Interim Report on Residential Sustainability Project
Interim Report on Stage 1
Initial research centred on textual analysis of Council documents relating to its residential sustainability policy (Aug. to Oct. 2008). The research team identified in the documents a tension between the high value accorded to participation, and by extension communication, and relatively low value given to attempts to assert the authority, and trustworthiness, of Council in relation to its residential policy overall. Researchers’ key assertion was that this tension needs to be more adequately addressed, and is grounded in a sociological conceptualization of the nature of tensions between citizenship rights and responsibilities and highly individualistic cultural norms. 
In the documents, reasons given for taking action—such as making policy, taking part in a particular initiative, round-table, reference group and the like, for the use of ‘indicators’ of sustainability, for communication and for engagement with community, business or other tiers of government—referred to the contribution that participation would make to achieving sustainability. By contrast, reasons given for desisting from a course of action, or for denying the reasonableness of a course of action, were that these were insufficiently participatory and overly authoritative. Achieving greater participation was called for by Council, business and civil society. This dynamic was reinforced in the three meetings of the Critical Reference Group (CRG) that were convened (between Aug. and Dec. 2008). 

While little reference was made in Council policy or by participants to the latent authority of economic imperatives, the CRG expressed views that political expedience was an important factor in determining the kinds of policies made by Council in relation to residential sustainability. Little reference was made by Council or the CRG to imbalances in the power of residents, in relation to government or business. Meanwhile, Council documents demonstrate a high degree of institutional self-consciousness in relation to Council’s limited ability to influence State and Federal policy. 
· Even though Council and CRG enthusiasm for participation was high, Council efforts at establishing sustainability indicators, such as the Carbon Footprint, were found to lack impetus. Indeed, key quantitative indicators chosen by Council to measure residential sustainability, including electricity, water and waste, are set to continue increasing in the near future. 

· In light of these findings, and in collaboration with the CRG and Council Sustainability Team, the researchers developed a pilot questionnaire with the aim of better understanding some of the opportunities and blockages that Council confronts in relation to the goal of improving residential sustainability.  
Questionnaire 1 
The questionnaire, containing 66/7 set questions employing direct answer, true/false and 5 point attitude scale statements, was distributed in hard copy—to respondents in the City Library
, in the lobbies of city apartment blocks
, as well as by return mail
—between 30 Mar. and 17 Apr. 2009. An electronic version of the questionnaire using the ‘Survey Monkey’ tool was open to respondents from 13 Apr. to 12 Jun. 2009. 

The questionnaire is as a means for reinforcing, challenging and modifying the findings of Stage 1 noted above. The framework for analysis used in this report categorizes responses in terms of residents’ knowledge of the sustainability issue and ‘scientific’ facts about it, residents’ trust in Council, and beliefs, values and attitudes towards the question of where responsibility for action lay (with individuals, Council or higher tiers of government).
 
Hard Copy 

The total number of hard copy questionnaires produced was 1 000. 
Electronic 
The electronic version of the questionnaire was the same as the hard copy, with an additional question asking the respondent to report upon how they heard about the questionnaire (Q67). This allowed the respondents to the electronic version to be identified. This section of the overall questionnaire used a nonprobabilistic snowballing technique.     
Sample
In total, 343 valid questionnaires were returned. Within a population (sampling frame) of 71 380 persons (2006 census) containing 35 846 residential dwellings (households, City Research 2006), 343 responses should not be regarded as a significant sample of this population. However, 343 responses is a significant sample rate for a nonprobabilistic pilot study aimed at obtaining an impression of:

1) Residents’ depth of awareness (knowledge) of the sustainability issue
2) Residents’ beliefs, values and attitudes concerning their own (individual) responsibility to act sustainably, and 
3) Residents’ beliefs, values and attitudes concerning the trustworthiness and responsibility of Council as a facilitator of residential sustainability and as a source of information on climate change. This is reinforced insofar as the results do not differ greatly from similar surveys.
 This interim report deals primarily with these three points.
Analysis
Knowledge 
33. 
Current rates of resource use can be maintained indefinitely.

34.
A sustainable future is only possible if levels of material wealth are lowered.

36. 
Local species of plants and animals are disappearing rapidly because of human impacts.

47.
I know enough about global warming.

48.
On an average day, I do not do anything personally that causes greenhouse gas emissions.

49.
Restrictions on household water use currently apply in the city

50.
The hole in the ozone layer is the main cause of global warming

51.
Plastic bags should go into household recycling

52.
Air-conditioning doesn’t contribute to household energy use.

56.
It is more important to recycle than consume less.

Responses to this category of questions were positive, insofar as generally speaking the sample was quite knowledgeable about the ‘facts’ of sustainability. Understanding of the long term issues surrounding climate change is demonstrated by 83% ‘strongly disagree’ or ‘disagree with Q33, while 45% expressed similar beliefs in relation to Q34 (the spread across responses to Q34 in relation to Q33 was more diverse, the mathematical average for Q34 was 2.9 while for Q33 it was 1.65). 
· This suggests that the link between beliefs about quality of life’ are closely tied to beliefs about ‘high (material) standards of living’.  
A small majority believed that local species of plants and animals are disappearing rapidly due to human impacts (79% strongly agree or agree). This is interesting, insofar as the City of Melbourne is one of the most densely populated and long established urban areas in the country, containing few if no areas of ‘native bushland’. 
· This response demonstrates residents’ appreciation of the universal and holistic nature of the sustainability issue: it is inextricably linked to the ‘big’ picture, even when the focus is expressly upon residential sustainability in the city ‘core’. 

An insignificant majority (<5%) disagree or strongly disagree with the statement that “I know enough about global warming”. This suggests a need for more public information, but also hints at fatigue with the issue. This suggestion is reinforced when looking at responses to Q44 “I feel overwhelmed by information on climate change” and Q64 “It is often difficult to act in environmentally friendly ways because I don’t know where to begin”. Responses to Q44 were evenly distributed across agree and disagree, the median response being agree. At Q64, 53% disagree or strongly disagree that it is difficult to act “because I don’t know where to begin”. 
· This suggests a disjuncture between knowing what to do and taking action, and possibly hints at a tendency to accept moral culpability and, while accepting it, being willing to apportion culpability to others and institutions.
Although 71% (disagree 47%, strongly disagree 24%) “I do not  do anything personally that causes greenhouse gas emissions”, a significant proportion (14% neither, 13% agree, 3% strongly agree) agree or report neither in relation to this statement. This suggests that there exists some doubt within the community that all urban human social activities, sustainable or not, generate greenhouse gases. 
· It is suggested that this response is in part a condition of commercial attempts to ‘normalize’ the largely scientifically unproven
 discourses of ‘carbon offsetting’, and promotion of ‘environmentally friendly’ consumer and household goods. (See also, responses to Q56).
Questions 49-52 were formatted as true/false/unsure/no opinion. Only 17% were unsure or reported ‘false’ in relation to water restrictions applying currently in the city, while 95% agreed that domestic air-conditioning contributes to household energy use. These results are encouraging. However, responses to the more ‘scientific fact’ based Q50, “the hole in the ozone layer is the main cause of global warming”, were 25% true or 16% unsure. The statement that “plastic bags should go into household recycling” was seen as true by 35% or unsure by 12%.  
· This suggests that communication of rather abstract scientific information or information about practical actions that require a relatively high degree of understanding of complex systems (such as recycling) is bound to be misinterpreted by significant sections of the lay population. This reinforces arguments that ‘sustainability’ is being most clearly understood in collective terms, as a virtue, rather than in terms of individual actions. 
· The imperative to act individually is promoting ‘unsustainable’ beliefs. It prompts support for action, rather than informing specifically what actions should be: experts need to work out the most appropriate resolutions to problems, and actions to implement them need to take place at an appropriate scale. 
The relatively large percentage of respondents who affirmed or were unsure about the (false) statement that “Plastic bags should go into household recycling” suggests, again, that recycling drives have on the whole the effect of misleading people into thinking that all plastics are recyclable. It might even be reasonable to imply that discourses of recycling undermine those of re-use and, more importantly, those of ‘don’t use in the first place’. 
This is reinforced by responses to Q56 “It is more important to recycle than consume less”, to which 28% agree or strongly agree. This suggests that close to a third of respondents feel that it is fine to consume at the current rate, as long as recycling systems are in place. This suggestion is further complicated by responses to Q65 “I try and buy less stuff to reduce the environmental impact of my lifestyle”, to which 63% agree or strongly agree, agree was the most common response by a factor of close to 2 to 1. 
· This suggests that, while it is recognized that consuming less is an important contribution to achieving sustainability, discourses of recycling somewhat undermine the motivating force of the valid recognition that over-consumption is the key problem in relation to urban unsustainability. 
Trust

11. 
I feel that formally-educated experts, such as government administrators, scientific experts and managers, can be trusted when dealing with local issues.


12. 
I feel that governments make decisions and laws that are good for the way I live locally:

13. 
I feel that most people can be trusted.
22. 

Experts will always find a way to solve environmental problems.

24. 

Conserving natural resources is unnecessary, because alternatives will always be found.

25. 

Industry is doing everything it can to prevent environmental damage.

33. 

Current rates of resource use can be maintained indefinitely.

43.

I trust Council information on climate change.

Responses to Q11 suggest that there is a high level of trust of institutionalized expertise amongst residents (38% agree or strongly agree, agree the most common answer, but not only by a margin of ~10% in relation to disagree and neither, strongly disagree responses 9%). This complements responses to Q12, which were broadly comparable (differences from Q11 across all responses <10%).  Significant proportions of the sample agree or strongly agree that “most people can be trusted” (Q13 59%).

The responses to Q11 stand in contrast with responses to Q22 (45% disagree or strongly disagree, the most common response disagree) which demonstrates a marked pessimism about residents’ beliefs in the overall capacity of social institutions to meet the challenge of sustainability through the application of ‘expert’ knowledge and practice informed by ‘experts’. Similarly, 86% disagree or strongly disagree (the most common response strongly disagree) with Q24.  This response is supported by Q33, which received broadly similar (within 5%) responses.
· This suggests a deep understanding that social life as it is currently organized is unsustainable, by contrast with the ambiguous nature of residents’ knowledge of ‘facts’. 

Responses to Q43 represent a significant degree of ambivalence (41% responding neither, which was also the most common response) in relation to the trustworthiness of “Council information on climate change”. This suggests that the prevalence of individualistic cultural norms and values represent quite a tall barrier for local government institutions that orient sustainability strategies in a singular way, towards ‘communication’. These suggestions are supported by responses to Q64 “It is often difficult to act in environmentally friendly ways because I don’t know where to begin”, where 53% of people disagree (43%) or strongly disagree (10%). 
· Again, the researchers highlight the importance of recognizing that the high degree of value and focus directed at individual actions, both in ‘classical’ communications strategies and as a product of individualistic cultural norms, does not necessarily translate into sustainable practices.
· In light of these findings, it is suggested that this response support the above recommendations that Council adapt policy towards ensuring that its actions are consistently assessed for their integrity as actions, and not merely ‘policy for policy’, which would further undermine public trust. Concomitantly, efforts should be made to ensure that these efforts are conducted in the public eye, with efforts made to allow for open public scrutiny. 
Responsibility

38. 
As residents, we have a moral obligation to protect our local areas of green space.

39. 
City residents need to be more environmentally aware in the future.

42.
Reducing the environmental impact of every day life is the responsibility of every resident

43.
I trust Council information on climate change.

45.
Council information about sustainability is a valuable contribution to Australia’s attempts to address climate change.

46.

Council provides enough practical support to residents who want to reduce the environmental impact of their lifestyles.

53.
Household environmental sustainability should be the responsibility of the resident.

54.
It is appropriate for Council to link the cost of rates to environmental features of a property (e.g. insulation, water tanks, etc).

55.
It is appropriate for the State and/or Federal government to legislate certain environmental features of residential properties. 

The questions are sub-categorized in terms of ‘individual’ or ‘institutional’ responsibility. N.B. It was felt by the researchers, based in assumptions that sustainability is a holistic issue that extends beyond legal or political jurisdictions that questions of institutional responsibility needed to encompass all tiers of government, and not be limited to Council. 
Responses across Q38, 39, 42 and 53 consistently represent a high level of agreement that residential sustainability supplies a legitimate moral imperative that individuals should act upon. In the context of responses to Q43 that belie a significant degree of ambivalence (41% responding neither, which was also the most common response) towards the trustworthiness of Council information on climate change (see above, ‘trust’). 
· In relation to Q54 and 55 (by a high margin the most common responses ‘agree’, approx. 3 to 1) it is important to note that individual moral responsibility does not exclude strong beliefs that Council, as well as State and Federal governments are also bound to take action to achieve sustainability, even if raising economic ‘costs’ to ratepayers/citizens.  
In relation to responses to Q45, to which 59% agree or strongly agree that Council information about sustainability as a “valuable contribution” to national efforts “to address climate change”, this suggests that communications strategies are seen as merely complementing an overall cohesive strategy across all tiers of government.  This is reinforced by responses to Q55 (80% agree or strongly agree that State and/or Federal government should legislate for environmental features of residential property), which taken together suggest that institutional action is highly valued.  
· Responses to Q54, if replicated in a larger survey, would suggest strong support by residents for a differential ‘green’ system for determining rates.

Interim Conclusions
· Citizen participation is very difficult to muster, not least given the status of quantitative indicators, such as the Carbon Footprint, as ‘facts’ are abstractions, remote from residents’ everyday life experiences. ‘Indicators’ of residential sustainability work overall when conceived of as tools for communicating information rather than as a participatory tool. 
· Understood in these terms, the task of motivating action on the part of residents remains important, but the researchers recommend that Council also shift its focus ‘outwards’, from residents and towards utilizing its residential sustainability strategy as a leverage tool for increasing the trustworthiness of ‘facts’ supplied by Council and other tiers of government. A further, flow-on, recommendation is that Council focus upon ensuring that the actions it undertakes to achieve sustainability be assessed for integrity and effort be made to ensure that these are conducted in the public eye. While activism is certainly not appropriate for Council, it is suggested that advocacy based on evidence is an appropriate and important part of an overall residential sustainability strategy: such advocacy should be publicly visible as part of Council’s sustainability strategy.
· The researchers recommend that the residential sustainability programme may become more efficacious if conceived of as a) a forum for the assertion of the authority and truthfulness of scientific ‘facts’, and b) as a platform for advocating greater local government involvement in developing and implementing state and federal sustainability agendas, with the aim of ensuring mutual dialogue and complementary policy and practice. Aiming the strategy in these two directions would have the beneficial effects for Council of increasing the public profile of Council as an advocate for sustainability generally; situate Council as a (possibly leading) source of reliable data on urban residential sustainability and its implementation; an important node within the growing global and national networks of ‘subnational’ actors that are influencing the development and implementation of  residential sustainability policy and practice. 
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� The City Library was chosen as a site for a purposive (nonprobabilistic) random sample based in the researchers’ understanding that a large number of international and local students frequented this site. This approach was developed in conjunction with City of Melbourne Youth Outreach Officer, Mr Gary Lee. 


� Again, the lobbies of city apartment blocks represent a purposive (nonprobabilistic) random sample, and were chosen due to researchers’ understanding that it would be an important site for making contact with residents. This approach was developed in conjunction with and facilitated by Mr Rob Beck, Chair of the Building Owners’ Corporation of Victoria and member of the Residential Sustainability Pilot Critical Reference Group. 


� The mailout of questionnaires was conducted using a probabilistic random sample, drawn from a list of householders held by the City. Standard ‘return’ mailing techniques were used.  Hence, overall the pilot survey constitutes a nonprobabilistic sample.


� All categories for analysis were:


Residence�
�
Demographic�
�
Community-Personal �
�
Wellbeing-Personal  �
�
Influence-Personal �
�
Trust-Institutions  �
�
Trust-Individual �
�
Sustainable Values  �
�
Cynicism  �
�
Wellbeing-Collective  �
�
Action-Institutional�
�
Action-Personal  �
�
Knowledge�
�
Responsibility-Individual  �
�
Responsibility-Institutional �
�



� The nonprobabilistic sampling method used for the overall study discounts the relevance of ‘sampling error’ calculation, which is calculated at +/- 5.29%.


� Takahashi, T. "The Fate of Industrial Carbon Dioxide." Science 305 (2004): 352-53 offers one of the most authoritative accounts of the physical ‘fact’ that trees, the ocean, grass, soil or fresh water simply cannot absorb enough CO2 fast enough to keep it from accumulating in the atmosphere. A number of other significant reports support this thesis, which undermines commercially driven claims about ‘offsetting’.





