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The Environment - who cares?:  Willingness to pay for ‘the environment’ in cross-national perspective 

The threat of global warming has attracted considerable attention from policy makers around the world.  The electricity generation sector is seen as one of the major sources of greenhouse gas emissions and contributors to increasing global warming.  One of the aims of the recent reforms in the electricity supply industry (e.g. deregulation and restructuring), was to increase the economic efficiency of the industry.  Yet very little has been done to address environmental issues - such as increasing greenhouse gas emissions - that stem from the electricity supply industry.  Growing awareness of global warming has forced policymakers to take such issues into account.  As a result, policy reforms focusing on emission reductions have been proposed and implemented in some countries.  The main question of this paper is to analyse the level of public support for such policies and the main drivers in countries that have experienced reforms in the electricity generation sector.  Public opinion polls suggest that a majority of people in advanced nations support the protection of the natural environment.  

Using international survey data from the 2000 International Social Survey Programme, we conceptualise environmental support as willingness to pay to protect the environment.  We measure environmental support as a series of trade off questions based on willingness to increase taxes, willingness to increase prices, and willingness to accept cuts in one’s standard of living in order to protect the environment.  

In an attempt to bring together important theoretical accounts from economics and political science, we predict willingness to pay on the basis of propensity to engage in environmental risk taking, trust in sources of environmental information, post-material value orientations, and a range of socio-economic controls.  Using multivariate regression analysis we model data from several countries.

Those who trust in the veracity of their sources of environmental information, those who see pollution and the greenhouse effect as posing significant risks to the environment, those who hold post-materialist value orientations and the tertiary educated, are much more willing to pay for the Environment.  In countries where there is government support for international environmental emission reduction policies (such as the Kyoto protocol), we find positive correlations with willingness to pay for environmental protection.  However, willingness to pay for environmental protection is only weakly related to changes in the electricity supply industry.   

