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Headlines

The environment remains in the top five issues   >
for NSW Government attention, both now and in 
the future. 

78% of people said they were concerned to some  >
extent about environmental problems, a decline 
from 87% in 2006. 

More people considered environmental issues as   >
a key future priority (22%) for the NSW Government 
compared to other issues than as a current  
priority (11%).

Water-related issues and climate change were the  >
most prominent current environmental issues, 
but those nominating water issues decreased from 
57% in 2006 to 42% and climate change increased 
from 13% to 23%.

In 2009 for the first time, initiatives related to  >
energy and greenhouse were the most often 
mentioned environmental initiatives for the NSW 
Government to be undertaking (14%).

More people were optimistic about changes in the  >
environment over the past three years.

Knowledge about the greenhouse effect has  >
increased markedly since 1994, from 24% correct to 
51% in 2009.

Over three-quarters believed climate change  >
is happening (78%) and almost as many (69%) 
believed the NSW Government should take urgent 
action on this issue.

There are significant differences between men and  >
women on a range of questions.

Many people frequently take action that benefits  >
the environment. 64% said they often do at least 
five out of 10 environmental behaviours in the 
survey, but this is less than the 71% in 2006.

Background

Who Cares about the Environment? >  is a social research 
series that has been conducted every three years since 
1994 to measure environmental knowledge, views, 
attitudes and behaviour of people in NSW.

The 2009 research included a survey in July with a  >
representative cross section of 2,003 NSW residents 
aged 15 years and over, followed by focus group 
discussions. Survey results only are reported here.

Environment is a key priority

Environmental issues ranked fifth in priority at present, 
and second in priority for the future.

22% considered environmental issues one of their two top 
priorities for future NSW Government attention, double 
those who considered it a priority in the present (11%).

This is different from all other prominent issues which 
were seen as more important now than in the future.

People are concerned about 
environmental problems

78% indicated being concerned to some degree about  >
environmental problems (87% in 2006).

As in past surveys, the most common reason for  >
concern was future generations. Concern about 
ecosystems has increased since 2006 while reasons 
related to quality of life have decreased.

The most common reason for lack of concern was a  >
belief that environmental problems are overstated. This 
reason was given by a quarter of those not concerned 
about environmental problems.
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The most important environmental issues

People were asked what the two most important environmental issues are in NSW today. 

Issues related to water supply/conservation/drought and climate change were the most prominent environmental issues in 
2009. Since 2006, water has decreased in prominence (from 57%) while climate change has increased markedly (up from 13%).

What should the Government be doing to protect the environment?

People were asked what they think is the single most important thing the NSW Government can do to protect the 
environment. For the first time in 2009, government initiatives related to energy and greenhouse were the most commonly 
mentioned initiative, replacing water, which was top in 2006.
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•  Find/promote alternative ‘green’ fuel/alternative energy 6%                           
Reduce greenhouse emissions 4%

•	Increased general education or community awareness 7%

•	General water conservation 4% 
 Specific solutions e.g. recycling, stormwater use 5%

•	More money for research and environmental issues 3%  
 Listening to stakeholders and better consultation 2% 
 Make environmental issues a priority/take action 2%

•	Increase regulation/penalties 5% 
 Increase enforcement 3%

•	Stop or reduce loss due to clearing, logging, woodchipping etc. 2% 
 Increase vegetation/plant more trees 2%

•	Improve/promote use of public transport 4% 

•	Better waste management for individuals e.g. recycling 3%   
 Better waste management for industry 1% 

•	Not sure 12% 
 Nothing < 0.5%

Note: Each bar shown in the charts above represents a group of responses. Some details for those groups are shown  
to the right. These do not always total the numbers on the bars as only the larger response types are shown.
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•  Greenhouse effect/global warming/climate change 12% 
Carbon pollution/carbon emissions/greenhouse gas 11%

•  Consider/promote/use renewable energy 6% 
Need to reduce reliance on coal for energy production 4% 
Energy conservation/efficiency/reducing energy use 3%

•  Motor vehicles and emissions 7% 
General air quality or pollution 7%

•  Recycling issues/household rubbish or garbage 5% 
General waste disposal or management 5% 
Litter and dumping of rubbish 2%

•  Protection/loss of bushland, trees or forest 6% 
Protection/loss of native endangered animals/plants/marine life 3%

•  General water pollution 4%  
Fresh water pollution 2% 
River health, including salinity and river flows 2%

2009 breakdown



People are more optimistic about 
changes in the environment 

For all 16 environmental issues or indicators asked in 
2006 and 2009, fewer people in 2009 said the situation 
had deteriorated over the previous three years. For many 
issues this meant more people said there had been no 
change but for the eight issues below more people than 
in 2006 thought it had been getting better. 

% who said things are a bit better or much better in the last 3 years

2009 2006

Reducing water consumption 74 65

Protecting and conserving Aboriginal cultural heritage 50 44

Reducing electricity use 48 28

Reducing greenhouse gas emissions 40 25

Encouraging alternatives to motor vehicles 34 26

Water quality in rivers and lakes 33 31

Ensuring enough water flowing in rivers 27 20

The quality of the air 25 24

Environmental knowledge

Of five knowledge questions, 66% correctly answered  >
two or more, and 35% three or more.

Only about one third knew about the full range of  >
resources saved by recycling (32%), the relative use of 
water by different sectors in NSW (35%) and the main 
source of waterway pollution (39%).

There is much better knowledge of the cause of  >
the greenhouse effect (51% correct) and sources 
of carbon pollution (48%).

Are environmental regulations 
too strict or too lax?

Responses differ according to the sector:
About half thought environmental regulation is ‘about  >
right’ for the tourism industry (54%) and individuals 
and households (47%).

About a quarter thought environmental regulations  >
are too strict for fishing (26%) and farming (24%). 

For the manufacturing, mining, and property  >
development industries, regulations were still 
seen as too lax by about half (49%, 51% and 53% 
respectively).

Since 1997 a trend has emerged of people moving towards 
a perception of environmental regulations for a range of 
sectors as being strict rather than lax. 

What do people think about 
climate change? 

Knowledge that the greenhouse effect is not caused  >
by a hole in the ozone layer continued to increase, 
rising from 41% correct in 2006 to 51% in 2009. This 
indicator has increased steadily since 1994, when only 
a quarter (24%) answered correctly.

More than three quarters (78%) believed climate  >
change is happening or going to happen and 69% 
agreed the NSW Government should take urgent 
action on climate change, regardless of current social 
and economic conditions.

38% of those who believe climate change is  >
happening thought it was happening now while 31% 
felt it would not happen for at least 20 years.

38% of those who believe climate change is  >
happening felt it would have a great deal of impact 
on their own or their children’s lives while 21% 
thought it would have little impact.

Reliability of information sources

For all sources of environmental information more people  >
were uncertain about their reliability than in 2003.

Environmental and conservation groups (national and  >
local), scientists/technical specialists and schools were 
regarded as reliable by more than 80% although all 
are at lower levels than in 2003 (declined 2−7%).

The only sources rated reliable by more than half the  >
respondents that maintained the degree of confidence 
they had in 2003 were local councils (71%) and 
government departments or agencies (64%).

Men v. women  

Concern: >  women (71%) were more likely than men 
(62%) to be concerned a fair amount or a great deal 
about the environment.

Optimism: >  on most environmental issues, women 
were more likely than men to say the situation had 
improved over the last three years.

Knowledge: >  Men had greater environmental 
knowledge: men answered an average of 2.3 
questions out of five correctly, compared to an 
average of 1.8 for women.

Behaviours: >  women were more likely than men to 
report engaging in eight of the 10 environmentally 
friendly activities.



Everyday environmental behaviours 
in the past 12 months

More than half (51%) had often undertaken six or  >
more of the 10 environmental behaviours in the last 
12 months (compared to 58% in 2006).

There was an increase in the proportion of people who  >
said they often reduced their energy consumption 
(from 73% in 2006 to 82%) and who avoided plastic 
bags to carry shopping (from 48% in 2006 to 54%).

There was a decrease in the proportion of people who  >
said they often reduced their water consumption (from 
75% in 2006 to 70%) and who composted or used a 
worm farm (from 45% in 2006 to 39%). 

People in rural areas said they often did an average  >
of 6.5 out of 10 of these environmentally friendly 
activities, while people in Sydney did an average of 5.

Undertaking environmental behaviours increases   >
with age.

Why are people adopting 
environmentally friendly behaviours?

The reasons for taking up environmental activities  >
vary depending on the activity. Cost factors were 
the most common driver for reducing energy 
consumption, reducing fuel use, reducing the amount 
of food the household throws out and buying fewer 
unneeded items. 

Other common reasons were: >
environmental awareness/knowledge •	
(for avoiding products with excess packaging)
upbringing/habit (re-using something)•	
education through media/advertisements •	
(choosing environmentally-friendly 
household products)
it’s good for the garden (composting/worm farming)•	
concern about dam level/drought/water shortage •	
(reducing water consumption).

Who is taking action to help 
protect the environment?

In 2009 three segments were identified among  >
those surveyed, based on their engagement in 
environmental behaviours. These were household-
based behaviours (e.g. reducing water and electricity 
use and household food waste, re-using things, 
avoiding heavily packaged products) and citizenship 
behaviours (e.g. participating in local development 
issues, doing Landcare or Bushcare). 

The segments are the Committeds (high on both  >
household-based and citizenship behaviours), Privates 
(high on household, low on citizenship behaviours) and 
Reluctants (low on both types of behaviours). These 
segments also differed in terms of their environmental 
concern, knowledge, attitudes and behaviours.
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Who Cares about the Environment in 2009?

At a glance

What do we know about the community behaviour segments?

Segment 
% of sample*

Segment profile

Behaviours
Knowledge and attitudes Demographics

Household Citizenship

Committeds

 38% High           High

High concern for the environment >
Moderate knowledge >
Strongest support for environmental protection  >
Highest expectation for strict environmental  >
regulations on industry and households

More likely to:
be university  >
graduates
live in rural areas >

Privates

32% High Low

Moderate environmental concern  >
Low-moderate knowledge  >
Moderate support for environmental protection  >
Expectation for strict environmental regulations  >
on industry and households

More likely to:
be aged 65+  >
be retired >
not have completed  >
Year 12 schooling 
have children  >

Reluctants

21% Low Low

Low environmental concern >
Low-moderate knowledge >
Lowest support for environmental protection  >
Lowest expectation for strict environmental  >
regulations on industry and households

More likely to:
be male >
be aged 15–24  >
not have children >
live in Sydney >

Find more details in the full report

More people who said they were concerned about  >
the environment (50%) knew about the relative 
importance of sources of carbon pollution in NSW 
than those not concerned (45%). 
20% said they had taken part in Landcare, Bushcare  >
or another restoration project in the previous year, 
indicating a fifth of the population have spent at least 
some time in active restoration work.
Two thirds of people had visited a national park in the  >
last year (66%, up from 59% in 2006), and more people 
reported a more recent visit in 2009 than in 2006.
70% >  agreed that there should be greater involvement 
of Aboriginal people in management and conservation 
of the environment.
More people in 2009 had tried to get information on  >
an environmental topic or issue in the last 12 months 
than in 2006 (46%, up from 38% in 2006).
Of those who sought environmental information  >
almost three quarters (72%) used the internet, with 
59% going to the internet in the first instance.
Committeds were more likely to believe climate  >
change will have a great deal of impact (46%, 
compared to Privates 36% and Reluctants 25%).

About this research

Who Cares about the Environment in 2009? contains the 
full results of a telephone survey that investigated the 
environmental knowledge, attitudes and behaviours of 
people from across NSW. It includes a discussion of each 
survey question, comparing the results:

over time  >
across key demographic variables  >
across the three environmental behaviour segments. >

The full Who Cares about the Environment in 2009? report 
is available from the Department of Environment, Climate 
Change and Water NSW on 131 555 and online at www.
environment.nsw.gov.au/community/whocares.htm.

Printed copies of the 1997, 2000, 2003 and 2006 reports 
are available, and the 2000, 2003 and 2006 reports are 
also available online.

* Numbers do not total 100% as 9% of total sample said ‘don’t know’ for at least some behaviours and could not be included in the segmentation analysis.
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