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SSyynnooppssiiss

The environmental lobby will tell you that their public activity on climate change was instrumental in
bringing down the Howard Government. Organisations like The Climate Institute, GetUp, the
Australian Conservation Foundation, Greenpeace and WWF spent substantial time and resources
trying to galvanise the public into believing Australians could do something about climate change by
carefully considering their vote.

On the other hand, John Howard and his pollsters apparently thought they were safe stalling on
climate change and casting it as a third order issue. They argued that action to deal with climate
change would only cost our kids jobs, undermine Australia’s international competitiveness, and that 
we shouldn’t move independently of the USA.

In the end, Howard lost and the environmentalists cheered. But how much did the public really care
about climate change? And how much was it a vote changer?

Auspoll (previously called the Australian Research Group) was working behind the scenes to track
and interpret the attitudes of the Australian population towards climate change in the lead up to the
election. On election night, 24 November 2007, Auspoll launched a comprehensive, national online
poll asking voters about the importance of climate change in determining their vote. The results
were rapidly turned around and delivered through a co-ordinated media campaign so that the
incoming Prime Minister was greeted with findings that showed that he owed his Prime Ministership
to the concern among the voters of Australia for climate change.

In addition to conducting this quantitative study, we were closely involved in the qualitative strategic
development of The Climate Institute’s effective advertising campaign featuring a small boy 
pretending to be a politician.
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BBeeggiinnnniinngg tthhee rreesseeaarrcchh ––llooookkiinngg ffoorr ccyynniiccss

In June 2006, Auspoll’s predecessor, the Australian Research Group, was commissioned to 
investigate attitudes to climate change. The work was commissioned by CANA (Climate Action
Network Australia), an alliance of more than 30 organisations concerned about global warming.
CANA was passionate about climate change and many of its members had been promoting the
issue for decades.  However, it wasn’t clear if the Australian population was equally passionate or if
we were a nation of climate change sceptics.

Faced with a set of topical issues, Australians showed they were thinking about global warming and
the associated issues of water supply and droughts.  Taken together, the topics ‘global warming’ 
and ‘climate change’ rated ahead of everything except water supply and quality as sources of 
concern for Australians.
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It also revealed that people were firming in their personal views about climate change. In 2006,
only one in 25 people still hadn’t heard much about climate change and only one in 10 were 
questioning if it was real. The rest were on the way to supporting action on climate change.



Page 3 of 32

DID CLIMATE CHANGE CHANGE THE AUSTRALIAN
GOVERNMENT?

Paul Costantoura

4

11

35

44

6

0 25 50 75 100

I really haven't heard much about climate change

I'm not convinced climate change is real or important

I believe climate change is real and important

Climate change is a major problem that deserves
serious attention

I feel strongly about climate change and have taken
some action about it

The seeds of an effective political climate change campaign had already been sown –only 12% of
people felt that Australian governments were doing enough, the remainder wanted to see more
from their governments and close to 30% would consider changing their vote on the issue.
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Importantly we also saw an emerging level of support for two messages that would prove influential
as the political debate gathered momentum:

“By doing nothing about climate change today we risk destroying the world for our children”
88% of people believed this argument would influence their feelings about climate change

“The government should sign the Kyoto protocol”
74% of people believed this would influence their vote at the next election.



Page 4 of 32

DID CLIMATE CHANGE CHANGE THE AUSTRALIAN
GOVERNMENT?

Paul Costantoura

RRaallllyyiinngg tthhee bbuusshh

The Climate Institute was a new organisation set up to promote an awareness of the causes and
consequences of climate change and its possible solutions. Having been established with a large
charitable donation, and directed by a board of experts, it played a different role from other
organisations on the Australian environmental landscape. It saw itself as a thought leader in the
area, contributing to the debate with information and research independent from government or
business. This involved evaluating Australians attitudes towards climate change and using this
understanding to shape messages and campaigns that would reach people who were likely to
respond.

The members of the board of The Climate Institute were clear about its first target. They reasoned
that the people in the bush were most likely to be concerned about climate change and would
respond to demands that the government should do more to address it.

To understand the truth of this theory, during June 2006 we undertook qualitative research in
regional NSW and Victoria holding sessions in a large regional centre and a small town in each
state. Each session involved around 20 people who were selected as a cross-section of the local
community. Our sample specifications represented people of different ages, genders, working and
family circumstances as well as farmers and ‘townies’.

The sessions were more like public meetings that conventional research groups, but they enabled
us to get a rapid understanding of the community dynamics that operate in rural and regional
Australia. We were surprised to see the high level of engagement with the topic. Public attention in
the bush was being focussed on climate change because the longest drought in living memory was
affecting their livelihoods and their futures.

Not only did this scare people, but experienced farmers were convinced that the seasons were
changing. They felt winters were shorter, spring was coming earlier, summers were hotter. We
heard stories of changes to the growing cycles of plants and a fear that “there is something about
this drought that is different”.

There was clearly good reason to target the bush with a communication and information campaign.
In developing the campaign, we focussed on three essential attitudes of people in the bush:
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1. The science didn’t really matter: They already believed in climate change, so more facts and
figures would not help.

2. Farmers are used to being in control: Surviving in the bush requires staying in control despite the
unpredictability of the elements–the image of the resilient Aussie is not just folklore.

3. It’s all about our kids:People have often lived in the bush for generations and believe they will
pass their quality of life on to their kids–the greatest fear is losing the family farm.

The final creative was simple - with a message of protecting the inheritance for their kids.

TTaarrggeettiinngg tthhee sswwiinnggeerrss

The outcome of Australian Federal elections are determined by a handful of people in a handful of
electorates–the undecided or swinging voters in marginal electorates.

Recognising that these people held the key to putting pressure on governments to deal with climate
change, The Climate Institute turned their attention towards understanding these relatively rare
individuals. In late 2006, The Institute commissioned us to find out how swinging voters in marginal
electorates really thought about climate change and what would motivate them to take action.
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The research took place in four diverse marginal electorates:  the ‘litmus’ seat of Eden Monaro in
NSW; one of Australia’s most marginal seats, Kingston in South Australia; the ‘struggle town’ seat 
of Parramatta west of Sydney; and the outer suburban Liberal seat of Bowman in Queensland.

We recruited swinging voters on the basis of their low level of commitment to either party. While
some swinging (or undecided) voters carefully consider the policies of both parties and then make a
considered judgement, we found that most swinging voters don’t really care much about politics.  
They tend not to analyse the policy positions of each party and make a considered decision. They
are more likely to be cynical about politics and to agree with the view ‘all politicians are the same’.

Nevertheless, more than ever, these people believed they were seeing and feeling changes in
temperature and in the seasons.  Al Gore’s message and some disastrous cyclones were top of 
mind, but most people were thinking more seriously about climate change simply because the
drought and water restrictions were affecting their daily lives.

They really started paying attention when their gardens started dying from lack of water.
Nevertheless, for them, there was a fine balance between governments doing nothing and trying to
do too much.

This meant many had accepted John Howard’s softly-softly approach to managing the rhetoric on
climate change, suggesting Australia should move slowly to deal with any problem. However,
Howard was increasingly being seen as talking a lot about the problem but delivering little. Labor,
at the time of the research, had done nothing to persuade swinging voters that it had any solution to
climate change that could compare with the Prime Minister’s rhetoric.

The challenge facing the parties was to create a vision for Australia’s future which created a new
world of prosperity for all Australians without dependence on fossil fuels. It needed to address two
key points:

It needed to offer hope for our children and future generations. As with the rural research, a
key “hot button” for most people was the legacy that we will leave behind for our children and
future generations.

It needed to articulate exactly what the “New clean energy future for Australia” looks like and 
how it would come about.

In 2006, as today, swinging voters were wary about drastic action that will create additional costs
for them, particularly when it might lead to higher fuels costs and other flow on effects. However,
most entertained a positive, forward thinking approach which focused on the solutions to climate
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change which positioned Australia as an innovative, world-leading nation rather than a country
which was paralysed because of its potentially costly dependence on fossil fuels.

We used the research to ‘road-test’ some possible communication lines.  Some of the best ones 
revealed underlying concerns that would prove influential in The Climate Institute’s campaigning:

The reality of the worst drought in more than 100 years and the lowest water
levels in our dams in living memory has made me realise that it is not worth
the risk of ignoring climate change.

I want to know what the government will be doing today to make sure that my
daughter has a world worth inheriting.

I want my son to be involved in the new industries of the future like solar and
wind energy, not the industries of the past like coal and oil.

It is OK to talk about nuclear power plants until you start talking about where
to put them.

DDooiinngg tthhee nnuummbbeerrss

Research results matter in political lobbying for two reasons: firstly, they show exactly how voters
respond to different arguments; secondly, they provide politicians and their parties with a reality
check.

The Climate Institute asked us to run a number of polls in February and March 2007. The research
was to help The Climate Institute get its campaigning ready for the Federal Election and to generate
some more media around climate change. At this stage the country was already in election mode,
with nobody sure when John Howard would call the election.

We had three main questions to answer:

1. Was climate change really important to people?
2. What actions on climate change were people prepared to support?
3. How would climate change affect people’s voting patterns at the forthcoming election?
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TThhee iimmppoorrttaannccee ooff cclliimmaattee cchhaannggee

We again checked where climate change rated against other issues of importance to reveal that,
this time, water shortages and climate change were ahead of every other issue.

What are the most important issues to you?
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TThhee ppoolliiccyy ddeebbaattee

The debate on climate change was getting more complex and during late 2006 and early 2007,
three lead policy options were being discussed.  John Howard had been ‘flying the flag’ for nuclear 
power as the answer to climate change. The Labor Party had been raising the importance of
Australia signing the Kyoto Protocol and had been discussing the option of a carbon trading system.

We put these options to voters along with a number of other policy responses. There was
overwhelming support for the “green” options of planting forests, subsidising solar panels, improving
energy efficiency and increasing clean electricity generation.

On the other hand, there was a mixed response to nuclear power, Kyoto and carbon trading with no
more than half the population prepared to support either of them.
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Government policies to deal with climate change
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During qualitative research among swinging voters we heard some simple responses to these
alternatives. Most people had fixed views supporting or opposing nuclear power. The idea of a
‘nuclear reactor in the backyard’ provoked extreme fear for some while others were reassured by
the experience of safe nuclear power in France and other countries. Carbon trading was steeped in
mystery. Only the bravest would try and venture an opinion about it even though most people could
not think of reasons to oppose it.

Just about everyone had heard of Kyoto but virtually no-one could explain how it would work or
what it might mean for Australia. The difference between this and other issues was that Kyoto
appeared to be the key issue where people split along party lines. Liberal voters would echo the
views of the PM and tell us that signing Kyoto would wreck the Australian economy and destroy
jobs. Labor supporters would believe that Australia was morally obliged to line up with the rest of
the world and ratify Kyoto.

If we consider political parties as brands, then there were clear “brand associations” between 
climate policies and the parties. As the following chart shows, the Labor party brand was more
strongly associated than the Coalition brand with Kyoto, carbon trading and the green policy
options.
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Which of these policies has the support of the ALP or the Coalition?
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However, the biggest differences in branding were over the issues of nuclear power and Kyoto.
More than half the population believed the Coalition supported nuclear power with only 15%
believing the ALP supported this policy. Similarly just under half the population associated the
Labor Party with ratifying Kyoto when only 9% thought this would have the support of the Coalition.

So the political battle ground on solutions to climate change became clear from early 2007–the
Coalition was the “nuclear party” and the ALP was the “Kyoto party”.

While this told us how voters viewed individual policies, it didn’t tell us how voters saw the overall 
capacity of each party to handle climate change. This was likely to be an important indicator of how
people might vote if climate change became a vote changing issue before the election.

TThhee ppaarrttiieess aanndd tthhee lleeaaddeerrss

Breaking the mould of other opinion polls on this subject, we didn’t force a choice between the 
parties. Rather, we allowed voters to nominate which major party they thought would be better at
handling climate change. Alternatively, they could say if they thought both parties would do the
same job.  This option “both the same” is a particularly relevant choice for swinging voters given 
their high level of cynicism about politicians.
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Which party would be better at handling climate change?
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More than twice as many people were prepared to back Labor over the Coalition in its ability to
handle climate change (38% to 15%). While this looked like good news for Labor, it still left another
47% of the population who had not swung behind either party. In particular 30% thought both
parties were the same.

This was a very strong finding for The Climate Institute. They could use it to engage party officials
on both sides in discussions about how either Labor or the Coalition could still gain the public’s 
political support on climate change.

The lack of knowledge about Kyoto pointed to it becoming a potentially influential topic in the
forthcoming campaign.  One of The Climate Institute’s objectives was to raise awareness about 
Kyoto among the general public in order to make party strategists on either side of politics swing
their support behind its ratification.

The Climate Institute was also keen to ensure that each party laid down clear plans for dealing with
climate change rather than offering vague promises. The following findings helped demonstrate
that clear plans to deal with climate change would have a net positive effect for any party that chose
to introduce them.

If one party presented clear plans to deal with climate change, what
effect would it have on your vote for that party?
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Two-thirds of all voters said clear climate change policies would make them more likely to vote for
the party that introduced them. In fact only 1/3 of voters said that clear climate change policies
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would have no effect on their vote and no-one (less than 1%) believed such policies would be
detrimental to the parties.

Importantly these findings were consistent across voters for either party, suggesting that clear
climate change policies would be relevant to all voters, not just those leaning to the left.

Personality politics played a part as well, with voters beginning to decide what they really thought
about the relatively new leader of the opposition Kevin Rudd. We approached the question from a
number of angles and it appeared that Kevin07 had moved firmly into his honeymoon with the
Australian electorate. Rudd was ahead of Howard as a man who saw that life was not just about
economic growth and he was clearly ahead on his commitment to dealing with climate change. Not
only that, but he was clearly the person most people would prefer as a dinner companion.
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We could only assume that the’secret’ polling being run by both parties would have delivered the 
same results, showing that climate change was growing in importance electorally. However, despite
this, John Howard was walking a tight rope between being seen to do something about it and not
wanting to break ranks with the US opposition to ratifying Kyoto. He was also cognisant of the
concerns of the very powerful fossil fuel lobby in Australia which did not want to see their industries
affected by premature action.

This led him to run a strong line that governments should move slowly on climate change in order to
protect jobs, particularly in the coal industry.
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SSppeeeedd vvss jjoobbss

So we tested the idea of speed vs jobs. As the next two charts show, Coalition voters were slightly
more attracted to the idea of moving slowly than were Labor voters. However, overall the majority
of all voters saw that the loss of jobs (particularly in the coal industry) was an acceptable price to
pay for moving quickly to deal with climate change.

How urgently should the government deal with climate change?
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This provided The Climate Institute with more reason to believe the electorate would respond well
to a campaign that focussed on early and significant action to deal with climate change.

The objective of the campaign was becoming clearer, but The Climate Institute also needed a
message that would cut through the pre-election noise and strike a chord with voters.

Climate change messaging traditionally had been steeped in technical details. Green groups had
presented a lot of scientific evidence about carbon dioxide concentrations, loss of polar ice sheets
and trends in global temperatures and sea levels. These facts might excite scientists but we found
they did little to motivate ‘Australian working families’.  They also made for dry and boring 
advertising.
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As part of the communication development, we tested a number of positions people might take in
relation to climate change:

Why is climate change important to you?
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The answer we found seemed pretty obvious. The idea of “protecting the world for our kids” drew 
support from nine out of 10 voters.  At the other extreme, the “wait and see what the rest of the 
world does” drew support from only one in 10 voters.  This was completely consistent with how 
people responded in our qualitative research. Most people saw climate change as an issue that
would have more impact on the next generation than the current one.

The quantitative findings also helped us see that people were not yet ’fed up’ of hearing about 
climate change. However, it also raised the importance of the drought in focussing attention on
climate change with approximately half of respondents believing that nobody would care about
climate change if not for the drought.

So the idea of ‘protecting the world for our kids’ became the communication vehicle to carry a 
message about climate change. This was the sort of idea that could lead to an interesting creative
brief, but the real challenge would be to make sure any communication struck a chord with the
important swinging voters.
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TThhee uunnffoollddiinngg ccaammppaaiiggnn

Turning our attention to the development of climate change communication, our research had
shown that the mood was changing throughout Australia, initially among people who made their
living off the land.  They had been in the grip of one of the longest droughts in Australia’s history.  
Yes, Australia had always suffered from droughts, but farmers had checked their weather charts
and a lot them felt that this time something was different.

For a while, the drought had less direct effect on people living in cities. Droughts in the country
featured on the prime time news but ’good weather’ in the city meant lots of dry sunny days so their 
lives didn’t really suffer.  The change came when dam levels fell to record lows and they couldn’t 
water their gardens or wash their cars anymore.

Suddenly the momentum of communication was building for the climate lobby. Their messages had
been ringing in people’s ears for more than a decade, but during 2007 the IPCC (Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change) had been issuing report after report. The UK expert Sir Nicholas Stern
was speaking of economic doom and gloom. And of course, former Vice President Al Gore was
working his way towards an Academy Award and a Nobel Peace Prize for drawing attention to the
spiralling increases in CO2 in the atmosphere.

So when we started researching potential advertising and messaging angles for The Climate
Institute, there was no shortage of ideas. We had images of polar bears falling through the ice, the
threat of nuclear power plants in our back yards and the real prospect that the barrier reef was
vanishing. The challenge was to find the one single message that would get people off their feet
and marching to the ballot box to cast their vote for the climate.

We knew we had a powerful idea in the importance of ‘protecting the future for our kids’.  Adults had 
created the problem. Kids would suffer the consequences. Unless we did something now, it would
be too late.

Working together with The Climate Institute and their ad agency (Love), we “road-tested” a range of 
ideas–from the sublime to the ridiculous. We had naked children on dry deserts, beautiful babies
pleading with us, rockets being launched to new planets, experts and actors imploring us to take
action.
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As they say in the world of advertising, it seemed like a difficult problem to “crack”.  We had ideas 
that would please some of the people some of the time but no single idea that got under the guard
of our cynical (and largely ignorant) voters.

We tried the traditional route of expert spokespeople, but despite being Australian of the year, Tim
Flannery was not as well known as we expected (oddly confused with Tim Freidman of the
Whitlams). We tried celebrity endorsement, but Jamie Durie and Cate Blanchett didn’t have the 
credibility demanded by most people.

Then the agency came up with the idea of a different type of advocate for the interests of future
generations–a person who was himself just a regular Australian kid.

Jack Simmons started as just a photo and an idea. The idea–of a child stepping up to take action
when adults had failed–got under the guard of a cynical electorate. Because it was a parody on
election advertising, most people felt it was not ‘just another election ad’.   The photo helped people 
tell us who they wanted Jack to be. Cute, yes. Precocious, no. The casting had to find a child who
could talk about serious matters without lecturing. He had to be loved by mums. He had to be
accepted with integrity by everyone.

When Jack did finally hit the airwaves, the response was extraordinary. Media spend was
extremely tight. He only ran briefly, but achieved better recall than every other party political
climate change ad on TV during the election campaign.
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He was only beaten by the Government’s own ‘I can do that campaign’. which flooded our 
televisions sets with a message that we could win the battle against climate change just by hanging
our clothes to dry and turning off the air conditioner.

Our polling on the eve of the election showed that the kid pretending to be a politician was
remembered by more people than the ALP’s ad featuring Peter Garrett or one showing John 
Howard sleeping for 11 years.

Critically Jack helped make sure voters considered climate change at the ballot box. Jack was only
a kid, but he was part of the process of getting Australia to the table on Kyoto and future
negotiations on climate change.

EElleeccttiioonn eevvee

On 14 October 2007, the Prime Minister, John Howard set November 24 as the election date,
saying it would be fought on the economy and who can provide Australia with the "right leadership".

As the election approached, The Climate Institute asked us to examine the perceptions and
attitudes of voters in nine key Liberal held marginal seats in New South Wales, Queensland and
South Australia (Bennelong, Parramatta, Lindsay, Wakefield, Makin, Kingston, Petrie, Bowman and
Bonner).
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We ran an on-line poll from 2 to 5 November 2007 asking questions about issues facing Australia,
the importance of the environment in general and climate change in particular.
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The poll was calculated to generate maximum political pressure in the lead up to the election. The
Climate Institute wanted to know how climate change was tracking as a vote-changing issue. It
also wanted to use the polling data to help the parties understand the electoral benefit that would
come from introducing strong policies to deal with climate change.

We were conscious of the importance of the research being credible. There was no place for
“Dorothy Dixer” questions contrived to deliver adesired outcome. We wanted the results to have
credibility for party “machine-men” (and women) who were very experienced at running and 
interpreting their own research.

We asked three questions to get to the heart of whether climate change was a potential as a vote
changers.

1. How much influence will climate change have on deciding how you will vote at the next election?
2. At the next Federal election what effect will climate change have on your choice of Prime Minister?
3. Which of the major political parties would be better at dealing with climate change?

These questions gave voters the chance to tell us honestly if they thought climate change would
influence their vote or their choice of Prime Minister. This is a much stronger commitment than the
usual questions like “How important is the issue to you personally” because it provides a measure 
that would make politicians take notice.

The results (below) were quite clear. Seven out of 10 people believed climate change would have a
strong or very strong influence on their vote in general. The same number thought it would be very
important in influencing their choice of Prime Minister. In each case only one out of 10 thought that
climate change would not have an influence or did not matter.

These findings applied not only to all voters in our selected marginal electorates, but also to the
handful of people who would really decide the outcome of the election–the marginal electorate
undecided voters.

Influence of climate change on your vote?
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Influence of climate change on your choice of Prime Minister?
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The message for the political parties was not so clear. While the Labor Party had double the
support of the Coalition as the better party at dealing with climate change, more than half the voting
population could not decide between the parties. In fact, as the following chart shows, when the
attitudes of undecided voters were considered, there was even less certainty, with two-thirds of
them not being able to distinguish the parties on the basis of their climate change credentials.

Which party would be better party at dealing with climate change?
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The rise in “Presidential” style campaigning in Australia has led to more communication emphasis 
being placed on the differences between ’the leader’ and ‘the team’ rather than philosophical 
differences between the parties.  Consequently The Climate Institute weren’t satisfied just with 
sending a message to the parties. It had to get personal and relate to individual politicians and the
members of their teams.

How did voters view the climate change credentials of the different politicians? In the lead up to the
November 2007 election, five politicians were seen as the key players on the topic. These were:
the two leaders Rudd and Howard; the two environment spokesmen Peter Garrett and Malcolm
Turnbull; and the heir-in-waiting Peter Costello.

So we asked the voters: To what extent are the following Australian politicians serious about
taking action to address climate change?
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Are politicians serious about climate change?
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The story from these numbers was much stronger for the ALP than for the Coalition. Howard,
Turnbull and Costello were considered as being serious about taking action to address climate
change by less than half the population.. On the other hand, Garrett and Rudd topped the charts
with around 70% of people considering they were serious.

The only glimmer of opportunity for the opposition seemed to be with Malcolm Turnbull. One in
three people could not say if he was serious or not. Since the Coalition was probably getting similar
research findings, this might explain why Turnbull increased his rhetoric about climate change as
the election drew closer.

Despite the apparently strong voter support for climate change, most voters get sick of repeated
messages during election campaigns, so we wanted to see if they thought climate change had been
already overdone by asking: How much attention should the political parties give to their
climate change policies during the election campaign?

How much attention should the political parties give to climate change?
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The results confirmed there were good reasons to keep pushing hard on climate change. Only one
in 10 of all voters (and undecided voters) told us to drop it as an issue. The remainder believed that
the topic deserved more than weak attention, with almost half of all voters wanting to see strong
attention devoted to the topic by political parties.

The public debate between the Opposition and the Government over climate change had focussed
for some time on the question of how far and how fast Australia should move to address the
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problem. John Howard had been consistently arguing that Australia should proceed slowly and with
caution while Kevin Rudd had been attacking him for stalling on the issue for 12 years.

The were two key policy issues in this debate. Firstly, whether Australia should sign Kyoto even if it
had not been signed by India and China. Secondly, whether Australia should commit to emission
reduction targets before commitments had been given by developing countries.

There appeared to be sound logic behind both positions. However, we wanted to know which
position voters in marginal electorates were prepared to accept. We asked two questions:

1. There is a debate about whether Australia should sign an international climate change treaty if it is not
also signed by developing countries like India and China. What is your view?

2. In the global debate on climate change, what position would you prefer to see Australia take?

There was little doubt where voters in marginal electorates stood on these issues. As the following
charts show, more than half of all voters or undecided voters put their support behind signing a
treaty regardless of whether it is signed by China or India. The Howard position, of waiting until
India and China sign, drew support from around one in five voters.

Even more voters wanted to see Australia commit to greenhouse targets to set an example. This
sent a strong message to the Coalition to review their position on climate change. Seven out of ten
“swinging voters” in marginal electorates believed independent targets should be pursued.

Should Australia sign an international climate change treaty?

57

56

22

16

7

5

14

23

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Total

Undecided

Australia should sign an international climate change treaty regardless of whether it is signed by India and China
Australia should not sign an international climate change treaty until it is signed by India and China
Australia should not sign an international climate change treaty
Don't know



Page 23 of 32

DID CLIMATE CHANGE CHANGE THE AUSTRALIAN
GOVERNMENT?

Paul Costantoura

What should Australia do?
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There were also questions about whether voters would want to address climate change because it
might affect their hip pockets. While some voters may have taken this into account, a substantial
proportion were willing to pay more for clean energy. Undecided voters were more evenly split on
this issue, but 50% of them were still prepared to pay at least $10 more per month.

How much extra would you pay for electricity from clean or renewable sources?
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TThhee eexxiitt ppoollll

As the media counted down to the close of polls on election night, Saturday November 24, 2007,
we had started the clock ticking on an automatic invitation to several thousand Australians to
participate in an online survey. The invitation would trigger at the close of polls and it would ask our
respondents to tell us how they voted and why.

The sampling was rigorous and strategic. It allowed us to produce three separate research reports:
one national poll looking at all voters; one looking at voters in selected marginal electorates; and
one limited to the voters of John Howard’s own seat of Bennelong.

Depending on the outcome of the polls and the outcome of the election, this would give The Climate
Institute the chance to get in front of the media and politicians in the first few days of the new term
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of government with evidence of the importance of climate change in determining the election
outcome

The eventual value of our polling for The Climate Institute can be seen from the following extract
from an article by ‘The Australian’ journalist Glenn Milne which appeared on 17 December 2007.

BRENDAN Nelson is in receipt of two very clear messages on climate change. The first
was delivered by the Rudd Government's new global force, Penny Wong, in Bali. The
second comes via newly released research showing how important the issue was in
winning Labor government, and to dispatching John Howard personally in Bennelong.
…

Rudd has quite deliberately used global warming, and Labor's response to it, as a
cipher to channel the future. Rudd's complete identification with Kyoto, and now the
post-Kyoto framework, is a road map not only to a climate change solution but also to
Labor's re-election. …

The polling, conducted on election night, shows Rudd cut through decisively with his
positioning. Half of all voters (48 per cent) believed climate change represented a large
difference between the parties and only 38 per cent believed there was a small policy
difference between the parties. Climate change was seen as representing a greater
difference than the gap on either the economy or education.

The only two issues that reflected a greater difference between the parties were
industrial relations (74 per cent saw a large difference) and leadership (64 per cent).
And arguably leadership was climate change related.

The survey found that Labor succeeded in establishing climate change as a clear point
of difference among its supporters while the Coalition failed to establish any superiority
on the issue. When asked which of the major parties was better at handling climate
change, 41 per cent chose the ALP and only 16 per cent the Coalition.

Nelson has the job ahead of him. And not just in Bennelong.

Simple election surveys tend to ask people to rank issues in their order of importance in
determining a person’s vote.  While this appears to explain the relative importance of issues, it also 
tends to deliver exactly the same list election after election. The order might change, but the top
issues are always the same four: leadership, the economy, health, and education.
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It is obvious that these four are generic, lowest common denominator issues which will have some
relevance to most people. This means that often in opinion surveys, they will be identified most
often by most people. They are also the classic ‘motherhood’ issues that feature in the rhetoric of 
leaders.

However, these are not always the issues that ultimately represent a difference between the
parties–and ultimately cause people to choose one party over another.

The Climate Institute’s objective had been to turn climate change into a vote changing issue by 
asking people to examine the policies of each party with a view to revealing the differences
between them. Consequently we needed to analyse the results to see where the biggest
differences lay in perceptions of the parties on climate change.

As a result, we asked people to indicate how much difference they thought there was between the
positions of the Coalition and the ALP in a number of policy areas.

The following chart shows the responses only from those people who had voted for the Labor party
in the election one day earlier. Workchoices had been a divisive policy in the lead-up to the
election, so it was not surprising that ‘Industrial relations’ represented the largest difference 
between the parties.  These people then put climate change on an equal footing to ‘Leadership’, 
with ‘Education’ not far behind.  However voters did not see such a large difference between the
parties on the other issues of the economy, health, interest rates and national security.

Policy difference between parties - ALP voters - Nationally
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When we considered the views of the all-important voters in marginal electorates, we found that
these differences were even greater. This is apparent in the next table, which shows that, on the
issue of climate change, 70% of voters in marginal electorates believed there was a large
difference between the parties compared with 60% across the nation. The issue of climate change
showed the biggest variation between attitudes nationally and in marginal electorates out of all the
issues we listed.

Policy difference between parties - ALP voters - Marginal electorates
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An important interpretation of these numbers is that they reveal the thinking of those people who
ultimately cast their vote for the ALP at the election. This includes those people who swung their
vote away from the Coalition since the last election to bring about a change in the Government in
2007.

While there is no doubt that industrial relations and Workchoices represented the biggest policy
difference for these people, climate change had moved to second position ahead of even
leadership as a difference that had the capacity to change people’s votes.

Another reason these numbers are important is that they provide a measure of the effectiveness of
marginal electorate campaigning. As anyone living in a marginal electorate knows, at election time,
they become the object of the attention of all parties - their mail boxes fill up with flyers, their local
billboards are occupied with political messages, they are stopped in the street by eager
campaigners looking for support. Not only were the political parties active in marginals, but in 2007
so was the climate lobby. Organisations like The Climate Institute, GetUp, the ACF and WWF all
delivered marginal electorate campaigns to draw attention to climate change in the minds of voters.
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While these findings demonstrated a perceived difference in policies between the parties, it didn’t 
tell us how positively people regarded the difference. That is, did the perceived difference put one
party ahead of the other?

The answer to the question“Which party would be better at dealing withclimate change?”
revealed the electoral weakness of the Coalition’s credentials on climate change,.

Which party would be better at dealing with climate change?

47

79

12

71

27

11

44

17

13

27

3

14

9

17

10

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Total

ALP

Coalition

Green

ALP Both the same Coalition Don't know

Immediately after the election, only 13% of voters in marginal electorates believed the Coalition was
better placed to handle climate change. About one-third couldn’t separate the parties on the issue 
and the balance, about half, felt the ALP was better.

Not surprisingly, when we look at those who voted Labor, nobody believed the Coalition would be
better on climate change. However, the sobering reality for the Coalition was that one in 10 people
(12%) who voted for the Coalition actually thought that the ALP was better on climate change.

Not only that, but almost half of Coalition voters (44%) conceded that their party was no better than
the ALP on the topic. On the other hand, only 11% of ALP voters saw no difference between the
ALP and the Coalition.

This shows that almost three-quarters of those who voted for the Coalition were not prepared to
stand behind their party’s approach to climate change while the vast majority of those voting for the
ALP believed their party to have the better policies.

Throughout the election, The Climate Institute insisted on campaigning with a straight bat. That is,
it never lined up in support of either party. Rather it drew voters’ attention to the issue of climate 
change in order to maintain the pressure on both parties to increase their commitment to climate
change.

This approach was designed to influence people to think about the issues in terms of what it meant
for the future and for their children. The effectiveness of this can be seen in the following results.
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Why was climate change important?
ALP voters - Marginal electorates
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When asked why they thought climate change was important at the election, ALP voters were more
likely to focus on the outcomes rather than the politics.

Most said they wanted ‘a clean energy future for Australia based on renewable energy’ and that 
they ‘wanted to do something to protect the future for the next generation’.

Fewer voters saw it in strict political terms and were less likely to agree that ‘it revealed how Kevin 
Rudd is a man of the future’ or that ‘John Howard is a man of the past.  That is, the issue appeared 
to transcend simple political allegiances.

The results for John Howard’s own seat of Bennelong lined up very closely with the findings for our
overall sample of marginal seats. For example, while 89% of ALP voters in marginal seats agreed
that climate change was important at the election because they wanted a clean energy future for
Australia based on renewable energy, 90% of Bennelong ALP voters also felt this way.

However, the voters of Bennelong were the target of probably the most intense local marginal
electorate campaigning in the history of Australian politics. Not only were the polls looking bad for
John Howard at a national level, but at a local level, the ALP’s star recruit Maxine McKew was 
emerging as a strong local campaigner who might achieve the historic outcome of unseating a
serving Prime Minister.
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Needless to say, The Climate Institute was also active in the electorate. Together with its agencies
Love and Bellamy Hayden, it had developed a media schedule which ensured that its Jack
Simmons TV advertising and supporting print and poster advertising were prominent throughout this
and a number of other key electorates.

This strategy was effective.  As the following chart shows, the Government’s $52.8m national “I can 
do that” advertising campaign reached 46% of the voters in Bennelong.  The Climate Institute’s 
$0.5m advertising campaign was seen by 37% of Bennelong voters.

Have you seen climate change advertising? (Bennelong)
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Nationally, the selective strategy was equally effective. The chart below shows that the Federal
Government’s campaign had the same reach in marginal electorates as it did among all voters.
However, the Jack Simmons campaign had double the recall in marginal electorates as it did across
all electorates.
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Have you seen climate change advertising?
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By March 2008, the press continued to report that Prime Minister Rudd was enjoying a honeymoon
with the Australian public. Three of his first major acts in government were: to begin dismantling
Work Choices; sign the Kyoto Protocol; and to apologise to the stolen generations of Indigenous
Australians. The positive feeling of the Australian public towards these decisions was confirmed in
a poll we ran during that month for The Climate Institute. The honeymoon did not cover all
government decisions - interest rates had risen several times since Rudd came to office and the
public was not impressed.

How has the new Government performed?
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Continuing its bipartisan approach to politics, The Climate Institute was concerned that the ALP
may begin to take its eye off the climate change ball and decided to check the mood of the
Australian public towards the issue.  The findings were to alert the new Government about voter’s 
continuing expectations.

There was still a high level of concern about climate change. In fact, only 3% of people said they
were “not at all concerned” about the issue and 89% were concerned. Strikingly there was a high
degree of agreement among those who had voted for the ALP, the Coalition or the Greens.
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How concerned are you about climate change?

17

18

11

27

32

33

27

51

40

39

47

20

9

8

12

2

3

2

4

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Total

ALP

Coalition

Green

Extremely concerned Very concerned Concerned Not very concerned Not at all concerned

The findings also confirmed the wisdom of the Rudd Government’s decision to ratify Kyoto.This
had been a fierce topic of debate between the parties in the lead up to the election campaign. By
March 2008 only 7% of voters opposed the decision to ratify Kyoto. Even among Coalition voters,
only 17% opposed the decision.

Do you support or oppose Australia's ratification of Kyoto?
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In the face of such a high level of support, the question remained if the public felt the job of dealing
with climate change had now been done. That is, were voters sufficiently happy with Australia
participating in the Kyoto protocol that they felt we could didn’t have to take further action?

Apparently not. As the following chart shows, only 17% of people believed that ratifying Kyoto
meant that we had now done everything we needed to respond to climate change at the present
time. On the other hand, 78% of people believed that we still needed to take further urgent action
to deal with climate change.
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How has ratification affected your own views?
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By March the flood of political rhetoric surrounding the election campaign had subsided. This
meant that people could offer a somewhat more considered view on the positions of the major
parties.

When we asked voters which party they thought was better at handling climate change, only 7%
picked the Coalition and 40% nominated the Labor Party. Even among its own voters, only one in
four felt that the Coalition would be better than the ALP.

Which party is better at handling climate change?
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Importantly for the future debate on the issue, more than half of all voters were not prepared to
commit themselves to either party’s climate change policies. This not only reflects the cautious way
Australians approach modern politics, it also suggests that there is plenty of scope for The Climate
Institute and other groups to influence the debate and to shape Australia’s future response to 
climate change.


