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Brief analysis 
 
In spring 2008, the Commission and the European Parliament launched a major survey on the 
European public’s attitude to climate change (see EB 69.2). At the time, the Commission had 
just brought forward a set of proposals relating to that area, and Parliament had established its 
Temporary Committee on Climate Change. 
 
Now, one year later, the idea was to assess, via a new survey, the trends emerging within 
European public opinion. The survey would provide precise pointers in preparation for the 
United Nations Climate Change Conference to be held in Copenhagen in December 2009. 
 
The two recently published EP/EBs (No 71) on the elections and on the financial crisis showed 
that Europeans are now primarily concerned about issues that directly affect their daily lives, 
such as unemployment, economic growth, inflation and purchasing power. On the other hand, 
there has been a clear decline in interest in collective issues of a global nature such as terrorism, 
immigration and climate change. 
 
This was confirmed by the findings of our latest survey. 
 
 

1. Climate change is still a prime concern, but less so now than the crisis: 
 

� On being interviewed for the third time on this subject, 50% of Europeans said they 
still view climate change as a major challenge for the world at this juncture. That 
figure stood at 62% one year ago. This decrease is comparable to the very sharp rise 
recorded – from 24% EP/EC EB 69) to 52% – in response to the question on the 
global recession. 
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What, in your opinion, are the most serious problems facing the world today? 
 

 
 
 

� By analogy, Europeans’ perception of the seriousness of climate change has also 
changed. One year ago (EB 69), 3 in 4 Europeans (75%) viewed climate change as a 
‘very serious’ problem. Today, only 67% consider this to be the case.  

 
� On the other hand, there has been a very sharp heightening in the perception of the 

economic benefits that can be derived from the combating of climate change: 62% 
today as against 56% one year ago (EB 69).      

 
The conclusion is that, in the current economic crisis, growing numbers of people believe in a 
‘green growth’ based on sustainable development.  
 

2. Perception of the means of combating climate change either heightened or constant: 
 

� 75% of Europeans, as opposed to 70% a year ago, consider that the use of 
alternative fuels such as ‘biofuels’ should be harnessed to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions. 

 
� 59% of Europeans, as opposed to 61% a year ago, say they have taken personal 

action to help combat climate change. 
 
� Only 30%, as against only 30% one year ago, feel that CO2 emissions only have a 

marginal effect on climate change. 
 
� Lastly, only 27% as against 26% one year ago, consider that the seriousness of 

climate change has been exaggerated, and 31% as against 31% one year ago say 
that it is impossible to arrest climate change. 

 
3. Europeans’ expectations of the EP primarily concern issues that affect them 

directly. These take precedence over international issues. 
 

In EP/EB 71 on the elections, Europeans were asked which policies they felt the EP should 
support as a priority. 
 

66%

42%

52%
50%

39%

19%
18%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

EB69 EB71

Poverty, shortage of 
Food and drinking water 
Major global economic 
recession 
Climate change 

International terrorism    

Armed conflicts 

World population increase 
 
Nuclear arms proliferation 
 
Spread of a contagious 
disease 

It is also clear that poverty 
is viewed as the greatest 
problem in the world today 
– 66%. 
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Combating climate change occupied fourth place, with 30%, when it was third, with 31%, 
a year ago.  
 
The increase in concern has once again been over economic and social issues. The importance 
attached to the coordination of economic, budgetary and fiscal policies rose from 26% to 32% 
over the period in question, and the improvement of consumer protection and public health from 
33% to 36%. 
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Key dates in the combating of climate change 
 
February 2005 : Entry into force of the Kyoto Protocol. 
 
March 2007:  The European Council adopts a proposal to make a ‘unilateral’ 20% cut in greenhouse 

gas emissions by 2020. 
 
Dec. 2007: Negotiations on the post-Kyoto framework launched at the UN Conference in Bali.  
 
23 Jan. 2008: The Commission presents the energy-climate package. 
 
12 Dec. 2008:  UN International Climate Change Conference in Poznán: Adoption of a road map with a 

view to reaching a global climate change agreement at the Copenhagen Conference.  
 
11-12 Dec. 08: European Council agreement on the climate package, which provides for a reduction in 

greenhouse gas emissions based on the ‘3 x 20’ objective. 
 
 By 2020:  
 1) reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 20%; 
 2) increase energy efficiency by 20%; 
 3) raise the proportion of renewable energies by 20%. 
 
17 Dec. 2008: The EP adopts the ‘energy-climate’ package. 
 
26 Jan. 2009: Creation in Bonn of the International Renewable Energies Agency (IRENA) – 75 
 signatory countries.  
 
28 Jan. 2009: European Commission proposals for a new international agreement on combating climate 

change. The Commission proposes that the EU establish an OECD-level carbon market 
by 2015, based on its own carbon emission trading system. This could be extended to 
include the main emerging economies by 2020. 

 
4 Feb 2009: Adoption of the final recommendations of the EP’s Temporary Committee on Climate 

Change: Community objective of limiting the average temperature increase to less than 
2°C and reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 25% - 40% by 2020. 

 
11 March 2009: The EP adopts its resolution on an EU strategy with a view to a global agreement in 

Copenhagen. 
 
6-18 Dec. 09:  United Nations Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen and post-Kyoto agreement.  
 
March 2010 : European summit on an energy action plan for post-2010. 
 
End 2012 :  Expiry of the Kyoto Protocol. 
 
2020:   3 x 20 targets.  
 


