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Abstract

We focus on the public perception of possible consequences of climate change among the regional population
of South Bohemia in the Czech Republic. We conducted a questionnaire survey of 500 respondents in 2010
and asked them to evaluate the potential consequences of climate change on different levels (personal, state,
World). Respondents paid attention mostly to the problems with water, such as drinking water shortage, floods or
droughts. Appearance of new diseases or accelerated species extinction is also perceived as an important problem,
while possible economic consequences, such as climate tax or regulation of business and consumption are seen
as less important. We briefly discuss some of the potential causes of the results and compare them with previous
studies carried out in the Czech Republic and other countries. This comparison shows the varying importance of
some consequences (especially economic) and overall agreement on the importance of water issues, mainly the
shortage of drinking water resources.
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Introduction

Climate change has been an object of interest of social sciences since the early 1990s. The research has included
a variety of subtopics, e.g. public understanding of climate change (Kempton 1991), its social representations
(Fischer et al. 2012), comparison with other possible threats (Bord, Fischer, and O’Connor 1998), barriers to
personal engagement (Lorenzoni, Nicholson-Cole, and Whithmarsh 2007) or the changes of climate change
discourse (e.g. Reusswig 2010; Beck 2010). Climate change is also a topic questioned in many opinion polls.
Some of them report a decrease in public interest in climate change in the last few years in the EU (European
Commission [EC] 2009, 2011) after its peak around 2007. This could be probably explained by the rise in the
importance of economic issues after 2008 (financial and economic problems are not only perceived as more
urgent than climate change, but some of the climate change mitigation measures are portrayed as obstacles to
economic growth and global competitiveness).

We focus on the public perception of possible consequences of climate change among the population of
the Czech region of South Bohemia. Long term results of Czech opinion polls confirm that the importance
of climate change is decreasing. In 2006 and 2007 climate change was reported as a very or fairly serious
global problem by 84 % of population; this number dropped to 64 % in 2011. Even in the peak years,
climate change was less important for the public than accumulation of waste or drinking water pollution
or its shortage (Tucek 2011). An analysis of the perceived importance of major global threats, based on the
answers of the same sample of respondents as this paper, confirmed that environmental pollution in general
or economic downturn were more important in 2010 for the respondents from the Czech Republic, as well
as for those from the other four surveyed EU countries (Lapka and Vavra 2011). Similar results appear in an
older survey among the US population (Bord et al. 1998). The participants claim that climate change is less
threatening than other environmental issues and in fact than all non-environmental threats. This research
also proves that the possible impacts of climate change (like increased rate of diseases or decreased standard
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of living) are perceived more seriously globally than for the respondents personally. From possible climate
change impacts, US citizens stressed mostly the threat to water quality and increased droughts (Bord and
O’Connor 1997).

Two previous pieces of research, which included Czech respondents, brought similar results, at least in
some aspects. The survey carried out in 2008 within the local population in the Czech Republic has showed that
shortage of drinking water is the possible consequence most feared by the whole population, while some of the
concerns about possible impacts depend more on the occupation type. Farmers, for example, were personally
more worried about floods and droughts, and entrepreneurs or the self-employed were concerned more
about climate tax or other economic costs (Lapka, Cudlinova, and Marek 2011). Surveys among international
students’ samples confirmed a concern about water resources and the importance of droughts and floods.
Some international differences occurred; students from the US and New Zealand expressed more concern
about the economic costs and limitations, Czech students paid more attention to the risk of sunbathing or
species extinction (Lapka and Cudlinova 2007) and Italian students stressed the economic costs and new
diseases (Lapka et al. 2011).

We do not analyse the effect of socio-demographic characteristics on the perception of climate change
consequences due to the limited length of this paper. Previous studies show that the effect of socio-demographics
is very complex and differs according to the particular question (e.g. whether respondents are asked to assess
overall perception of climate change or to express concern about its possible impacts).

Methods

The survey was conducted in spring 2010 with 500 respondents as a part of the GILDED research project, which
focused on the energy consumption of European households and public perception of climate change issues. The
study site consisted of the city of Ceské Budéjovice and rural areas in the South Bohemia Region. For detailed
information about the area see Vavra, Lapka, Cudlinova, and Dvorakova-Liskova (2010).

The questionnaires were distributed and collected from door to door by the professional poll research
company, quota sampling was used to achieve a representative sample according to age and gender; however, the
accuracy is influenced by a non-representative distribution of population. As the overall project objective was
to compare urban and rural households, half of the respondents were selected from urban and half from rural
areas. Gender distribution was 49 % male and 51 % female; average age was 45 years (SD 15). The distribution
of education is as follows (Czech terms in brackets if needed for clarification): no education or elementary
school 4 %, lower secondary (SOU) 28 %, higher secondary and non-university extension (maturita+VOS) 51
%, and university degree 17 %. Average net month per capita income is 11 245 K¢ (433 €). Considering the
specific sampling of urban and rural population, our sample is quite representative in all socio-demographic
characteristics, except education (the sample is slightly overeducated).

The questions analysed in this paper focused on the respondents’ perception of the 10 potential
consequences of climate change, including these possibilities: more droughts, more floods, appearance of new
diseases, climate/energy tax, considerable change of natural scenery, regulation of business and consumption,
migration of people from endangered areas, accelerated species extinction, sea level rise, and decreasing of
drinking water resources. The list of consequences was adapted from the 2006 survey of an international
sample of students (Lapka and Cudlinova 2007) and slightly modified. The authors of the original questions
based them mostly on the IPCC projections of probable consequences of climate change. We asked for the
impact of each consequence on three different levels (to myself, my state and the world). Respondents had
to rank the impact on a scale from 1 (no impact at all) to 5 (a major impact). They also could express the
opinion that the suggested consequence was not likely to happen. We calculated the overall impact of each
consequence (mean of three different levels) and we use this number in the analyses to reduce the complexity
(Table 1 shows the reliability of Cronbach’s alpha of the three different levels for each potential consequence).
The statistical analysis was carried out in IBM SPSS Statistics software.

Results

The results in Table 1 show that respondents from South Bohemia perceive problems with water as the most
serious possible impact of climate changes. The water issues include the decrease of drinking water resources,
more floods and more droughts. Appearance of new diseases and accelerated species extinction has also received
more attention, while migration, considerable change of natural scenery and economic impacts has a lower score.
Sea level rise was ranked as the least important.
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Tab. 1. Seriousness of potential consequences of climate change
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Ranking 1(1) 2(2) 3(2) 4(2) 5(2) 6 (3) 7 (3) 8(3) 9(3) 10 (4)
Mean 4.11 3.84 3.78 3.70 3.66 3.52 3.45 3.40 3.36 3.06
SD 0.87 0.76 0.85 1.02 0.79 0.90 0.99 0.86 0.87 0.96
Difference (M-O) -0.38%* | -0.71** | -0.40%* | -0.43** | -0.75** | -0.71** | -0.14** | -0.45** | 0.04 | -0.86**
Difference (S-O) -0.07** | 0.20** 0.02 | -0.06** | 0.07** | 0.15** | 0.03 0.19%* 0.03 | -0.40**
Difference (W-0) 0.44%* | 0.51%% | 0.42** | 0.49** | 0.67** | 0.56** | 0.17** | 0.25** 0.01 1.26**
Not likely to happen (%) 14 2 2.2 5 2 2 3.6 4 33 2.2
Missing answer (%) 11.8 10.2 10.8 16.8 9.2 18 14 20.8 19.3 13.8
Cronbach’s a (M+S+W) 0.83 0.70 0.84 0.87 0.74 0.80 0.88 0.78 0.77 0.78

Source: GILDED survey 2010 (N=500).

Note: Ranking shows the overall position, however the differences between the means of some consequences are not
statistically significant. The number in brackets shows the groups with insignificant differences for all means (within 95 %
Confident Interval). There are four significantly different groups. Nevertheless, droughts are a specific case, because the
difference between droughts and floods is not within their 95 % Cl, and the difference between migration and droughts is
within the 95 % Cl of both means. Due to the differences and similarities with other consequences in the groups, we put the
treshold consequence of droughts into group 2.

SD stands for Standard Deviation of the mean.

Rows labelled Difference show the mean difference between 3 aspects of overall impact assessment (M — myself, S — state,
W —World) and overall average impact (O — Overall). The statistical significance of differences was tested by one sample t test
with test value 0; ** p < 0,05.

Standard deviations show that opinion on floods and droughts was the least variable, and vice versa for species
extinction. This consequence also shows the highest number of “not likely to happen” answers. The high percentage
of missing answers in species extinction and even more in both economic questions suggests that respondents
found it hard to evaluate these consequences. The differences between impact on myself and the overall impact
prove that except the possibility of a climate/energy tax, respondents find the impact on themselves less important.
Contrarily they assess the global impact (World) as higher, especially in the case of consequence of sea level rise.
Differences between the impact on the Czech Republic and the overall impact differ for particular consequences; a
higher impact on a country level is perceived especially in floods and business and consumption regulation.

Discussion and conclusion

The global impact of the climate change is assessed as more serious in general than the personal impact on the
respondent. This agrees with the older US study of Bord et al. (1998). Perceived low seriousness of the potential
consequences of climate change on the personal level could be caused by the lack of direct personal experience
with these phenomena or just people’s belief that they will not be affected. No difference in the seriousness of
climate tax at different levels suggests that respondents can imagine that the tax would influence themselves as
well as the state or the World as a whole. The perception of impact on the country level seems to reflect the recent
water related events in the Czech Republic, mostly the frequent floods in last 15 years (although some droughts
also occurred, e.g. in 2003).
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When compared to the previous survey of the local Czech population (Lapka et al. 2011), our respondents
perceive a lower importance of both economic issues, but they assess new diseases and species extinction as
bigger problems. The relatively high importance of species extinction and the low importance of economic
impacts of our sample is in agreement with the outcomes of the survey of Czech students (Lapka and Cudlinova
2007), but students paid less attention to the new diseases.

While some of the perceptions vary probably due to the differences in samples or maybe also due to the
time shift (however the period is quite short to make any definite conclusions), there is one evergreen topic:
the water. The decrease of drinking water resources and problems with floods and droughts are in the top
positions of all three Czech surveys and drinking water is also the main concern of respondents from other
countries (e.g. Lapka and Cudlinova 2007; Lapka et al. 2011; Bord and O’Connor 1997). The opinion polls
also report the high importance of water supply and quality (even if not related to climate change), which is
usually perceived as the most serious environmental problem, more important than climate change itself (e.g.
EC 2009; Tucek 2011).

We conclude that the perceived seriousness of floods and droughts expresses respondents” experience with
these events in their country. The importance of the shortage of drinking water is probably caused rather by
media coverage of these problems, not by common personal experience. We also argue that the high concern
with water issues could help to better communicate the problems of climate change with the public and that it
may bring more public support for climate change mitigation and adaptation measures.
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