and it all starts 
falling apart. 
(Coffs Harbour, 18–44 years group, male)

  The first thing that comes out of is whenever something’s threatened, 
made extinct, at some point it’s got an important role to play in 
balance with other elements within the natural system. So if leadbeater 
possums suddenly disappear then a whole range of birds might 
disappear too, as well as plants, simply because they’re sustained by 
interacting with each other.  
(Inner Sydney, 45+ years group, male)
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Why is biodiversity important?
While the importance of biodiversity was often stated, the reasoning 
behind this was not always clear or consistent. Some respondents 
wanted diversity of animal and plant species because they value the 
notion of diversity of the species. For this group, having a variety 
of plant and animal species in green spaces was linked to improved 
quality of life and enjoyment of the local area.

A small number of respondents specifically mentioned the risk of 
developing monocultures reducing the resistance of ecosystems 
to disease and affecting bee species and pollination.

While some respondents felt that biodiversity was being threatened 
by damaging farming practices, others thought climate change was the 
major cause of species threat and therefore linked this to biodiversity.

In the inner Sydney and Coffs Harbour groups, respondents 
expressed concern about the loss of ecotourism in Australia 
if biodiversity is damaged.

5.5 Threatened species
Respondents were asked about their awareness of any plants or 
animals that were under threat of extinction locally. Generally, whilst 
there was a view that there may be decline in some areas, most 
respondents were unable to provide specific examples. In all groups, 
respondents subsequently were surprised to hear (from information 
provided by the moderator) that there were about 1000 threatened 
plant and animal species in NSW. Some explained that they had heard 
(via media coverage or in conversation with friends or family) about 
threats to species at the global and Australia-wide levels (for example, 
rainforests across the world, orangutans, coral in the Great Barrier Reef 
and mosquitos in Singapore) but had not thought of species native to 
NSW that might be declining or at risk of becoming extinct (and had not 
heard about this from media or other sources).

  Yeah but you wouldn’t really know what animals are here that have, if 
they’ve been endangered … They’re probably gone and we don’t know. 
(Inner Sydney, 18–44 years group, female)

  Like all the coral’s starting to die on the Great Barrier Reef, that’s an 
indicator of the rising ocean temperatures more than its own problem. 
in isolation. 
(Wagga Wagga, 18–44 years group, male)

Others spoke of observing changes in their local environment, 
such as a reduction in birds, insects, native animals and frogs.

  Even the native flora and fauna – with all these concrete buildings and 
everything, the birds are not there, not like they used to be.  
(Wagga Wagga, 45+ years group, female)

  Look at the frogs. Once when we were kids, we’d go frogging 
all the time. They don’t do it now. The frogs aren’t around. 
(Wagga Wagga, 45+ years group, female)
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  Going back to the Christmas beetles, the birds eat the Christmas 
beetles. Not enough beetles, the birds die or go some other place and 
the whole thing gets thrown out of whack. Over fishing or whatever. 
(Outer Sydney, 45+ years group, male)

Causes of declining animal and plant species were relatively well 
understood and were said to include:

• pollution/litter (most often mentioned)

• climate change

• development/urbanisation

• destruction of habitats (linked to the above)

• introduced species/predators

• over-fishing

• natural disasters

• ignorance (humans not protecting species).

Amongst respondents, there was a higher level of awareness 
of threatened animal species when compared to plant species. 
Respondents had heard about more animals that had become 
extinct or were at risk of extinction in Australia and elsewhere. 
However, respondents were largely unable to come up with any 
examples of threatened plant species.

  I knew about animals. I had no idea about plants though. 
(Outer Sydney, 45+ years group, female)

  Yeah, I’m sure there is [threatened plant species] but it’s 
not something that gets splashed in the local newspaper. 
(Wagga Wagga, 18–44 years group, male)

While knowledge of declining plant species was low, some respondents 
mentioned reduced pollination leading to fewer plants after talking 
through the reduction of bees.

A few respondents were particularly responsible for protecting native 
plants and animals in their backyards, although they were in the minority 
across the groups.

  So I have a veranda, and on the veranda I have herbs and I grow peas 
and not very adventurous really, but it just gives me something to do, 
and also just native plants, and I’m protecting with my life the gumtree 
that overhangs, mostly my veranda that drops so much garbage, it just 
goes drop bark, leaves, leaves, bark, leaves. But living in that tree are 
lorikeets, native miner birds, currawongs, the bats, the flying fox pops 
in there and hangs around for a bit. And I guard that tree, I mean I’d be 
a tree hugger, seriously, and a lot of the people around us are saying, 
it drops leaves and it does this, you know, and I’m like, ‘No, leave it, 
please leave it’.  
(Inner Sydney, 45+ years group, female)
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5.6 Climate change
Respondents in all groups were familiar with the term ‘climate change’ 
and viewed this as a global issue. Views were mixed, however, as 
to the relevance of the issue to themselves personally. While it was 
acknowledged that climate change was already happening, the main 
concern was in relation to the long-term impact.

Overall, respondents stated that climate change is a real and increasing 
concern. In some groups, respondents cited signs of climate change that 
were evident in their local area. Specific examples were observed in the 
two non-urban areas:

• In Wagga Wagga respondents commented that it appeared to be 
getting much drier and as a result there were more difficulties for 
farming and agriculture; some in the older focus group felt that 
the seasons had changed, with fewer frosts and milder weather 
(although others in the group disagreed with this, feeling it was 
colder than it used to be).

• In Coffs Harbour respondents raised the issue of climate change 
impacting tides which was eroding local beaches, and endangering 
wildlife in the area. Respondents also discussed temperature shifts, 
observing that unseasonal weather was now more common.

Other impacts of climate change that respondents were aware 
of included changing sea temperatures, melting ice caps, 
and rising sea levels.

  If the sea warms up, you lose the corals, the plants, the fish, 
because they need certain temperatures. And it doesn’t need 
to be a very big rise in temperature to actually kill things off. 
(Wagga Wagga, 45+ years group, female)

  Rising sea temperatures [are a consequence of climate change], which 
I think also increases a release of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. 
(Inner Sydney, 18–44 years group, male)

Some respondents viewed climate change as a more pressing issue 
for people in other parts of the world who have already been directly 
impacted by its effects.

It’s the issue of relevance ... If you ran this group in Kiribati, what 
would be on the board? We’re going to drown in three years’ time. 
(Wagga Wagga, 45+ years group, male)

A few respondents used the term ‘global warming’ rather than climate 
change, and attributed an increase in natural disasters (for example, 
bushfires) and extreme weather patterns to global warming.

  That one, the forest fires, I know it’s part of the environments, 
it’s the global warming thing. And if you notice I think that summer 
is getting really hot. So it is part of the impact of global warming. 
(Inner Sydney, 45+ years group, female)

Other respondents acknowledged that climate change is a relatively 
new term. Respondents stated that they learned about climate change 
through the media (political commentary primarily).
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Causes of climate change
Generally, respondents acknowledged that climate change was caused 
by human actions with the top of mind action being pollution. Few 
were able to provide examples of other types of activities that have 
contributed to climate change. One respondent offered the following 
example of human contributory actions towards climate change:

  I think, any of this is basically understanding the science, if you 
burn CO2 [sic] you’re going to destroy the atmosphere and you’re 
going to heat things up. And whether that’s inside a larger cycle 
of flux or not, either way. I think we can really start seeing that it’s 
happening now given that there’s this idea that there’s 2% increase, 
that we’re halfway there already since that was predicted. 
(Coffs Harbour, 18–44 years group, male)

However, a small number of respondents expressed the idea that 
climate change was not a phenomenon caused by human action, 
and could not be avoided.

  My views on climate change are probably different to most people. 
The world goes through cycles every thousands of years. Are we 
speeding it up? I don’t know, you know. [There are] so many sides 
to each side of the argument. There’s an ice age, then there’s a 
hotter stage, you know. We’re in a pendulum motion constantly. 
(Wagga Wagga, 45+ years group, male)

Addressing climate change
Responsibility for addressing climate change was said to be universal; 
from individuals to community members (including parents, teachers, 
local community groups, businesses) and leaders (for example, local, 
state and federal government, politicians and large industry).

While climate change was not regarded by all respondents as an 
immediate threat, there were some respondents who felt that immediate 
action should be taken to reduce the threat of climate change in light 
of recent natural disasters in Australia.

Others felt that the government was being too slow to take action 
to address climate change, but there was also recognition among 
a few that such issues could not be done too rapidly, because the 
economy, employment, and people’s personal finances, would suffer. 
Instead, it needed to be a gradual process.

Actions suggested for addressing climate change often related to 
reducing emissions. Examples of the types of actions suggested for 
different groups of people included:

• at the individual level – people could consider purchasing newer 
cars with lower emissions and better fuel efficiency

• at the community level – use of public transport could 
be encouraged

• government and industry – could be encouraged to increase 
investment in sustainable transport.
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A few respondents suggested individual measures that could be taken to 
compensate for (offset) emissions, such as planting trees in your garden 
or as a community activity in local areas.

5.7 Renewable energy
The majority of respondents had heard of the term ‘renewable energy’ 
and support for increasing the generation and uptake of renewable 
energy was high across the groups.

Renewable energy was generally understood to be energy produced 
from renewable resources. However, discussion revealed that some 
respondents confused the meaning of the term with the concept of 
energy saving (and subsequent cost savings for their household).

Other (less common) associations made with renewable energy included:

• the need to be less reliant on fossil fuels as an energy source

• fuel sources such as coal are finite and are rapidly declining

• the need for investment in renewable energy sources

• wind farms, solar panels, wave power all seen as renewable 
energy sources

• renewable energy is seen as more expensive for the end user.

Respondents expressed support for the concept of renewable energy 
regardless of the definition they attributed to the term. For those with 
a clear understanding of the term, investment in and the increased use 
of renewable energy technologies was important. Amongst this group, 
there was consensus that governments should increase funding and 
subsidisation of renewable energies, and encourage higher rates of 
adoption by industry.

  And I think renewable energy [should be promoted] and I think we are 
going to run out of natural resources because that’s just the facts and 
there is only a finite amount of coal and oil and everything else. Yeah, 
we’ll find more but eventually we will burn it all up, literally. And there’s 
always going to be a need for some of those products in other things 
that we want.  
(Coffs Harbour, 18–44 years group, male)

Motivation to switch
Respondents were divided regarding the primary motivation for investing 
in renewable energy. Some acknowledged that the main incentive for 
installing solar panels would be the financial benefits (saving money 
on energy bills), while others claimed that it would be the benefits 
to the environment. This links with the individual motivations to adopt 
environmentally responsible behaviours discussed earlier.

  I hear a lot of people saying that the initial setup cost [deters 
them], to save the money, but down the track in future years it’s 
going to save them a lot of money. Whether it be solar panels or 
something like that. So initial costs now, it might cost a bit, but 
they’re thinking of future to save money on power bills and things. 
(Wagga Wagga, 45+ years group, female)
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  But it’s not only the saving of the energy cost. It’s the saving 
of the environment. 
(Wagga Wagga, 45+ years group, male)

Upon further discussion, while respondents felt that using renewable 
energy was a positive step, it appeared that most respondents would 
make the decision to switch to renewable energy on the basis of cost.

The cost associated with renewable energy was said to be in the initial 
outlay of sources such as solar power, while switching to a green energy 
provider was thought to be more expensive in general (each bill) as the 
company sought reimbursement for their outlays. Some respondents 
attributed the limited affordability of renewable energy to a reduction 
in available incentive schemes for using these sources.

  We put it on because I’ve got an office and home and we got three 
teenage kids and power for the five of us in a four bedroom home is about 
230 bucks a quarter, so there’s a benefit for us. Plus I knew it would make 
the house more valuable when we get around to selling it down the track. 
There’s enough of an incentive there if you’ve got the [means]. I mean, 
I put ten grand into it at the time. Not everyone’s got ten grand lying 
around when they first buy a home to go and do that sort of thing. 
(Coffs Harbour, 45+ years group, male)

Barriers to adoption
Some respondents saw renewable energy sources as products that 
were for people on higher incomes due to the cost involved in the 
outlay. Others were constrained by their living situation, such as renters 
who did not want to invest in solar power in someone else’s house 
or people who were living in apartments that could not be equipped 
with renewable energy.

It was commonly expressed that there needed to be a significant 
government rebate/financial incentive for people to be encouraged 
to take up solar energy themselves.

  If you go back just five years ago when they introduced a solar bonus 
scheme in New South Wales, it was probably the most generous in 
Australia. I think the uptake was just amazing. Also Coffs Harbour is 
one of the highest take up areas in the whole state as well … people 
are willing if there’s benefit for them, but you’re not going to put 
these systems on at expense to yourself to get virtually nothing for it. 
(Coffs Harbour, 45+ years group, male)

Another barrier to adopting renewable energy was apathy. 
Some respondents were comfortable admitting that their 
energy sources are not a priority for them personally.

  You just don’t think about it. I really don’t think about it. I don’t 
even look at my electricity bill. I pay it fortnightly and I wouldn’t have 
a clue what it is. 
(Outer Sydney, 45+ years group, female)

Others said that it can be difficult to find information regarding 
renewable energy sources and that searching for information 
was prohibitively time consuming.
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  It’s a bit of a process to ring around and know what you’re getting and 
how it all works. 
(Inner Sydney, 18–44 years group, male)

According to respondents in a few groups who felt more informed 
regarding solar power, this technology requires some improvements. 
They stated that, as yet, there is no way of storing the energy 
generated by solar panels (e.g. batteries), and this has acted as 
a disincentive to purchasing solar for some people as demonstrated 
by the following discussion:

  We’re renovating and we’ve looked into the solar panel stuff and the 
problem is, without storages, they’re saying well you need to be doing 
more … Using it during the day time otherwise you’re going to have 
to back up. 
(Coffs Harbour, 45+ years group, female)

Others feel that the cost benefits take too long to realise, meaning 
the cost of the initial outlay is not easily recovered.

  Friends of mine have [solar power], and I’ve got other friends 
that are electricians, and they’re like, ‘it’s not worth it at the 
moment.’ You’d be paying the same amount for your electricity 
for the rest of your life almost, or for a good 20-odd years. 
(Outer Sydney, 18–44 years group, male)

Across the groups, some respondents suggested that existing energy 
providers stand to lose from a shift to renewable energy providers and 
may therefore aim to stifle the growth of this industry. A few expressed 
concern that governments could potentially be influenced not to support 
renewable energy by large corporations.

  But there’s a lot of interest in not getting renewable energy out there. 
Not from governments, from bigger parties, because there’s money 
to make in coal and oil, which is finite. So when that goes we’ve got to 
come up with something. All the wars are being fought due to energy. 
(Outer Sydney, 45+ years group, male)
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Appendices

Appendix A: methodology
Who Cares about the Environment? 
is a cross-sectional time series survey 
that seeks to monitor environmental 
knowledge, beliefs, attitudes and 
behaviours among the NSW population.

Who Cares? has been conducted every 
three years since its launch in 1994. 
The 2015 survey, the eighth in the series, 
had two components:

• a telephone survey of 2000 
NSW residents aged 15 years or over 
conducted via Computer Assisted 
Telephone Interviewing (CATI)

• eight focus groups with 
NSW residents.

The main research objectives of the 
2015 Who Cares? research were to:

• gain an understanding of current 
environmental knowledge, 
attitudes and behaviours 
of the NSW population

• contribute to statistical time 
series data, tracking changes 
in the environmental knowledge, 
attitudes and behaviour of the 
NSW population

• provide information to assist the 
Office of Environment and Heritage 
(OEH), other government agencies, 
non-government organisations and 
industry to identify priorities and 
design, implement, evaluate and 
coordinate their policies, programs 
and other initiatives

• promote discussion and 
awareness of the social dimension 
of environmental protection 
and conservation.
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This research was undertaken for OEH by The Social Research Centre 
Pty Ltd in accordance with the Privacy Act 1988 (Cwlth) and the 
Australian Privacy Principles contained therein, the Privacy (Market and 
Social Research) Code 2014, the Australian Market and Social Research 
Society’s Code of Professional Practice, and ISO 20252 standards.

Quantitative component: telephone survey
Methodology
The telephone survey component of the 2015 Who Cares? research 
comprised 2000 interviews with NSW residents aged 15 years and over. 
The sample design for the telephone survey used disproportionate 
quotas for 14 geographic regions, based on the NSW Department 
of Premier and Cabinet (DPC) regional classification, such that a 
minimum of 100 interviews was applied per region, with the remaining 
600 interviews distributed across the geographic strata in a manner 
approximating a probability proportional to size distribution.

A dual-frame random digit dialling (RDD) sample design was employed 
for the first time in 2015, with a 70:30 split between the landline and 
mobile sampling frames. This change in approach was necessitated by 
the rapid increase in the proportion of the adult population without 
a landline telephone (from 18% in 2012 when the survey was last 
carried out, to an estimated 29% in December 2014). The transition 
to a dual-frame methodology therefore reduced the bias associated 
with coverage error, producing more reliable and accurate estimates 
of the NSW population than would be possible with the continued 
use of a landline frame.

Further information regarding the rationale for adopting a dual-frame 
design and an analysis of the implications for the comparability of time 
series results are available in the 2015 Who Cares? technical report. In 
summary, despite there being differences in the 2015 design, analysis 
of key outcome measures by telephone status, along with comparison 
of results from the 2015 landline only frame9 with the 2012 landline 
frame, failed to reveal systemic differences in time series results for key 
estimates. Further, at the time of each survey iteration, the methodology 
employed arguably reflected the best practice approach to surveying 
a representative sample of the Australian adult population at the time. 
Overall, while the approach to the 2015 Who Cares? survey reflects a 
change in methodology, and this should be noted when interpreting 
the findings, the 2015 results provide a reliable indication of time series 
variations in key estimates.

9  In order to produce population estimates based only on the landline component 
of the survey, data was re-weighted according to the approach taken in 2012. 
This involved post-stratification weighting for age, sex and region without 
the inclusion of a design weight.
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Instrumentation
An initial draft of questions for Who Cares? was written by the Social 
Research Centre (SRC) following consultation with OEH. Initial feedback 
was provided by OEH and a consultant topic expert on question 
wording, response frames and structure. The objective for the 2015 
survey was to include a mix of previously asked ‘core’ questions 
(required for ongoing tracking) and new questions developed in 2015 
to cover specific emerging and contemporary issues.

A formal peer review and cognitive testing of the questionnaire were 
conducted, and the instrument amended accordingly, prior to a final 
review by OEH. This was followed by a pilot testing phase consisting of 
30 interviews (22 landlines and eight mobiles) on 17 and 18 August 2015. 
The average interview length of the pilot was 33 minutes, and as such, 
a number of changes to the questionnaire were made to reduce the 
interview length to the budgeted 25 minutes.

Where the wording of a core question was modified to reflect current 
language or improve clarity, this has been noted in the report along 
with guidance regarding the implications for time series comparison.

The final questionnaire content can be found in Appendix B. 
It is accompanied by a table indicating which questions have 
been included in previous surveys and those that are new in 2015.

Sampling
As described above, a dual-frame RDD sample design was employed, 
with a 70:30 split between the landline and mobile sampling frames. 
The SRC sourced randomly generated landline and mobile telephone 
numbers from the commercial list provider SamplePages. For the 
landline sample a ‘best estimate’ of postcode was assigned to each 
record based on information available about the geographic area 
serviced by each individual telephone exchange. For the mobile sample, 
phone numbers were generated and tested based on the known mobile 
phone number prefixes. No geographic information is currently available 
to researchers for mobile phone numbers generated in this way.

Interviewing from the mobile frame was undertaken prior to initiation 
of the landline sample. Once interviewing via the mobile frame had 
progressed sufficiently to establish the robust distribution of interviews 
by region, the landline sample was initiated and interview targets 
per region adjusted where necessary to ensure quotas for each 
strata were met.

Respondents were considered to be ‘in scope’ if they resided in NSW 
and were aged 15 years or over. To ensure the landline sample was 
randomly selected at the ‘within household’ level, the Westat method 
of selection was utilised. For the mobile sample, the phone answerer 
was the survey respondent if they met the in-scope criteria.
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Fieldwork
The 2015 Who Cares? survey was conducted between August and 
October 2015 with 2000 NSW community members. The average 
interview length was just over 25 minutes.

Table A1 summarises the key fieldwork statistics for the survey.

Table A1 Summary of key fieldwork statistics for the 2015 survey

Field Outcome

Target interviews 2,000

Interviews achieved 2,000

Average interview duration (minutes) 25.8 mins

Cooperation rate (sample yield) 52.6%

Response rate (AAPOR RR3) 14.7%

Total sample records used 34,243

Total sample records dialled 29,070

Total calls placed 102,786

Pilot dates 17-Aug to 18-Aug

Main fieldwork start date 24-Aug

Main fieldwork finish date 4-Oct

A total of 102,786 calls were placed to a pool of 29,070 sample records 
to achieve the required number of interviews. This equates to an 
interview every 51.4 calls (37.2 calls per interview for landline numbers 
and 84.2 calls per interview for mobile numbers). This difference is 
primarily due to a great many screening calls needing to be made 
to mobile phone numbers in order to identify NSW residents.

The final call results by sample frame (landline vs mobile) for all numbers 
initiated are available in the 2015 Who Cares? technical report.

Respondent profile
Table A2 shows the relative size and geographic distribution of 
interviews across the landline and mobile frames. The sample design 
closely replicated the 2012 design and aimed to maintain a minimum of 
70 interviews conducted via landline in each region, with the remaining 
600 interviews allocated to the mobile frame and distributed across the 
geographic strata. As per the sample design 30% of interviews (605) 
were completed with members of the mobile frame and 70% (1395) 
were completed with the landline frame.
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A comparison of the primary demographics (age and gender) 
of respondents achieved across the two sample frames revealed that, 
compared with the landline frame, mobile phone-only respondents 
were more likely to be male and to be younger. Other notable 
differences across the frames were that mobile-only respondents 
were more likely to live in a share household, have lived in their 
neighbourhood for less than five years, live in a rental property, have 
been born overseas in a non-English–speaking country and usually 
speak a language other than English at home. The mobile phone-only 
sample also yielded a higher proportion of university graduates 
(refer to the 2015 Who Cares? technical report for more information).

Table A2 Sample design and completed interviews by geographic location

Strata Sample achieved

Mobile Landline TOTAL

n % n % n %

Greater Sydney 336 56 779 56 1,115 56

Eastern Sydney/Inner West 105 17 146 10 251 13

Northern Beaches 22 4 78 6 100 5

Northern Sydney 49 8 108 8 157 8

South West Sydney 41 7 158 11 199 10

Southern Sydney 28 5 95 7 123 6

Western Sydney 91 15 194 14 285 14

Rest of NSW 269 44 616 44 885 44

Riverina/Murray–Lower Darling 25 4 75 5 100 5

Hunter 46 8 116 8 162 8

Illawarra 39 6 71 5 110 6

New England/North West/Orana/Far West 24 4 76 5 100 5

South East/Southern Highlands and 
Tablelands/Central West

56 9 54 4 110 6

Central Coast 32 5 71 5 103 5

Mid North Coast 30 5 70 5 100 5

Northern Rivers 17 3 83 6 100 5

Total 605 – 1,395 – 2,000 –
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Data preparation and analysis

Data preparation and cleaning
Unweighted single level frequency counts of the responses to each 
question were produced, initially in draft format, at the completion 
of fieldwork. These were used to check data structure and logic 
prior to data file preparation.

All open-ended responses were reviewed and cleaned by the coding 
team from the SRC. Verbatim responses for questions asked in previous 
surveys were thematically grouped to existing code-frames. Revisions 
such as combining, reallocating or adding more detailed frames, were 
made in consultation with OEH to refine code-frames as necessary. 
Following final data preparation, the higher-level code groups were 
re-examined for applicability by the project team to determine the final 
categories and labels to be used in the data file for analyses.

Following cleaning and coding of the 2015 standalone data set, this was 
merged with historical data to form a consolidated time series data file.

Weighting
In 2015, survey data were post-weighted to age, sex and location 
as per the 2006 and 2009 surveys. However, the necessary transition 
to dual-frame sampling presented the appropriate time to implement 
desired adjustments to the weighting methodology, which saw the 
following introduced:

• Dual frame weighting: As 2015 is the first wave to use a dual-frame 
sample design, the need for dual frame weighting was required and 
the relevant questions were included in the questionnaire.

• Education level and country of birth: In addition to weighting for 
age, sex and region, the data were weighted to education level and 
country of birth as these were identified as means of correcting for 
known biases in the data (as university graduates recorded higher 
levels of concern for the environment than non-university graduates 
in 2012 and are generally over-represented in mobile samples).

Weighting for dual-frame telephone surveys is a two-stage process. 
A design weight (also sometimes called a pre-weight) is calculated to 
account for sampling bias, which is then post-stratified to conform to 
external benchmarks to adjust for non-response. For dual-frame surveys, 
the preferred approach to post-stratification weighting is ‘raking’ 
(sometimes called rim weighting or iterative proportional fitting).

More details on weighting procedures are provided in the 2015 
Who Cares? technical report.
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Data analysis and reporting
All analyses of quantitative data presented throughout the report 
are based on weighted data; however, where bases are presented, 
these represent the unweighted figures.

Note that some percentages reported in figures or tables may not sum 
to 100 due to rounding or to questions allowing multiple responses.

Differences noted throughout the report represent statistically 
significant differences unless stated otherwise.10 All tests of significance 
were based on standard errors calculated using Taylor series 
linearisation to account for the stratified sample design. P-values were 
then calculated via t-test and adjusted for multiple comparisons using 
the method of Benjamini and Yekutieli (2001, implemented in R, 2015). 
Significant differences have not been reported for results that recorded 
a relative standard error of greater than 50%.

While these tests of significance provide an indication of the relationship 
between two variables, the limitation of this approach is that other 
factors are not taken into account in simple bivariate analysis. 
Thus, we have provided further multivariate analysis for some questions, 
as indicated in the report. This analysis provides an indication of which 
sociodemographic factors were independently associated with the 
following key outcome measures:

• level of concern about environmental problems (PQ4 and PQ5)

• satisfaction with air quality in local area (NQ10_1)

• satisfaction with water quality in local area (NQ10_2)

• satisfaction with management of litter in local area (NQ10_5)

• views about the impact of environmental regulation 
on the NSW economy (PQ12_2)

• views about the level of environmental regulation required 
in NSW (PQ12_3)

• condition of the natural environment in NSW today (NQ9)

• knowledge of threatened plant species in NSW (NQ34)

• knowledge of threatened animal species in NSW (NQ37).

10  Benjamini Y & Yekutieli D (2001), ‘The control of the false discovery rate in multiple 
testing under dependency’, The Annals of Statistics 29, 1165–1188.
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The sociodemographic characteristics that were tested for association 
with the outcome measures (and the associated data labels) were:

• region (regdum)

• gender (gend)

• age group (agegroup2015)

• level of education (education)

• household income (hhincome)

• belief in climate change (NQ42)

• settlement type (dem7)

• national park visitation frequency (NQ20)

• environment mentioned as present top priority for 
NSW Government (PQ1)

• environment mentioned as future top priority for 
NSW Government (PQ2)

• condition of environment (NQ9) (not included in model 7)

• satisfaction with air quality in local area (NQ10_1) (all NQ10 variables 
were only included in models 1 and 7)

• satisfaction with water quality in local area (NQ10_2)

• satisfaction with access to green spaces in local area (NQ10_3)

• satisfaction with cleanliness of beaches and oceans in 
local area (NQ10_4)

• satisfaction with management of litter in local area (NQ10_5).

The specific regression approach applied was stepwise regression 
based on the minimum information theoretic criterion of Akaike 
(1974)11 implemented by Venables and Ripley (2002)12. Stepwise 
regression aims to produce a model with the smallest number of 
variables that still explains essentially the same variation as the 
model based on all variables.

Further information regarding the regression analysis and resultant 
outputs can be found in the accompanying 2015 Who Cares? 
technical report.

11  Akaike H (1974), ‘A new look at the statistical model identification’, IEEE Transactions 
on Automatic Control 19(6), 716–723.

12  Venables WN & Ripley B D (2002), Modern Applied Statistics with S, Fourth Edition, 
Springer, New York, ISBN 0-387-95457-0.
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Qualitative component: focus groups
A focus group methodology was employed for the qualitative 
component of this project to enable an in-depth exploration of 
environmental attitudes. Eight focus groups were convened in Sydney 
and regional NSW with a mix of participants. Both the sample design 
(group composition) and instrumentation (discussion guide) were 
developed in consultation with OEH and with consideration given 
to topline results of the telephone survey.

Group composition
The focus group schedule was designed to allow for the inclusion 
of participants from a range of locations (inner and outer Sydney 
and regional/coastal areas of NSW), different genders and age groups.

Table A3 Group specifications

Group Age Gender Location Date

1 18–44 Mixed Outer Sydney (Parramatta) Friday 27 November, 6pm

2 45+ Mixed Outer Sydney (Parramatta) Saturday 28 November, 10am

3 18–44 Mixed Inner Sydney (CBD) Saturday 28 November 4pm

4 45+ Mixed Inner Sydney (CBD) Saturday 28 November, 2pm

5 18–44 Mixed Regional–coastal (Coffs Harbour) Saturday 5 December, 10.30am

6 45+ Mixed Regional–coastal (Coffs Harbour) Saturday 5 December, 1pm

7 18–44 Mixed Regional–central (Wagga Wagga) Saturday 12 December, 12 noon

8 45+ Mixed Regional–central (Wagga Wagga) Saturday 12 December, 10am

Recruitment was conducted via telephone by a professional recruitment 
agency, using a screening questionnaire to assess eligibility and 
determine suitability of respondents for the scheduled groups.

Participants in the focus groups were given an incentive according 
to current market rates.

Instrumentation
The discussion guide was developed at the conclusion of survey 
fieldwork, with consideration given to topline results of the telephone 
survey and issues requiring further exploration. The guide was 
developed in close consultation with OEH and can be found as an 
appendix to the 2015 Who Cares? technical report. An accompanying 
handout questionnaire was also developed to explore participant 
level understanding of key environmental topics prior to these 
being discussed at the group level. The benefit of this approach is 
that it allows for each participant to be heard and provides a truer 
reflection of individual opinions before these have been influenced 
by other group members.
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Fieldwork
The focus groups were held between 27 November and 
12 December 2015.

Each focus group was conducted by an experienced qualitative 
researcher from the SRC. Representatives from OEH were invited 
to view discussion groups.

The discussion guide was used by the researchers as an ‘aide-memoire’ 
throughout the conversations, to ensure coverage of the key topics and 
themes. The handout questionnaire was administered mid-group and 
referenced throughout the discussion.

Analysis
All focus groups were digitally recorded (with consent) and the 
recordings were used for analysis purposes. The analysis was conducted 
using a thematic framework for the classification and interpretation 
of qualitative data.

The handout questionnaires used during the groups to obtain individual 
level data, were data entered following the conclusion of fieldwork. 
Once entered, these were cleaned and coded for analysis in NVivo.

The key themes and topics were identified through the discussion 
guide and through an initial review of the qualitative data to develop 
a coding structure. Sections of the recordings were then coded 
(using NVivo software) to enable a thematic retrieval of data under each 
‘node’ (topic or theme) or group type (to allow, for example, comparison 
of responses to themes or questions by group type). Direct quotations 
have also been referenced in the analysis to allow for inclusion in the 
reporting. The use of this thematic data coding technique ensures that 
findings are directly traceable back to the raw data, thus providing 
a fully transparent analytical method.
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Appendix B: 2015 survey questionnaire
Note: Questions are listed below in the order they were asked during the 
survey. New numbers were allocated to survey questions in 2015 and in 
the numbering system below ‘P’ generally denotes a ‘previous’ question, 
while ‘N’ denotes a ‘new’ question. In some cases, however, this is not 
straightforward as statements or items within a set of previously used 
questions may be new (or vice versa). The ‘History of questions’ table 
at the end of this appendix indicates where this has occurred.

PQ1. What would you say are the two most important issues for 
attention by the NSW State Government at present? (Unprompted)

PQ2. [Every second respondent] Now thinking ahead about 10 years, 
what do you think will be the two most important issues for attention 
by the NSW State Government at that time? (Unprompted)

PQ3a. Now thinking about the environment. In your view, what 
would you say is the single most important environmental issue 
in New South Wales today? (Unprompted)

PQ3b. And in your view, what is the second most important 
environmental issue in New South Wales today? (Unprompted)

PQ4. In general, are you concerned about environmental 
problems? (Yes/no)

PQ5. [If PQ4=yes] Would you say you are concerned a great deal, 
a fair amount, or a little?

PQ6. [If PQ4=no] For what particular reasons would you say you are not 
concerned about environmental problems? (Unprompted)

NQ7. [If PQ4=yes] Would you say you are concerned a great deal, a fair 
amount, a little, or not at all, about the effect of environmental problems 
on the following?

 a. your health

 b. your financial situation

 c. your quality of life

 d. future generations

 e. the economy

 f. nature – plants, animals and ecosystems.

NQ8. [If PQ4=yes] And overall, which one of those are you most 
concerned about regarding the effects of environmental problems? 
(Only statements that the respondent said they are concerned about 
to some extent in NQ7 shown)

NQ9. How would you rate the condition of the natural environment 
in New South Wales today? Very good, good, neither good nor poor, 
poor, or very poor?
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NQ10. Would you say you were very satisfied, satisfied, dissatisfied, or 
very dissatisfied with the following aspects of your LOCAL environment?

 a. air quality

 b. water quality of rivers or lakes in your area

  c. access to green spaces such as parks, forests and natural areas

 d. cleanliness of beaches and oceans

 e. the management of litter in your area.

PQ11. The NSW Government is responsible for enforcing rules which 
are intended to protect or improve the environment. This is called 
environmental regulation. I’ll now read out a number of different 
groups in New South Wales and I’d like you to tell me if you feel that 
the environmental regulations that apply to these groups are much too 
strict, a bit too strict, about right, a bit too lax or much too lax.

 a. farming and agriculture

 b. manufacturing industry

 c. forestry industry

  d. property development and construction industry

 e. mining industry

 f. coal seam gas industry.

PQ12. Would you strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly 
disagree with the following statements about environmental 
regulation in New South Wales?

  a.  The aim of environmental regulation should be to improve, 
rather than merely maintain the health of the environment.

  b.  Environmental regulation is restricting growth of the NSW economy.

  c.  A lower level of environmental regulation is required 
in New South Wales.

PQ13. For each of the following activities, please tell me whether you 
do this always, mostly, sometimes, rarely or never. If the statement 
doesn’t apply to you, please say ‘not applicable’.

 a. use your own bags to carry shopping

  b.  actively try to limit your water use; for example, by having 
a shorter shower or re-using household water in the garden

  c.  choose household products that you think are better 
for the environment

  d.  actively try to limit the amount of food you throw out 
by planning your meals

  e. choose to eat organically grown food

  f.  actively try to limit your energy use; for example; by cutting down 
your use of home heating and cooling, turning off lights, etc.



Appendices

Who Cares about the Environment? 109

  g.  separate unwanted electronic items such as televisions, 
mobile phones and computers from general waste and recycle 
them (Note: ‘separate’ means separate from general waste)

  h.  control the movements of your pets to keep them away from 
native birds and animals.

PQ14. And from this next list of things, please tell me if you have 
done it in the past 12 months. (Yes/no)

  a. tried to get information on an environmental topic or issue

  b.  signed an online petition in support of protecting 
the environment

  c.  encouraged someone else to change something you thought 
was harmful to the environment

  d.  participated in local development issues with the aim 
of protecting the environment; for example, by writing a letter 
or email, attending a meeting, making a report or complaint 
or being on a committee.

NQ15. This next question is about volunteer activities aimed at the 
environment. In the last 12 months, have you done any of the following 
without being paid to do it? We are interested in activities done by 
yourself, with your family or as part of a group or organisation. (Yes/no)

  a. cleaned up litter in a public space, park or forest

  b.  taken part in Landcare or Bushcare projects, tree planting or 
other environment restoration projects (previous question)

  c.  been involved in a local community garden or community 
composting activity

  d. rescued wildlife

  e.  collected information on the natural environment for scientific 
projects or databases

  f.  undertaken any other voluntary activity – without being paid – 
that benefits the environment.

NQ16. [NQ15=yes] Were any of these activities done in or for your 
local area? (Yes/no)

NQ17. [NQ15=yes] Were any of these activities done in a national park 
in New South Wales? (Yes/no)

NQ18. [NQ15=yes] Were the activities you’ve taken part in done 
on behalf of a group or organisation, independently or both?

NQ20. Now some questions about national parks in New South Wales. 
In the last 12 months, how many times have you visited a national 
park in New South Wales? Would you say never, 1–5 times, 6–12 times, 
or more than 12 times?
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NQ21. From this next list of activities, please tell me which of these 
you’ve done in a NSW national park in the last 12 months? (Yes/no)

 a. bushwalking/picnic

 b. rock climbing/abseiling

 c. camping/overnight accommodation

 d. horse riding/bike riding

 e. 4-wheel driving/motor bike riding

 f. fishing/canoeing/swimming/surfing.

PQ22. In your opinion, are the controls which regulate what people can 
do in national parks much too strict, a bit too strict, a bit too lax, much 
too lax or about right?

PQ23. And could you please tell me whether you strongly agree, agree, 
disagree or strongly disagree with the following statements about 
national parks in New South Wales?

  a. National parks in New South Wales are well maintained.

  b. It is important to have national parks in New South Wales.

PQ29. Now a question on protecting natural habitats for native plants 
and animals in New South Wales. There are various competing needs 
for the use of land in New South Wales. Sometimes decisions need 
to be made to either protect areas for natural habitats, or, to use 
the land for other needs.

Overall, do you think there is:

  a. too much emphasis on protecting natural habitats

  b. not enough emphasis on protecting natural habitats

  c. or, you think the balance is about right in New South Wales.

NQ30. Are you familiar with the term ‘biodiversity’? Would you say:

  a. I’ve heard about it and I know what it means

  b. I’ve heard about it but I’m not sure what it means

 c. I’ve never heard about it.

NQ31. [Every third respondent where NQ30=I’ve heard about 
biodiversity and know what it means] Could you please tell me what 
biodiversity means? (Unprompted)

NQ32. I’ll now read out a list of statements about why it might 
be important to protect nature and maintain biodiversity in 
New South Wales. Please tell me whether you strongly agree, 
agree, disagree or strongly disagree with each statement.

  a.  We have a responsibility to look after nature and biodiversity 
for future generations.

  b.  Nature and biodiversity are essential to the production of food, 
clean air and water, and medicines for people.

  c. Nature and biodiversity are important for tackling climate change.
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  d.  Nature and biodiversity are important for my personal recreation, 
relaxation and spiritual renewal.

  e.  Whether I visit these natural places or not, it is important 
for me to know nature and biodiversity is looked after in 
New South Wales.

NQ33. Now some questions about native plants and animals 
in New South Wales. Firstly about PLANTS. As far as you know, 
would you say:

  a.  there are no native plant species in New South Wales 
in serious decline and at risk of becoming extinct, or

  b.  there are native plants in New South Wales in serious decline 
and at risk of becoming extinct, or

 c. not sure/(don’t know).

NQ34. [If agrees there are plant species at risk of extinction at NQ33] 
And over the last 10 years, as far as you know, has the number of native 
plant species in serious decline and at risk of becoming extinct in New 
South Wales increased, decreased, stayed the same, or you’re not sure?

NQ36. Now thinking about native ANIMAL species. As far as you know, 
would you say:

  a.  there are NO native animal species in New South Wales 
in serious decline and at risk of becoming extinct, or

  b.  there ARE native animal species in New South Wales 
in serious decline and at risk of becoming extinct, or

 c. not sure/(don’t know).

NQ37. [If agrees there are animal species at risk of extinction at NQ36] 
And over the last 10 years, as far as you know, has the number of native 
animal species in serious decline and at risk of becoming extinct in New 
South Wales increased, decreased, stayed the same, or you’re not sure?

NQ38. [If agrees there are plant and/or animal species at risk of 
extinction at NQ33 and NQ36] To what extent, if any, do you feel 
concerned about the possibility of native plant and animal species in 
New South Wales becoming extinct? Would you say very concerned, 
somewhat concerned, not really concerned or not at all concerned?

NQ39. Now some questions about extreme weather and other events 
in New South Wales. For each of the following, would you say there 
has been more, less or no change in occurrence over the past 10 years 
in New South Wales …?

 a. heatwaves

 b. severe storms and floods

 c. frosts

 d. snow falls

 e. severe bushfires

 f. air pollution.
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NQ41. And how concerned are you about (each of the extreme weather 
events in New South Wales from NQ39 shown) directly affecting you or 
your family in the foreseeable future? Would you say you are concerned 
not at all, a little, a fair amount or a great deal?

NQ40. [If respondent believes there has been a change in any extreme 
weather event at NQ39] Now following on from those questions 
about weather events. Thinking about the <increase/decrease> in 
the occurrence of (each of the extreme weather events in New South 
Wales with either more or less perceived change from NQ39 shown), 
to what extent, if any, do you think climate change is contributing to 
this? Would you say not at all, a little, a fair amount or a great deal?

NQ42. And overall, do you think climate change is happening or 
going to happen, be it due to human activities or natural cycles? 
(Yes/no/don’t know)

PQ46. And lastly, what would you say is the single most important 
thing that the NSW Government could do to protect and look after 
the environment over the next few years? (Unprompted)

Demographics
PC1. Location

AGE. Age

GEND. Gender

DEM1. Number of people aged 15 years and over in household

DEM2. Highest level of education completed

DEM3. Parental status (children of any age)

DEM4. Household status

DEM5. Employment status

DEM6. Household income

DEM7. Dwelling type

DEM7a. Housing situation

DEM8. Country of birth

DEM9. Main language spoken at home

DEM10. Any other language spoken at home

DEM11. Length of time in community

REC1. Consent to participate in further research
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History of questions included in the 2015 survey

Question Content Ty
pe

*

19
94

19
97

20
0

0

20
0

3

20
0

6a

20
0

6b

20
0

9

20
12

20
15

Core questions

PQ1 Priorities for the NSW State 
Government now

UP

PQ2 Priorities for the NSW State 
Government in 10 years’ time

UP

PQ3 Most important environmental 
issues in NSW today

UP

PQ4 Concerned about the 
environment – yes/no

C

PQ5 Level of concern for 
the environment

C

PQ11 Regulation of the environment 
– farming and agriculture, 
manufacturing, mining, 
forestry, property development 
& construction industries

C

PQ14 (a) Occasional behaviours – 
tried to get information on an 
environmental topic or issue

C

PQ46 Priority initiatives for 
government to address 
environmental problems

UP

Questions asked in some previous surveys

PQ6 Reasons for not being 
concerned about 
environmental problems

C

NQ7 Level of concern about 
environmental problems 
affecting – your health, quality 
of life, future generations, 
the economy, nature

C

NQ8 Which aspect most concerned 
about regarding environmental 
problems

C

PQ12 Views on environmental 
regulation generally in NSW

C

*UP = unprompted question; C = closed question with prompted options.

  indicates survey years in which the question topic has been included in the questionnaire, and data are valid 
for comparison

  indicates survey years in which the question topic has been included in the questionnaire, but due to changes in item 
wording or significant methodological differences any time series results should be considered as being indicative only
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Question Content Ty
pe

*

19
94

19
97

20
0

0

20
0

3

20
0

6a

20
0

6b

20
0

9

20
12

20
15

PQ13 Personal behaviours – used 
own shopping bags, actively 
tried to limit water use, chosen 
household products that are 
better for environment, actively 
tried to limit energy use

C

PQ14 (c) Occasional behaviours – 
encouraged someone else 
to change something you 
thought was harmful to 
the environment

C

PQ14 (d) Occasional behaviours 
– participated in local 
development issues with 
the aim of protecting 
the environment

C

NQ15 (b) Pro-environment volunteer 
activities – taken part in 
Landcare or Bushcare projects

C

NQ20 Visits to national parks 
in last 12 months

C

PQ22 Regulations in national parks 
in NSW

C

PQ23 Views on national parks in NSW 
generally

C

PQ29 Emphasis on protecting natural 
habitats – too much/not 
enough/just right

C

NQ42 Belief in climate change C

New items within set of questions with 
historical data

PQ7 Level of concern about 
environmental problems 
affecting – your 
financial situation

C
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Question Content Ty
pe

*

19
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19
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20
0

0

20
0

3

20
0

6a

20
0

6b

20
0

9

20
12

20
15

PQ11 Regulation of the environment 
– CSG industry

C

PQ13 Personal behaviours – 
chosen organically grown 
food, separated unwanted 
electronic items, planned meals 
to avoid throwing out food, 
controlled the movement of 
pets to keep them away from 
native birds/animals

C

PQ14 Occasional behaviours – signed 
online petition

C

New questions

NQ9 Condition of the environment in 
NSW today

C

NQ10 Satisfaction with aspects of 
local environment (air, water, 
green spaces, beaches and 
oceans, management of litter)

C

NQ15 Pro-environment volunteer 
activities – cleaned up 
litter, been involved in a 
local community garden 
or community composting 
activity, rescued wildlife, 
collected information on 
the natural environment for 
scientific projects or databases, 
other

C

NQ16 Were any pro-environment 
volunteer activities done 
in or for your local area

C

NQ17 Were any pro-environment 
volunteer activities done 
in a national park in NSW

C

NQ18 Were any pro-environment 
volunteer activities done 
on behalf of a group 
or done independently

C

NQ21 Activities undertaken 
in national parks

C

NQ30 Biodiversity – familiarity 
with the term

C
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Question Content Ty
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20
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20
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20
0

9

20
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NQ31 Definition of term ‘biodiversity’ UP

NQ32 Views on the value 
of biodiversity

C

NQ33 Plant species in serious decline C

NQ34 Rate of decline of plant species C

NQ36 Animal species in 
serious decline

C

NQ37 Rate of decline of 
animal species

C

NQ38 Concern about decline 
in plant and animal species

C

NQ39 Views on changes 
in the occurrence of 
extreme weather events

C

NQ40 Extent that climate change 
is contributing to increase/
decrease in extreme 
weather events

C

NQ41 Concern about impact of 
extreme weather events 
on family

C
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Appendix C:  detailed survey results for 
open questions

Table C1 presents the detailed results from the 2012 and 2015 surveys for 
the open question on the environmental issues viewed by respondents 
as the most important in NSW today. The verbatim responses provided 
by respondents were grouped thematically into the detailed issues in the 
table, under the broader themes used for reporting (see Section 2.2).

Table C1  Details of the two most important environmental issues in 
NSW today – 2012 vs 2015

Environmental issue 2012 % 2015 %

Mining 17 19

Coal seam gas 12 9

Mining – general 5 7

Coal mining 2 4

Forest/bushland/biodiversity issues 12 14

Protection of/loss of/threats to 
bushland, trees, forests

4 6

Wilderness protection, need for 
national parks

4 3

Protection of native/endangered animals 
or plants, threats to marine life

2 3

Bushfires, bushfire risks, bushfire prevention 1 1

Noxious weeds/introduced species/
feral animals

<0.5 1

Logging/wood chipping <0.5 <0.5

Land clearing <0.5 <0.5

Climate change 12 14

Carbon pollution/carbon emissions/
greenhouse gases

6 3

Greenhouse effect/global warming/
climate change

5 9

Carbon tax – support for/positive 
comments linked to climate change

1 1

Rising sea levels 1 <0.5

Air pollution/air quality 17 13

Motor vehicles, vehicle emissions 7 5

Air pollution/air quality – other 4 4

Traffic/congestion 2 2

Industrial emissions or waste 2 1
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Environmental issue 2012 % 2015 %

Air pollution caused by mining 1 1

Smoking/smokers <0.5 <0.5

Smells, odours <0.5 0

Energy 12 13

Consider/promote renewable energy 6 7

Cost of electricity/fuel 2 <0.5

Need to reduce reliance on coal for 
energy production

1 1

Energy conservation/energy efficiency/
reducing use

1 1

Energy production – general 1 1

Need to reduce reliance on fossil fuels – 
other, general

1 1

Nuclear power <0.5 <0.5

Need to reduce petrol use – better 
public transport/hybrid/LPG

<0.5 2

Water pollution/water quality 9 12

Fresh water pollution – pollution 
of waterways/creeks/rivers

3 6

Water pollution/water quality – 
other, general

3 4

Pollution of beaches and/or the ocean 2 1

River health, including salinity and river flows 1 <0.5

Sewage treatment/sewerage 
problems, general

<0.5 <0.5

Waste 14 11

Litter and dumping of rubbish 5 6

Waste or waste disposal/waste 
management – other, general

5 3

Recycling issues/household rubbish 
or garbage

4 2

Plastic bags 1 <0.5

Plastic waste <0.5 <0.5

Wasteful packaging of products <0.5 <0.5

Water supply/conservation/drought 18 9

Water conservation/management/
supply general or multiple

9 7

Uneven allocation/redirection to rural/
regional areas

3 1
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Environmental issue 2012 % 2015 %

Desalination plant 1 <0.5

Need more dams 2 1

The Murray–Darling basin general mentions 1 <0.5

Need to develop water recycling/
stormwater capture

1 1

Flooding 1 <0.5

Rainwater tanks <0.5 <0.5

Development and planning 6 7

Urban development/loss of natural 
environment/trees/open space

3 3

Urban sprawl, inadequate urban planning, 
problems with planning housing

2 3

Overpopulation/overdevelopment/
coastal development

1 2

Other pollution 4 5

Pollution – general, unspecified 4 4

Pollution of air and water 1 1

Land degradation 2 1

Land degradation, soil erosion, 
salinity problems

1 1

Coastal erosion 1 <0.5

Carbon tax 8 <0.5

Carbon tax – anti introduction 5 0

Carbon tax – general 3 <0.5

Other 14 14

Sustainable management of food supplies 1 <0.5

Too many ‘greenies’/minority groups/
environmentalism/over-regulation

1 1

Resource preservation/sustainability 1 1

Climate change/global warming not 
happening/just natural weather cycles

1 <0.5

Other agricultural/farming issues 1 2

Need for education on environmental issues 1 1

All other 8 7

Note that the mentions of sub-issues listed under each category in this table may not 
sum to the total mentions for the issue category. This is the result of some respondents 
selecting two issues that fall under the same category.
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Table C2 presents the detailed results from the 2012 and 2015 surveys 
for the open question on the most important thing that the NSW 
Government could do to protect the environment over the next few 
years. The verbatim responses provided by respondents were grouped 
thematically into the detailed issues in the table, under the broader 
themes used for reporting (see Section 2.3).

Table C2 Details of the most important initiative over the next few years – 
2012 vs 2015

Initiative 2012 % 2015 %

Energy and climate change 8 17

Encourage renewable energy 4 9

Reduce greenhouse emissions 1 3

Stop global warming/address climate change <0.5 2

Introduce/promote carbon trading/
carbon tax

1 1

Reduce use of fossil fuel – general <0.5 1

Reduce energy consumption 1 1

Government strategies 9 10

Listen to scientists/put more money 
into scientific research

2 4

Listen to the people/better consultation 3 1

Better planning for conservation/
environmental protection

1 1

Government should stop talking/make 
environment a priority

1 1

Monitoring environmental issues <0.5 1

Government should continue what it is doing 1 <0.5

Dissatisfaction with government performance 
on environmental issues

1 <0.5

Government should set an example <0.5 <0.5

Vegetation/biodiversity 12 9

Stop/reduce loss of vegetation through 
logging/deforestation

2 2

Better management – stop/reduce loss 
of vegetation through logging/increase 
vegetation through planting

1 2

Better management – fire 1 2

Better management – wildlife/habitat 2 1
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Initiative 2012 % 2015 %

Better management – 
national parks/reserves

1 1

Create new national parks, reserves, 
conservation areas, marine parks

2 1

Better management – 
weeds and feral animals

1 <0.5

Education/community engagement 9 7

Increase education/community 
awareness – general

6 5

Increase education – school/youth 2 1

Encourage/promote community involvement 
in environmental/ conservation issues

<0.5 1

Increase education/community 
awareness – TV/media

1 <0.5

Regulation 8 5

Increase regulation – more laws for industries 1 2

Increase enforcement – 
enforce laws more strictly

4 2

Increase regulation – make laws harsher/
increase fines

3 1

Solutions – regulations/restrictions <0.5 <0.5

Mining 9 5

Stop/reduce/better management/regulation 
of coal seam gas/coal seam gas mining

4 2

Stop/reduce/better management 
of mining – general

4 2

Stop/reduce/better management – 
coal mining

<0.5 1

Development and planning 4 5

Better manage/limit growth/sprawl/
development – general/urban/commercial

2 2

Limit/control population/urban density 1 2

Solutions – better planning <0.5 <0.5

Encourage building of environmentally 
friendly housing

<0.5 <0.5

Better manage/limit growth – 
coastal development

<0.5 <0.5
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Initiative 2012 % 2015 %

Air quality/air pollution 2 4

Solutions – reduce vehicle emissions – 
reduce vehicles on roads

1 2

Reduce air pollution – general <0.5 1

Solutions – reduce industrial emissions <0.5 1

Solutions – reduce vehicle 
emissions – general

1 <0.5

Public transport 4 2

Improve/promote use of public transport 
to reduce use of vehicles

2 1

Improve/fix public transport/rail system 1 1

Promote use of public transport – 
cheaper prices

<0.5 <0.5

Waste 7 3

Better waste management – more recycling 
and education on recycling benefits

3 1

Better waste management – litter/
rubbish dumping

2 1

Better waste management – general 1 <0.5

Better waste management – industry 1 <0.5

Water supply/conservation/drought 3 1

Water conservation – general 1 <0.5

Address water use/consumption – general <0.5 <0.5

Solutions – infrastructure – dams/pipelines 1 <0.5

Solutions – improve river flows/river health 1 <0.5

Solutions – recycling/stormwater use/
water harvesting

<0.5 <0.5

Solutions – better management – crops/
irrigation/water allocation to farms

<0.5 <0.5

Solutions – planning/research <0.5 <0.5

Solutions – better management 
of river systems

1 <0.5
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Initiative 2012 % 2015 %

Water quality/water pollution 3 1

Cleaner waterways/stop pollutants 
entering water

2 1

Improve water quality <0.5 <0.5

Solutions – alternatives – 
sewage entering oceans, etc.

<0.5 <0.5

Solutions – incentives – subsidies for 
water tanks

0 <0.5

Other 10 13

Less pollution generally <0.5 4

Conservation – general <0.5 3

General incentives – tax/pricing mechanisms 1 1

Sustainable resource use 1 <0.5

More understanding/assistance to farmers <0.5 <0.5

All others 7 5

Don’t know/not sure 10 16
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Find out more about 
your environment at:
www.environment.nsw.gov.au
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