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REWRITE THE FUTURE: CLIMATE CONVERSATIONS 2010 
Hosted by Lighter Footprints in Hawthorn, Melbourne, Australia 

18 February 2010 

 

Summary Report 

 

Background 

 

This report is a summary of a community forum held by climate change action group Lighter 

Footprints on 18 February 2010 in Hawthorn, Melbourne, Australia.  

 

The main purpose of the event was to trial a model of community engagement aimed at 
increasing participants‟ understanding of climate change, facilitating their contribution to the 
wider public debate, and encouraging a personal commitment to action.  
 
The three hour forum featured two short presentations on the science of climate change and 
options for the future. Participants then took part in facilitated small group conversations 
about climate change and their personal priorities for action in response to climate change. 
Participants documented their views in a workbook collected by the facilitators, and all 
groups presented the outcomes of their discussions. The experts/speakers were invited to 
comment on the ideas raised. 
 
The invited speakers were climate scientist Professor David Karoly and safe climate 
campaigner Victoria McKenzie-McHarg. Management consultant Rowan McClean facilitated 
the whole event, and approximately 80 people participated. Ten facilitators from Lighter 
Footprints led the table discussions.  
 
The discussions centred around three key themes:  
 

 Climate literacy;  

 Solutions; and  

 The responsibilities of various stakeholders in responding to climate change.  
 
Most participants completed the workbook, documenting their responses to each of the 
discussion questions. This report has been compiled using material from those workbooks, 
and records of verbal reports from each of the facilitators of the small group discussions. 
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Methodology 
 
Research suggests that local deliberative forums are an effective way of engaging with the 
community, boosting climate literacy and promoting active participation on the issue of 
climate change.1,2,3 Examples of these meetings include those in which experts, local 
stakeholders and/or leaders share their knowledge and interact with participants. These 
types of forums offer an opportunity for active participation by audience members through 
small group discussions, and the chance to ask questions of experts and stakeholders.  
 
The equal platform and interactive nature of this method of engagement is demonstrated to 
boost participants‟ confidence in their own ability to contribute to debate; help develop 
respect for scientists and institutions; build people‟s capacity for taking action;4 and assist in 
achieving consensus on difficult issues as well as support for policy decisions.5 This 
technique has been used in similar forums to discuss strengthening democracy,6 health 
reform,7 and water policy.8 In the context of climate change, evidence suggests this 
approach enables participants to learn about technical aspects of science and solutions as 
well consider the social, political, economic and ethical implications of climate change.9  

 
Findings 
 
Of the 80 participant who attended, 47 submitted a workbook with their personal details and 
reponses to discussion questions. The majority of reporting participants (65%) were over 50 
years of age, and 12% were less than 40 years of age. Of the participants, 51% were male 
and 49% were female None identified themselves as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, 
and 10% identified themselves as being from a culturally and linguistically diverse 
background. Forty-seven (47%) identified themselves as volunteering or working in the area 
of climate change.  
 

 
Characteristics  
 

 
Gender 

 
% of total persons 

Male 51% 

Female 49% 

 
Age 

 
% of total persons  

20-29 6% 

30-39 6% 

40-49 17% 

50-59 26% 

60-69 32% 

                                                 
1 Atherton, A. And Herriman, J. World Wide Views on Global Warming, The World Wide Views Australia Story, Summary, Institute for 
Sustainable Futures, University of Technology, Sydney, 2009 
2 Nisbet, M. Reconsidering Climate Change Literacy & Communication, 7 August 2009. 
3 Arizona Science Center in Phoenix, Community Conversations on Climate and Water, Summary Report, 9 May 2009. 
4 Victorian Women’s Trust, Our Water Mark, Watermark Australia Project, Report, 2007. 
5 Nisbet, M. Reconsidering Climate Change Literacy & Communication, 7 August 2009. 
6 Evans, B. et al. The Purple Sage Project: From the wisdom of the people – action for our times, Conference Paper, Australian Association 
for Research in Education, 1999.  
7 Australian Health care Reform Alliance, Conversations with Australians: the first step, Summary Report, 11 June 2008. 
8 Victorian Women’s Trust, Our Water Mark, Watermark Australia Project, Report, 2007. 
9 Nisbet, M. Reconsidering Climate Change Literacy & Communication, 7 August 2009. 

 

http://scienceblogs.com/framing-science/2009/08/climate_change_education_on_fr.php
http://climate.noaa.gov/news/2009/docs/AZConversationsSummary_22June-1.pdf
http://scienceblogs.com/framing-science/2009/08/climate_change_education_on_fr.php
http://scienceblogs.com/framing-science/2009/08/climate_change_education_on_fr.php
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70+ 9% 

 

 
Photo: Peter Campbell 

Theme 1: Climate literacy 
 
A large majority of participants felt climate literacy in the community is generally poor to 
extremely poor (83%). Self-reported climate literacy among the attending participants was 
generally considered adequate (38%), or reasonably/very high (36%) possibly reflecting the 
self-selection of attendees in responding to invitations to the event. Many of those who 
reported low levels of climate literacy prior to the forum reported considerably higher levels 
after the event.   
 
Some participants thought many people in the community find the information available on 
climate change overwhelming. The complexity of the science can lead to confusion and 
unwillingness to engage with the issue. Many participants were concerned that there is a 
misguided belief in the community that there is controversy about the science. Many people 
were confused by „opinion‟ that was presented as „science‟, participants said. Over 80% of 
respondents considered it „extremely important‟ that people be better informed about climate 
science.  
 
Many felt that an improved understanding of the science was vital for people to understand 
the implications of climate change for society. This was considered necessary for a healthy 
and informed debate that would enable people to understand the implications of their 
decisions and the risks faced by society, as well as opportunities for mitigation and 
adaptation.  
 
Many participants also considered improved climate literacy in the community would create 
support for the implementation of policy options - and would create political pressure for 
effective action by encouraging people to demand action. Many expressed concerns that a 
failure to understand climate science and its implications created misunderstanding about 
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the risks of inaction, and that poor climate literacy was contributing to a lack of political 
pressure to respond.    
 
 
As one participant said: “Improving climate literacy would help to create a groundswell of 
community support for government action - and make it politically „safe‟ to act.”  
 
Some participants felt the failure of many people in the community to understand the extent 
of the problem meant that they were unaware of available solutions. Many participants felt 
the community was generally unaware of the implications of climate change - and linked the 
general lack of knowledge to inadequate media reporting. Many participants also reported 
being disillusioned with the quality and nature of the debate in the community and in political 
circles, feeling there was far too much attention focused on supposed ideological battles, 
rather than concentrating of developing solutions.  
 
One participant expressed the view that: “It would be more helpful if more attention was paid 
to the actual technical issues associated with addressing climate change, rather than 
endless discussion and arguments about data.” 
 
Poor levels of understanding about the implications of climate change were considered to be 
linked to fears in the community about implications for individuals with a high emissions 
lifestyle, leading people to accept “convenient falsehoods”. A failure to understand that there 
was a real possibility of preventing further climate change through emissions reductions was 
contributing to unwillingness to engage on the issue - and an inclination to reject the science.  
 
Improving the communication of climate science with simple messages was considered 
vitally important. Participants overwhelmingly considered their own understanding of climate 
change was considerably improved by attending the forum – however some were still 
confused about mechanisms such as emissions trading schemes and carbon taxes.  
 
Many participants reported that the chance to have a discussion and analyse the issues was 
a vital step in engaging the community, and improving climate literacy. 
 
Suggestions for improving climate literacy in the community included: improving education in 
schools; the provision of more community forums; and improving the quality of information in 
the mass media. The provision of university and TAFE short courses in climate science, and 
an increased use of a range of media - including film, radio and television - were proposed, 
and a specific focus on available solutions were considered to be important.  
 
Some of the table discussions reflected the theme that it is important to convey the message 
to the public that it is possible to achieve change in a way that will maintain quality of life and 
even improve societal well-being . As one participant said: “We need to start sharing all 
options with emphasis on educating people that fighting climate change does not necessarily 
involve excessive costs to individuals, loss of jobs or severe impacts on lifestyles.” 
 
Participants said that governments have a role to play in countering misinformation about 
climate change science, and need to work harder to share information about what other 
countries are doing and about available solutions. Informing the public about the latest 
science on climate change was considered to be a necessary and important government 
policy initiative. Business also has a role to play, with several calls for greater leadership 
from all organisations on the issue. 
 
As one participant said: “Structural change will be extremely difficult to achieve if the public 
isn‟t aware of why it‟s needed.” 
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Building community networks was considered important, with particular emphasis on sharing 
information and awareness-raising. The provision of information that could be easily 
understood with messages that were immediately relevant to individuals and communities 
were considered by many participants to be most effective.  
 
Many participants said that it was important to convey the consequences of inaction on 
climate change to the community as well as working to increase levels of understanding 
about the benefits of action. It was important to convey the need for whole-of-government 
action to achieve the necessary structural economic and societal change, as voluntary action 
by individuals (while itself very important) was quite inadequate to address the scale of 
change required. In addition to addressing the need for emissions reductions, other issues 
raised as important were those of overconsumption, limited natural resources, population 
growth, and pollution of all kinds.  
 
Several small groups discussed the issue of Australia‟s moral and historical obligation to cut 
emission as the highest per capita emitter in the world, referring to its capacity as a wealthy 
nation to act, and its responsibility to demonstrate leadership in doing so. 
 
Many participants felt strongly that addressing the influence of the fossil fuel lobby was 
important in countering misconceptions in the community about the need for action and 
available solutions.  
 
A positive vision for the future was vital to engaging the community, according to many 
participants. Providing positive support to people to “handle the anxiety that creates defence 
and denial” was considered important, and an emphasis on the benefits of positive action 
(and examples of where effective action has been/is being taken) was important in 
convincing the community of the need for, and possibilities associated with, action on climate 
change. 
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Theme 2: Solutions  
 
The majority of participants (68%) considered it is technically possible to reverse the effects 
of climate change but just over half (51%) held the view that climate change would increase 
before there is an effective political response. Twenty-one percent of participants held the 
view that it would not be possible to effectively mitigate climate change because of difficulty 
in achieving the necessary global cooperation.   
 
There was strong support for technical solutions, with over 70% identifying low or zero 
emissions technology as important. Regulation of greenhouse gases was even more popular 
(74%), as was individual action to reduce emissions (76%), while an informed community 
was considered the most powerful vehicle for change, with 79% of respondents identifying 
this as necessary for effective action. Other identified solutions included addressing methane 
emissions (through changes to diet), changing behaviour (such as sourcing local 
products/locally grown food), using public transport or switching to low-emission vehicles, or 
walking or cycling. There was little support for geo-engineering as a solution (6%), with most 
participants expressing a lack of understanding about what it might offer.  
 
The importance of putting a price on carbon to create an incentive to switch to clean 
renewable technologies was raised in many of the discussions.  
 
Government regulation was considered necessary to deliver emission reductions through 
incentives for behaviour change, fuel switching for power generation, and reduced energy 
consumption.   
 
Suggestions for regulations included:  
 

 Direct regulation of greenhouse gases; 

 Regulatory standards for energy efficiency, energy use, and emissions from 
buildings, transportation, and appliances; and 

 Planning laws to require the availability of public transport prior to development 
approval. 

 
Action from governments was also sought to encourage reduced consumption and 
incentives for recycling to ensure we make the best possible use of our finite natural 
resources.  
 
Examples of this included: 
 

 Mandatory requirements for energy generation and water harvesting/reuse on all new 
buildings; and 

 Limits on size of houses being built.   
 
Support for increased deployment of renewable energy technologies as well as increased 
investment in research and development of renewable energy technology was a recurring 
theme in discussions. There was also support for initiatives that would boost renewable 
energy generation capacity that would lead to early closure of coal-fired stations. 
 
Population control was also a recurring theme. A number of participants expressed a desire 
for a considered debate about Australia‟s “carrying capacity” to ensure the population levels 
were sustainable in the broadest sense.  
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Other identified available solutions for which respondents expressed support were: 
  

 Improving climate literacy  

 Solar thermal, wind, and geothermal energy generation  

 Reduced consumption of energy and goods 

 Reducing energy use through sourcing goods and services from local 
providers/supporting local manufacturing  

 An informed community - to “understand necessary strategies” and “create incentive 
for a political response”  

 Research for „improved‟ technologies 

 Sequestering carbon through biochar 

 Reducing consumption of meat 

 Improving scale and distribution of public transport 

 Changes to agricultural practice 

 Increasing carbon sinks through planting trees  
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Theme 3: Responsibilities of key stakeholders  
 
Government  
 
Participants in the forum were generally pessimistic about the preparedness of governments 
to act on climate change, with 49% expressing the view that governments are not prepared 
to act.  
 
This was largely considered to be linked to a lack of any political imperative - given a lack of 
community demand that governments are unwilling to commit to any action that may carry 
political risk. Many people felt governments were more responsive to industry and the fossil 
fuel lobby than the community. There was also a view that political parties/governments 
were more inclined to spend their time undermining their political opponents than 
demonstrating leadership or acting in the national/global interest. 
 
The following quote sums up many of views expressed by participants on this topic:  
 
“Governments are not prepared to act to restore a safe climate – not at all, or at least not 
adequately. They are too scared to lose votes from people who want action but don‟t want to 
bear the personal cost. They are unwilling to propose action that will impose costs on 
individuals and apparently unable to frame the debate in a way that explains the cost to 
individuals of doing nothing and unable to explain how it can be tackled in ways that are not 
unacceptably expensive.” 
 
However, there was a very strong view that government should be demonstrating leadership 
on this issue, and that engaging with the community is vital, as demonstrated by this quote: 
 
“Federal and State Government leadership is utterly essential in building understanding in 
the community with regard to climate change.” 
 
There was disappointment with the performance of both state and federal governments on 
the issue, while local government was considered to be responding most effectively to date. 
 
Participants were asked to record the most important actions for government to take in 
relation to climate change. The most commonly occurring priority actions, for which there 
was strong support, were to:  
 

 put a price on carbon; 

 maximise investment in the development and deployment of renewable energy 
technology; and 

 regulate emissions. 
 
Over half of the participants (53%) supported a price on carbon, with many referring to a 
carbon tax as the preferred mechanism. Renewable energy had strong support, with 44% 
also indicating their preference for the creation of sustainable energy systems to provide 
energy security and reduce greenhouse gas and air pollution. This was proposed to be 
achieved in a variety of ways, including the creation of price incentives for renewable energy 
technologies, disincentives for polluting energy sources, direct investment in renewable 
energy and legislating to ensure a transition to renewable energy occurred. 
 
.  
 



9 

 

Regulation of greenhouse gases emissions also received strong support, with 36% of 
participants proposing either emissions or energy efficiency standards to encourage 
reductions in energy demand to cut emissions.       
 
Respect for science and its incorporation into policy-making was also a strong theme, with 
27% of participants expressing the view that education of the community (including 
parliamentarians) was necessary for informed and valid decision-making in relation to 
climate change. 
 
Greater investment in public transport infrastructure was also a recurring theme, as was 
taxation reform to reward low or zero emissions choices for industry and households. 
  
 

 
 
 

Business 
 
Participants overwhelmingly indicated a preference for business to act as a positive role 
model by addressing the impact of their activities on the environment and reducing their 
contribution to climate change.  
 
Taking responsibility for reducing emissions through shifting to clean energy sources and 
increasing energy efficiency were identified by 64% of participants as important priorities for 
business. Some of the specific measures proposed to achieve this included: undertaking 
environmental audits to evaluate their greenhouse footprints (and acting on the findings); 
switching to clean energy sources; and retrofitting buildings. Other suggestions included 
improving responsible water use through water harvesting.  
 
Many participants (34%) also spoke of their desire for business to accept a moral 
responsibility for contributing to climate change through their commercial activities and for 
business to take responsibility for and acknowledge their contribution to emissions. This also 
required business to accept the need to pay the genuine costs of production, including 
externalities, so that environmental degradation does not go uncosted .  
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Businesses also need to think long-term, and accept the need for new business models. 
Investing in research and development, and demonstrating leadership through creative 
approaches to improve environmental sustainability were business virtues that would be 
welcomed by participants. 
 
Business has an important role to play in demonstrating leadership through the development 
of positive internal strategies to improve their environmental performance. It is important to 
contribute to this by building awareness amongst staff through education programs and the 
promotion of positive adaptation programs. 
 
Accepting regulation of emissions and the cost impost that might bring was needed, 
participants said, and business should accept (and plan for) the inevitability of a price on 
carbon as a necessary step towards a sustainable future.    
 
Leadership was also needed, to demand better policy responses from government, and to 
cooperate with other industry partners to help bring about positive environmental change.  
 
Reducing perverse incentives for staff, such as company cars, would help cut emissions and 
create a more sustainable mindset.  
 
Central to bringing about effective change was the need for business to realise the 
opportunities offered by restructuring to achieve a low carbon economy – as stated by one 
participant: “[Business needs to] realise that with a shift in mindset that they can be profitable 
and more successful if they are more environmentally sustainable.”    
 

Individuals  
 
Taking responsibility for changing behaviour and taking individual action to reduce emissions 
was strongly supported by forum participants. Over 65% of responses regarding individual 
action referred to the need for people to reduce their own carbon footprint by reducing their 
consumption, and the adoption of a sustainable lifestyle by making consideration of climate 
impacts implicit in every decision. Reducing energy demand, improving energy efficiency, 
recycling as much as possible, ethical purchasing, shopping locally, and growing your own 
food were some of the examples of ways individual could reduce their own footprint.    
 
However, while participants were very supportive of individual action, there was a widely 
held view that individual action in itself was not enough and that leadership and action from 
government was vital for the structural changes necessary. Many participants indicated they 
felt there was a need for individuals and the community to pressure governments for change, 
and to demand responsive and responsible leadership in addressing climate change. Forty-
nine percent of responses to the discussion question about individual action referred to the 
need for individuals to work together and influence the debate more broadly. Many 
participants suggested it was important to become involved in community groups to demand 
action, as well as supporting one another and promoting awareness of the need for and 
benefits of change.  
 
“Recreating community through shared action and local activity will help build social 
networks and provide a healthier social and planetary outcome,” said one participant.  
 
Moving to 100% renewable energy at home, purchasing solar hot water and making greater 
use of public and active transport (e.g. walking/cycling) were also identified as important 
ways for individuals to make a contribution to reducing emissions. In addition to influencing 
government, it was also suggested individual and the community should be endeavouring to 
influence business to act responsibly thought the use (or withdrawal) of purchasing power.    
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Lighter Footprints 
 
Participants were also asked to identify important actions for a climate action group such as 
Lighter Footprints. 
 
The following three actions had strong support as important activities for Lighter Footprints: 
 

 Boosting climate literacy; 

 Advocating for action; and  

 Promotion of solutions. 
 

The contribution of the group towards improving climate literacy would be best achieved 
through the provision of clear simple messages and information that was easily understood. 
Groups such as Lighter Footprints could provide leadership for others, according to some 
participants, and collaborating with other groups and sections of the community was 
important. Some participants suggested collaborating with schools, as well as providing 
workshops and forums in which people could learn not only about climate change science 
but also about practical solutions through the demonstration of success stories and 
examples of individuals, groups, or even nations who are responding effectively to the 
challenges poses by climate change. It was suggested that the promotion of the economic 
benefits of solutions alongside the social and environmental benefits were important 
elements of any informational/educational materials.  

 
In addition the following suggestions were made:  
 

 More climate conversations forums 

 Show films 

 Having regular speakers 

 Providing resources so people can reduce their own footprint i.e. lists of actions, lists 
of trades people  

 Making representations to politicians 

 Supporting research into renewable energy alternatives 

 Working with schools and learning centres 
 
 

Forum evaluation (by participants) 
 
The response to the forum from participants was overwhelmingly positive, with more than 
70% indicating they would recommend the event to others. The involvement of experts and 
the opportunity to interact with them by asking questions and testing ideas was considered a 
very important aspect of the event.  
 
The discussions were considered a particularly important and valuable aspect of the event, 
with participants expressing views that: “the process was non-threatening”; “opinions [could 
be] expressed in a safe environment”; it was “encouraging to see the participation of others”; 
and that they felt inspired and motivated by the summaries of group discussions and 
“breadth of ideas”. Participants generally reported that their understanding of the science 
was considerably improved and they felt empowered and motivated to take action.  
 
One person reported: “My climate literacy is better after tonight. Very few people are well 
informed or we would have more pressure for change.”  
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The opportunity to talk through ideas and discuss solutions created a sense of optimism for 
many participants, as indicated in the following comment: 
   
 “Across the community there are great solutions, possibilities and potential for working 
together.”  
 

 

 
Photo: Peter Campbell 

 
This report has been prepared by Fiona Armstrong. It is available online at 
www.lighterfootprints.org For further information contact: fiona-armstrong@bigpond.com

http://www.lighterfootprints.org/
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Appendix A 
 
Additional comments 
 
“Australia has one of the highest living standards in the world. Why do we choose not to act? 
Because people are selfish and refuse to compromise their standard of living. But this is 
about equity and social justice in the broadest sense.”  

 
“We can‟t expect politicians to lead if we don‟t demand that they do.” 
 
“We need to avoid paralysis. Action leads to action. As a community we need to 
demonstrate the demand for action. After all, renewable energy credits only came about 
when polling demonstrated demand. We need to communicate the success stories – show 
people a sustainable lifestyle can be better.” 
 
“The government has an important role to play in building design, emissions standards etc. 
We need to address the disconnect between issues and action.” 
 
“We think Australia has a moral obligation to act – we have contributed significantly to global 
warming and we should respond accordingly.” 
 
“Climate literacy is a big problem and [climate science] is not well understood. People find it 
difficult to link into everyday life. But we should accept the view of over 90% of scientists. We 
need to act. We need to get away from coal and move to solar, wind and other renewables. 
Governments have a responsibility to create the regulatory environment for business to 
operate to get the environmental outcomes we need. State governments need to do more, 
by designing our cities better, and promoting local living.”  
 
“We need to understand why people won‟t accept this inconvenient truth. Sceptics have a 
hold because the truth is inconvenient; therefore “untruth” is convenient for people to 
believe. Should we debate ideology or solutions? The solutions are that we need a price on 
carbon and this is needed from government. Business needs to shift its mindset; and 
individuals should be demanding leadership.”  
 
“We need more events like this. We need more publicising of the available data. We need to 
connect the sciences.” 
 
“We need better regulation; a tax on fuel; and institutions, organisations and individuals all 
need to audit their waste and their practices/lifestyle.” 
 
We need to demystify the science – people are overwhelmed by information and find it hard 
to make decisions. We need to personalize the issue more so people can understand how it 
affects them. We need to promote the importance of action, and appeal to people‟s altruism 
to make sacrifices in order to contribute to greenhouse gas reduction goals”  
 
“We need leadership to motivate people – but using carrots, not sticks. We need to create a 
shared vision that demonstrates that people (us!) can recreate the future.” 
 
“We feel let down by Copenhagen. A compromise is needed now to move the debate 
forward to get the action required.” 
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“Leadership is much more than politicians – many of us are encouraged by leadership in 
local government, but concerned by a lack of leadership in business and industry. Business 
also has a moral responsibility but they are not accepting this responsibility” 
 
“We have a dependence on a consumption-led economy, but we need to rethink this. 
Consumption should be low energy intensity consumption; we need to reduce our 
consumption of high emissions goods. There are also issues with our population size and 
population growth – this has implications for food and imports.” 
 
“We need to understand what we can do that will have an effect. We can‟t rely on voluntary 
action however – we need regulation, a price on carbon and investment in zero emissions 
technologies. We need to influence all groups in society.” 
 



15 

 

 
Appendix B 
 
SOME CRITICAL ISSUES: Summary of key themes by Forum Facilitator 
 
The science 

 Science needs connectiveness 

 Weight of science begs action 

 Demystify the science 

 Theology or technical solutions? 

 Focus on the whole not the parts 
 
Governments 

 Governments need to accept the science 

 Australia has a moral obligation to act 

 Show leadership – Local Government is performing well 

 Absolute importance of regulations 

 Governments must create appropriate environments 

 Introducing a carbon price is critical 

 Encourage personal sacrifice 

 Offer incentives to lower emissions 

 Educate – issues, implications and actions 
 
Climate groups and individuals 

 Plurality of views is OK 

 Compromise for progress 

 Individuals can influence communities 

 Society/community support is essential 
 
Other 

 Population growth 

 Diet and food are strong influencers 

 Vested interests are affecting behaviour 

 Dependency on energy consumption 

 Why is action so difficult? 

 Uncertainty / quantum of costs 

 Renewables are vital and business is key 
 
RECOMMENDED ACTIONS  
 

 Stay positive 

 Address public ambivalence 

 Address „blocks‟ to acceptance 

 Hold more events like this 

 Personalise the issues 

 Explore technical options 

 Stress the need for action 

 Create the future. 
 


