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SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS
In July 2010, The Hong Kong Transition Project conducted a survey on behalf of Civic Exchange on Hong Kong people’s 
attitudes towards global climate change. The Hong Kong Transition Project conducted a survey of general attitudes towards 
environmental issues in 2001, and another one focusing on air pollution in 2008, so in some cases it is possible to see changes 
in attitudes over time because the same questions were asked. The survey had telephone interviews of 1,008 randomly 
selected residents aged 15 and over, in Cantonese, Mandarin, Hakka, Fujianese and English. 

SEVEN KEY FINDINGS
1. FUTURE GENERATIONS
 Only one in a hundred people sees climate change as “no danger at all” to their 

children and grandchildren.

2. INCREASED CONCERN
 Among environmental issues, climate change has climbed to second place as an issue 

of concern to Hong Kong people.

3. HIGHER GOVERNMENT PRIORITIES
 The percentage of people who want the government to make climate change their 

top priority has risen slightly from 2008, but lags behind air and drinking water 
pollution. 

4. INTERESTED
	 Eighty-five	percent	of	respondents	read,	hear,	or	watch	environmental	news	on	a	

daily or weekly basis. 

5. UNDERSTANDING
	 Ninety-five	percent	of	respondents	could	name	at	least	one	effect	of	climate	change	

that concerns them.

6. CHINA’S BAD REPUTATION
 China and Hong Kong are perceived as lagging behind other countries in dealing with 

climate change, while China and the US are seen as major emitters of greenhouse 
gases.

7. WHOM SHOULD GOVERNMENT  
LISTEN TO? 

 Hong Kong people are increasingly recognising the need for experts to help them 
understand and respond to environmental issues, and distrustful of politicians, 
business interests and even public opinion.
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A large majority of Hong Kong people see climate change 
as a serious danger to their children and grandchildren (or 
prospective descendants, if childless). 

Females are more likely to regard climate change as very 
dangerous to their children than males.

Hong Kong people feel that climate change is more 
threatening to them personally than terrorism, war between 
China and Taiwan, global banking crises, water scarcity and 
nuclear accidents.
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CLIMATE CHANGE AS A DANGER 
TO FUTURE GENERATIONS
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Among environmental issues that are felt to be of ‘great 
concern’ to our personal health and well-being, climate 
change has steadily moved up in priority, from 11th place 
in 2001 to 2nd place in 2010, behind only drinking water 
pollution. 

The level of concern over climate change does not vary by 
age, income, education level, birthplace, or occupation, 
but cuts across every part of society. Climate change is the 
one environmental issue that concerns young people as 
much as older generations. Climate change is also the only 
environmental issue that concerns men as much as women.

Most Hong Kong people feel they are more concerned about 
climate change than their family, their neighbours, or the 
governments of Hong Kong, Guangdong, or China. The 
Guangdong Government ranks particularly low.

They also feel that everyone, themselves included, should be 
more concerned, particularly the Chinese Government. In an 
interesting contrast to the previous question, here the three 
governments rank slightly higher than individuals. In other 
words, climate change is felt to be primarily, but not entirely, 
an issue for the government to sort out.
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The percentage of people who feel the Hong Kong 
Government should make climate change a top priority has 
gone up slightly since 2008, from 59% to 62%. This small 
percentage change translates into a leap from 6th place to 
3rd, behind air pollution (77%) and drinking water pollution 
(76%).

PAY NOW, OR PAY LATER
An overwhelming majority favoured prevention over cure. 
When offered a choice between paying now, either for 
increased	energy	efficiency	or	to	develop	alternative	energy	
technologies, and paying later to deal with the consequences 
of climate change, they prefer to pay now. The ‘pay later’ 
option received less support than ‘don’t know’, and about 
one-sixth of either of the ‘pay now’ options. 

‘Pay later’ got most support from people in their 50s and 
60s, people born in the Mainland, the extremely rich and 
extremely poor, and retired people. These groups (apart 
from the rich) also had very high ‘don’t know’ contingents.
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GOVERNMENT PRIORITIES
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85% of respondents were exposed to some environmental 
news at least weekly, 42% of them on a daily basis. 

The percentage of people accessing environmental news 
stories on a daily basis increases with age, with people in 
their	fifties	and	sixties	about	twice	as	interested	as	teenagers,	
and even the elderly (70+) more interested than people in 
their forties. 

Apart from the media, people learn about the environment 
from each other in various ways. Roughly half the respondents 
discussed climate change with their family, friends and co-
workers at least occasionally, while a much smaller fraction 
discuss	the	issues	with	government	officials,	politicians,	the	
media, or homeowners associations.

In general, less than one in twenty take ‘political’ action over 
environmental issues, such as demonstrating, complaining 
to	officials	or	the	media,	or	joining	an	environmental	group,	
while	one	in	five	have	attended	meetings,	talks	or	conferences	
on the environment in the last two years.
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TOP FIVE EFFECTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE

5 
WHAT EFFECTS  
MOST CONCERN YOU?
We asked people to tell us, without prompting, some of the 
effects of climate change that concerned them. On average, 
each respondent named 1.32 effects, and only 1 in 20 could 
not name any. 
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We asked respondents to pick the best and worst out of 
five	 political	 entities	 –	Mainland	 China,	 Hong	Kong,	 Japan,	
Denmark	and	the	US	–	in	terms	of	supporting	development	
of	 alternative	 energy,	 electric	 vehicles	 and	 energy	 efficient	
buildings. Above is what they thought.

Clearly, Hong Kong and Mainland China are perceived as 
poor achievers in this area. While there is no single correct 
answer to this question, it is worth pointing out that China 
is the largest absolute producer of alternative electricity at 
683TwH/yr, with the US producing around half of that, and 
Japan about one-seventh (Hong Kong has no alternative 
electricity production to speak of). On the other hand, on a 
per capita basis, or in terms of the percentage of total energy 
coming from alternative sources, the rankings would look 
more in line with our respondents’ perceptions.

The more educated people are, the more likely they are to 
rank Denmark as the best, at the expense of Japan. Oddly, the 
highest ranking for Hong Kong comes from the group with 
the highest education level.
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CHINA TAKES THE BLAME

WHICH COUNTRY IS 
DOING THE BEST JOB ON 
ALTERNATIVE ENERGY? 
(BY EDUCATION)
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BIG POLLUTERS
We asked which country is the biggest emitter of the 
greenhouse gas carbon dioxide (out of a slightly different 
group), and 86% chose either China or the US.

In absolute terms, the correct answer is China, but it was the 
US until 2009, and both are far ahead of the other choices. 
However, in per capita terms, the US is far ahead, and China 
is near the bottom. In terms of carbon per unit of electricity 
generated, China and the US are second and third behind India. 
 
Women tend to choose China, while men choose the US. 
People in their twenties are the only age group that pick 
the US over China, with the bias towards China particularly 
pronounced	 in	 the	over-fifties.	Professionals,	students,	and	
those with high levels of education tend to pick either China 
or the US, but have a slight preference for China.
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Hong Kong people overwhelmingly recognise the technical 
nature of environmental issues, and feel that the government 
should be guided by people who spend a great deal of 
time studying and understanding these issues. Business 
executives, political parties, and politicians representing 
business interests (functional constituencies) are not trusted 
at all. Instead, government should listen to environmental 
experts, green groups, and academics. Public opinion gets 7% 
of the vote, and the politicians elected by the public get 1%. 
Faith in public opinion on environmental issues has declined 
considerably since 2001, when 31% of respondents put it in 
first	place,	ahead	of	experts	and	green	groups.	Reliance	on	
experts has over the same period almost doubled, from 24% 
to 46%. 

When asked whom they themselves trusted, people were 
less critical; for instance, over half gave government reports 
some or a great deal of trust. There is still, however, a clear 
preference for green groups and academics over business 
(‘workplace’) and public opinion (‘internet’ and ‘neighbours 
and friends’). As this question did not include ‘experts’ 
among	 the	 choices,	 the	wider	 spread	of	 trust	 could	 reflect	
the fact that experts can be found in government and media 
as well as in green groups and academia.

These results square with respondents’ satisfaction with the 
efforts of the various groups on air pollution. Green groups 
and academics rated very high, while everything connected 
to politics and business was very low. 

7 
WHOM SHOULD GOVERNMENT  
LISTEN TO?
“IF THERE IS AN 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
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GOVERNMENT 
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Climate change is a major concern for Hong Kong people, 
of all ages and social positions. It is perceived as a serious 
threat to the present generation and to future generations. 
People feel that everyone should be more concerned about 
it, particularly government. 

Hong Kong people are interested in climate change, and 
feel that China and especially Hong Kong lag far behind 
other countries in addressing the issue. They would like the 
government to make climate change a top priority, along with 
air and drinking water pollution. They strongly believe that 
action should be taken now to prevent climate change, rather 
than taken later to deal with the consequences. They support 
a range of measures, including both energy conservation and 
renewable energy development.

Hong Kong people are increasingly aware of the technical 
complexity	of	environmental	 issues,	and	are	 less	confident	
in political parties and public opinion to understand the 
issues and respond appropriately. They rely more and more 
on experts, preferably those independent of political and 
business interests. While a sizeable percentage of Hong Kong 
people discuss climate change with friends and colleagues, 
or attend seminars and workshops on the issue, relatively 
few express their concern more forcefully, by joining a green 
group, taking part in a demonstration, or even writing to the 
media or a politician. 

THE BOTTOM LINE

SURVEY METHODS AND MANAGEMENT

Those surveyed in July 2010 numbered 996 permanent residents and 12 residents without permanent residency rights aged 15 and up.  Interviews 
were conducted by telephone in Cantonese, Mandarin, English, Hakka and Fujianese.  Phone calls were made from 6pm to 10:30-10:45pm over 
weeknights, and from 2pm to 10:30pm on Saturday and Sunday, with scheduled callbacks for those who requested such.  Up to 5 attempts were made 
per	number	or	until	a	respondent	was	identified,	nature	of	the	number	determined	(fax,	answer	machines,	business	numbers	discarded),	or	interview	
was	refused.	 	At	2,	269	residencies	telephoned	a	qualified	respondent	(adult	age	15	and	up	whose	birthday	was	most	recent)	was	 identified,	and	
1,325	qualified	respondents	agreed	to	be	interviewed	for	a	contact	rate	of	58%.		Of	those	1,325	qualified	respondents,	1,008	completed	all	questions	
of	the	interview,	for	a	completion	rate	of	76%.		A	sample	of	this	size	(1,008)	has	a	range	of	error	at	the	95%	confidence	interval	of	+/-	3	points.		All	
numbers are percentages unless otherwise indicated and all percentages have been rounded to the nearest whole number following WAPOR and 
AAPOR guidelines.

This Project was commissioned by Civic Exchange and the views expressed in this report do not necessarily represent the opinions of Civic Exchange.

© Civic Exchange, October 2010 

Design by Jonas Chau.
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