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Now’s the
time to do

your share

We all know what needs to be done, but not
enough people are turning their words into
actions, writes Kelsey Munro.

e’re more worried
about the environ-
ment than ever be-
fore, according to
State Government
research. After family and friends,
those surveyed nominated environ-
mental concerns as their biggest cause
of anxiety. Yet for all our professed con-
cern we're doing precious little about it.

Our roads are still jammed with
traffic, we’re hopping on planes in
ever greater numbers, and we’re still
chewing through coal-fired power
with our air-conditioners.

“The easiest way to measure it is to
see what’s being sold,” says Rupert
Posner, director of the Climate Group, a
global non-profit environmental
consultancy. “There are surveys that
suggest high numbers of the population
consider the environment when they
make purchases. Obviously the reality
is somewhat different, or wed have
completely different products on the
shelves.”This contrast between what
we say and what we do is coming in for
scrutiny from governments and green
groups, because solving it could — quite
literally - save the world.

New British research shows many
people are reluctant to act because they

think others are not sharing the bur-
den, and business is not transparent
enough about its green performance.

“[People] most likely would make a

behaviour change, but they need as-
surance,” says Samantha Huddle of
AccountAbility, the London firm be-
hind the report Who Cares About the
Environment 2006. “Why should I
turn off my light globe when my neigh-
bour is driving a 4WD?”

Some green groups are focusing on

the barriers preventing individuals
from taking action.

“People will list a whole range of

things. They think there’s a cost bar-
rier to taking up options, or it could be
they’re not engaged with their com-
munity and find that’s a barrier,” says
Elle Morrell. research co-ordinator of

the Australian Conservation Found-
ation’s GreenHome project. “There’s a
gap in leadership and innovation, es-
pecially at government level. People

want to be doing the right thing, but a

lot of research has shown that the way
people are influenced is by seeing an
inspirational person doing that.”
Others are what Deakin University’s
Dr Paul Harrison calls “defeatist” —
they are worried but think the prob-
lem is so massive that their individual
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changes won’t make any ditference.

Others blithely put faith in tech-
nology to fix all our problems.

Then there’s Hollywood
environmentalism: stars stepping out
of their hybrid cars and onto private
jets. On a smaller scale, many of us are
guilty of using one piece of good en-
vironmental citizenship to justify
other behaviour that may have much
worse impact. Trade-offs are inevi-
table when our lives are so complex.

“There is also the possibility that
people feel it’s too big,” says Carly
Hammond, communications adviser
at the conservation foundation. “If
you paint a picture about how global
temperatures are going to rise and
cause widespread devastation to our
environment, then tell someone to
turn their TV off standby power.
There’s too big a disjuncture between
the scale of the problem and the sol-
ution to be seen as reasonable.”

So it’s no wonder that despite having
the science of the problem and several
pieces of the solution at our disposal, so
many of us are not acting on our con-
cerns about climate change.

“There is no particular relationship
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between people’s beliefs and their be-
haviours,” says the NSW change con-
sultant Les Robinson. “Never has been,
never will be. Beliefs are superficial
states of mind and people can hold
completely contradictory beliefs at the
same time. The real function of beliefs
is to justify or rationalise people’s cur-
rent behaviours.”

So yes, we are selfish, in a planetary
sense. To put it another way, if an
environmentally friendly action clashes
with our self-interest, we’re very un-
likely to do it. That’s a conclusion that
Harrison came up with in his research
into ethical consumption.

“When people make decisions, self-
interest has a veto power over every-
thing else,” he says.

One of the respondents he inter-
viewed knew that the large 4WD she
drove was a high-emission vehicle, but
still wanted it because it made her feel
secure and that her children were
safe. “What we term ‘familial self-
interest’ is one of the strongest factors
driving people’s behaviour,” he says.

There has been a huge and messy
public process of education about the
threat of climate change, with advice,
tips and guilt coming from all direc-
tions. Robinson argues green cam-
paigns that criticise people’s value
systems are doomed to fail.
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“There is a difference between
superficial values - ‘I value a shiny new
SUV’ - and deep values — ‘I value re-
spect and dignity,’ ” he says. “You can’t
simply inject green values into any-
one’s value system ... Many green
campaigners are zealots for their
value systems and it’s extremely diffi-
cult to get them to accept that other
people’s value systems are inviolable.”

The solution, for Robinson, is to ap-
peal to people’s deeper values. “People
already want to change their behav-
iours. All you have to do is create better
ways for people to live according to
their values and make those ways easy;
safe, reliable. So, for instance, youd re-
place an SUV with a hybrid that credibly
provided the better crash-protection
for a family. Then you need to sell the
safety of the hybrid rather than selling
its environmental credentials.”

That’s the basic principle many en-
vironmental groups are applying in
innovative campaigns designed to
move people from concern to action.

“The reality is there’s a gap between
what people are doing and what they
want to do,” the Climate Group’s
Posner says. “So to bridge that gap
you've got to make it easy for people so
the transactions aren’t difficult.”

In Britain the Climate Group has
partnered with major brands such as

Tesco to create a program called “We’re
in this together”, offering people
simple, cost-effective choices that are
more environmentally friendly, and
then aggregating the combined
emissions savings in the
“Togetheriser”. There are plans to
bring the program to Australia.

Similarly, the Australian Conser-
vation Foundation has launched
the“Who on Earth cares” campaign. It
has paired with Google maps to
launch www.whoonearthcares.com,
where people can flag their location
and record what they’re doing to re-
duce carbon emissions. A running
total of emissions savings is displayed.

Another initiative taking a different
tack is www.thebigswitch.org.au, run
by Get Up!, Greenpeace and the Nature
Conservation Council, which em-
powers citizens by giving them easily
accessible information about their
MP’s actions on climate change.

“The Big Switch is a way in which
people who might read about a policy
announcement don’t have to just mut-
ter under their breath or want to kick
the television,” says Brett Solomon,
executive director of Get Up! “The point
is our own personal agency is much
more than about turning a light switch
off. It’s about playing a role in our demo-
cracy, our system of government.”
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