SRA talk notes, December 8, 2003

As someone who has sat in the audience for many years at this annual meeting, I’m guessing that you would probably like to speak with people sitting at your table and enjoy your lunch. So I’ll get to the point I want to make immediately. 

I’m going to talk about public interest in environmental protection in the United States.  This affects everyone in the room, whether you are a resident of the USA or not. Whether you think government laws are too stringent, whether you think they are just right, or whether you think they need to be tougher, everyone at this lunch needs the public to be concerned about environmental protection.  If the public is not interested, elected officials and businesses will re-allocate funds to other problems, terrorism, job creation, and health care, just to name a few.  We, in this room, cannot continue our vital work if that happens. 

Public support in the United States for environmental protection is at a low point.  I learned this by looking at over 20 years of data from the Gallup polls, Roper polls, and polls taken by their counterpart organizations in New Jersey.  

I have questions that measure concern about specific problems such as air pollution, water pollution, global warming, protecting endangered species, sprawl, and so on.  In March 2003, 47 percent of the U.S. public would give priority to environmental protection over jobs and economic growth.  This is down from a peak of over 70 percent.  Now that is only a single question and it forces people to make a choice. But it is symptomatic of what I find for other indicators.  People are less concerned about air quality, water quality, and hazardous waste than they have been.  That is, they are less concerned about each issue than they formerly were.  For example, in my home state of New Jersey, the percent very concerned about the quality of drinking water has slipped from 71% to 49% in a decade, and this is the issue of greatest concern to the public. Nationally, Gallup data show that less than 30 percent of respondents were very worried about acid rain, and global warming, which is a drop, although not as precipitously as some others.  What we see is less concern across the board, even in environmental issues that are literally in peoples’ faces.  A final comparison, a relatively few years ago, more than 20% of Americans said they were active engaged in support of environmental protection. That proportion is down to14%.  

What explains this change? (Two major factors)  The immediate concerns : First, the economy really began to cool off in early 2001.  Second, the 9/11 attacks have shifted people’s priorities to jobs and fear of attack. People have a lot to worry about right now.  I don’t know if this is comforting or not, but I have found an inverse relationship between the unemployment rate in the country and public concern about environmental protection.  Indeed, surveys allow me to say when people feel good about the health of the nation, in general, they focus more of their attention on environmental protection. Of course, the converse is also true, and that is where we are now, the public’s attention has been drawn away from concern about environmental protection.  

I think this drop in support and concern about environmental protection is cyclical, like a roller coaster.  We’ve seen it before, for example, during the early 1980s recession.  But we have a much more precipitous drop now. We’re at a low part of the environmental concern cycle.  I hope I’m not been too optimistic. However, my prediction is that concern about environmental protection will bounce back, assuming the issues of economy and security  become less distressing.  Indeed, while their focus is not on the environment, public remains distressed about the long-term condition of the environment.  The same polls show less optimism about the future of the environment, our water, and our air and so on than during the period when jobs were growing and there was less concern about terrorism.  Also, the public’s declining interest cannot be explained by their view that the environmental problems have been solved.  The data don’t point in that direction at all. So summarizing, my first point is that public support and concern has reached a low point, but I think it is likely to bounce back. 

My second point is that the bounce back I anticipate is less assured than it would have been 10-15 years ago because of demographic trends in the United States. During the 1970s, the great supporters of environmental protection were youth.  They saw films, congressional testimony, and numerous stories about the evils of pollution.  But 30 years later it is the people who were youths during the late 1970s that are the major supporters and those most concerned about environmental protection.  There clearly is a cohort effect in the data.  Youth are no longer more concerned about environmental protection. The exuburant vanguard is no longer out front.  

People who are poor, in general, and who are Asian and Latino American heritage are less supportive than their European heritage counterparts.  Even after controlling for income, however, there is an ethnic/racial difference in concern and support for environmental protection.  Latino and Asian Americans are the two most rapidly growing populations in the USA.  The fact that, in general, they are less concerned, poses a huge concern for those of us in this room.  European Americans are a shrinking proportion of the national population, non-Europeans are expected to reach a majority by 2050, and if immigration rates continue, they will be a majority sooner.  We need to get them interested in environmental protection and risk analysis.   

In short, there is no obvious demographic group that is pushing an environmental protection as their major agenda item, there is no youthful forward guard pushing for interest in the environment.  Nor is knowledge increasing in the public. I’ve done some exercises where we ask people to define brownfield, global warming, and many other terms.  The answers we get, or should I say non-answers we get are distressing.  

Support for environmental protection is going to have to be earned.  We all need to be prepared to work through our organizations and on our own to engage the public, especially the public that is young and not of European heritage. We need to be thinking about creating summer internships in our organizations, going to speak at our local schools, citizen clubs and religious organizations, and working to make sure that what we do and care about does not continue to slip down the list of priorities. I know from personal experience that you will not bore people.  They are interested in risk analysis.  During the last six months, I have talked about my work at chemical and nuclear weapons sites, and brownfields at schools and citizens organizations.  People are not bored. They really are interested. They take off their baseball caps, and ask questions.  In one case, the star football player took his feet off the desk and asked me a question. In another case, the students gave up their lunch hour (1/2 hour) to ask me more questions. Please, everyone think about doing one or two talks a year in front of regular people, not just people like those at this conference.  As some of you know, SRA with the help of ExxonMobil has provided us with funds to educate school teachers about risk analysis.  Keisha Stephen of Highland Park High School is at this conference and will be presenting a poster.  We need your support in increasing these kinds of opportunities.  Please figure out ways of contributing to this society’s efforts and other ways of making a very distracted public aware of the critically important things we in this room and in this society are doing.   We need to work as a group, each of us in his/her own way to reach out to the public. Thanks.

Mike Greenberg  

