Americans Are Again Getting More Worried About the Climate
by Dave Leonhardt
June 16, 2015 – The financial crisis made Americans less worried about climate change.  The Democrats’ attempt to pass sweeping climate legislation in 2009 and 2010 probably reduced Americans’ anxiety level as well, as paradoxical as that may sound.  But now Americans are getting more worried again.
About 69% of adults say that global warming is either a “very serious” or “somewhat serious” problem, according to a new Pew Research Center poll.  That’s up from 63% in 2010.  The level of concern has still not returned to that of a decade ago; in 2006, 79% of adults called global warming serious.
It’s impossible to know exactly why concern about the climate fell — and why skepticism that global warming was real increased — starting around 2008.  Both economics and politics probably play a role.  The financial crisis and recession made Americans more worried about the immediate condition of the economy, rather than about the long-term condition of the planet.
President Obama’s election, combined with an attempt by many Democrats to pass a climate bill, apparently caused many Republican-leaning voters to become more hostile to new climate policies.  Such polarization is common across many issues, political scientists note.  “As party control shifted” in 2009, note Jessica Martinez, Greg Smith and Jocelyn Kiley of Pew, “the debate about energy also shifted, and could have contributed to changes in opinion over all.”
In the last few years, however, discussion of a major climate bill has receded, while the economy has started to improve — and problems from global warming, though increasing only gradually, are increasing.
The % of Americans who agree with the scientific consensus - that global warming is occurring and caused by human activity - has also bounced back in the last few years.  68% of Americans also say there is “solid evidence of warming,” up from 57% in 2009.
Skepticism about climate change remains high among nearly any demographic group that leans Republican, including men, whites, evangelicals and people over age 50, according to the Pew data.  The main reason is that so many Republicans themselves are skeptical that the planet has become hotter and are opposed to new climate policies.  But even Democratic men are slightly less interested in combating climate change than Democratic women.
There is little chance anytime soon for major legislation to address climate change, because Republicans oppose such measures and control Congress.  When Democrats controlled Congress in 2009 and 2010, the House passed a broad bill.  But it could not get through the Senate.  President Obama has since been trying to reduce carbon emissions, which cause warming, through regulation.  Coal companies and other groups are fighting those regulations in the courts; some of the issues may eventually reach the Supreme Court.
Other polls, including by Gallup and the New York Times and Stanford University, have similarly shown that concern about climate change fell sometime after 2008 and has since risen.
The new public-opinion data is part of a Pew poll centered on Roman Catholics.  On Thursday, Pope Francis will release an encyclical, or major teaching letter, focused on the environment’s effect on the poor.  The views of American Catholics on climate change largely track those of non-Catholics, Pew found.  That’s no surprise: Catholics also vote in very similar patterns to non-Catholics.
One small exception on climate change is that Catholic Republicans are slightly more concerned about climate change than non-Catholic Republicans.  But the gap is small: most Catholic Republicans are also skeptical that human activity is heating the planet.
Separately, the Pew poll found that Pope Francis, 2 years into his papacy, continues to be very popular among American Catholics.  About 86% rate him favorably, compared with 74% who rated Pope Benedict XVI favorably 2 years into his term.  No identical data exists for Pope John Paul II so early in his term.  9 years into his tenure, in 1987, 91% of American Catholics rated him favorably.
“My intuition from reading of the poll data suggests that among American Catholics, Pope Francis is about as popular as Pope John Paul II at a similar point in his papacy,” said John C. Green, a professor of political science at the University of Akron.  “Both popes were Vatican outsiders (one from Poland, one from Argentina), brought new perspectives to world issues, and were very personable.”
In the encyclical, Francis will call for action to avoid an “unprecedented destruction of the ecosystem,” according to the Guardian, based on an early copy of the document obtained by L’Espresso magazine.
“Humanity is called to take note of the need for changes in lifestyle, and changes in methods of production and consumption, to combat this warming, or at least the human causes that produce and accentuate it,” the document says.  “The attitudes that stand in the way of a solution, even among believers, range from negation of the problem, to indifference, to convenient resignation or blind faith in technical solutions.”
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