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U.S. PUBLIC ATTITUDES TOWARD MARINE 
ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES 

By Vikki N. Spruill 

I T  IS WIDELY RECOGNIZED a m o n g  a 

growing  number  of  sc ient is ts ,  env i ron-  
mentalists,  and pol icymakers  that marine 
e n v i r o n m e n t s  are showing  s igns  o f  
change as a result of  human activity and 
that under s t and ing  and conse rv ing  ma- 
rine biodiversi ty are among the most im- 
portant  research priori t ies  and pol icy  is- 
sues o f  our  t ime (Su l l i van ,  1996). In 
recent years, a growing number of  popu- 
lar  b o o k s - - f o r  e x a m p l e ,  Bench ley  and 
G r a d w o h l  (1995) ,  Ear le  (1995) ,  Nor se  
(1993), Thorne-Mil ler  ( 1993), and Weber  
and Gradwoh l  ( 1 9 9 5 ) - - h a v e  been  pub- 
l ished, sounding the clarion call  of  con- 
cern for ocean conservation issues. How- 
ever ,  unti l  r ecen t ly ,  there  has been  no 
concentrated effort to determine to what 
ex ten t  these  m e s s a g e s  were  be ing  re-  
ceived, or in fact, how the general public 
felt about the ocean and ocean conserva- 
tion issues. 

In the summer of 1996, The Pew Char- 
i table Trusts,  a Ph i l ade lph ia -based  phil-  
anthropy,  e s t ab l i shed  SeaWeb ,  a mul t i -  
m e d i a  educa t i ona l  in i t i a t ive  for  ocean  
issues. Designed to raise awareness of the 
wor ld  ocean and the life within it, Sea-  
Web aims to provide information from a 
broad spectrum of sources to help all be- 
come more connected and involved in the 
life of  the sea. SeaWeb ' s  approach is ob- 
ject ive but not neut ra l - - i t s  bias is to pro- 
tect the living ocean. 

As an ear ly component  of  this effort,  
SeaWeb  commiss ioned  a publ ic  opinion 
poll, the first of  its kind, to gauge public 
attitudes toward the ocean. It is important 
to note that the SeaWeb campaign is not 
a d i rec t  r e sponse  to the resul t s  of  the 
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publ ic  opin ion  poll .  A l though  cr i t i ca l ly  
important,  it is only one of  several  tools 
used  to de t e rmine  the sa l i ence  of  Sea-  
W e b ' s  communications.  The research has 
g iven  S e a W e b  a s t rong sense  of  wha t  
will  work  to engage the public ,  and can 
therefore be useful as a starting point for 
ways to f rame and discuss  other, some-  
times more significant issues. 

The survey,  conduc ted  by te lephone  
by the Wash ing ton ,  D . C . - b a s e d  pol l ing  
c o m p a n y  The M e l l m a n  G r o u p  in May ,  
1996, interviewed a nationwide sample of  
900 adul ts ,  with an o v e r s a m p l e  of  400 
res iden t s  of  coas ta l  c ommun i t i e s .  The 
s ta t i s t i ca l  marg in  of  e r ror  for  the base  

sample  as a whole  is _+3.3%: for  the 
coastal oversample is _+4.9%. 

In general, the survey found: 

• A l though  oceans  are not cu r ren t ly  a 
top priority, this is an issue waiting to 
be made. There is a strong latent, if not 
mani fes t ,  conce rn  for the fate of  the 
ocean.  It does  not rank high on peo-  
p le ' s  list of  everyday anxieties, or even 
as a top environmental  issue, but there 
is r e cogn i t i on  of  the o c e a n ' s  impor -  
tance,  concern  about  its health,  and a 
sense of  r e spons ib i l i t y  to pro tec t  the 
ocean for  p resen t  and future  genera-  
tions. 
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Fig. 1: Repondents were asked "Which if the following do you think is the most impor- 
tant environmental problem facing this counto'? And which is the second?" and then 
read a rotated list of problems: air pollution, oceans being destroyed, dealing with 
household garbage and waste, plant and animal species becoming extinct, unsqfe 
drinking water, forests being destroyed, water pollution, global warming, coastal habi- 
tats being destroyed, toxic and hazardous waste, and excessive environmental regula- 
tion. Graph indicates percentage of people indicating problem is most important and 
second most important. 
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Fig. 2: One-ha l f  o f  all respondents were asked: "Now I 'm going to read you some 
things people have said about the ocean. After each, please tell me whether this state- 
ment makes you think the ocean is in trouble or doesn't  say much about the condition 
q f  the ocean." I f  respondent f e l t  it indicated that the ocean was in trouble, the), were 
then asked, "Does it make you think the ocean is in a great deal o f  trouble, some trou- 
ble, not too much trouble, or not at all in trouble?" The rotated list q[ statements were 
as follows: sonw 30 percent o f  existing coral reefs will die in the next 30 years: people 
are cutting the fins off" living sharks for.~)od and then throwing the sharks back in the 
water to die; in the last 20 years, an estimated 50% o f  the world's  mangrove. forests  
have been lost due to shrimp farming; marine animals like whales, dolphins, sea lions, 
and sharks are being destroyed: chronic ovetfishing o f  the ocean has led to the com- 
mercial extinction o f  14 o f  the most valuable species o f f i sh;  17 o[" the world's  major 
f ishing areas have ah'eady been f ished to the limits: ~3.25 million tons o f  oil enter the 
oceans o f  the worht each 3'ear; because more than ~ o f  the world 's  populations lives 
close to the coastline, so much developnwnt is being done along the the coast that our 
coastal habitat is being destroyed; U.S. beaches have been closed or had advisories is- 
sued against swimming over 5,000 times this decade because o f  pollution in the ocean; 
state and federal  governments have been forced to issue hundreds o f  seafood contami- 
nation warnings over the last several years. Graph indicates percentage o f  respondents 
who thought the statement indicated the ocean was in a great deal o f  trouble. 

• Although interest and concern are high, 
informat ion is low. The issues that 
Americans identify as the most serious 
threats to the ocean are not necessarily 
those that would be chosen by experts. 
However, although people recognize that 
there are such differences, they believe 
citizens" concerns should be afforded 
greater weight than those of scientists. 

• Government action and personal action 
are popular.  A major i ty  of  Amer icans  
believe that the government  should do 
more to protect the ocean, including de- 
voting more resources to ocean explo-  
ration. However,  although people pro- 
fess themselves l ikely to take personal 
action, they are not inclined to join en- 
vironmental groups, lobby governments, 
or participate in organized activity. 

Americans Believe the Ocean Is Under 
Threat From Human Activities 

In genera l  terms,  r e sponden t s  ex-  
pressed  a be l ie f  that the ocean is under  

threat from human act ivi ty and are con- 
cerned about their condit ion now and in 
the future.  A l though  the ocean did not 
rank as a top env i ronmen ta l  c o n c e r n - -  
when asked to rate the most  impor t an t  
environmental problems, the largest num- 
ber (33%) cited toxic waste, fol lowed by 
air pol lu t ion  (31%) and water  pol lu t ion  
(26%),  with "oceans  be ing  de s t roye d"  
coming  further  down the list  with 14% 
(Fig.  1 ) - - 8 2 %  of  r e sponden t s  agreed  
with the statement that "'oceans are being 
destroyed." In contrast, 10% said they be- 
lieved the oceans are so vast and plentiful 
that there is li t t le humans can do to de- 
s troy them. Al though  only  6% said the 
condition of  the ocean has improved over 
the past  few years ,  the ma jo r i ty  (58%) 
believes it has deteriorated. 

Over  one-ha l f  (52%) v iewed the de- 
struction of  the ocean as a very ser ious 
threat to the quality of life today, whereas 
an even greater number (63%) saw it as a 
very serious threat 10 years from now. A 

plura l i ty  of  respondents  (49%) said the 
condi t ion  of  the ocean was very impor-  
tant to them persona l ly :  among coas ta l  
communi t i e s ,  this f igure  rose to near ly  
two-thirds (64%). 

Oil Companies. Corporations Widely 
Blamed; Scientists and General Public 
Have Different Concerns 

Perhaps  because  of  the wide med ia  
coverage such incidents receive, oil spills 
were wide ly  pe rce ived  as one of  the 
g rea tes t  threats  to the mar ine  env i ron-  
ment.  Of  all  r e sponden t s ,  81% agreed  
with the sent iment  that oil  spi l ls  in the 
ocean  are a very  ser ious  p rob lem.  Al -  
though 71% felt the fact that 3.25 million 
tons of  oil enter the wor ld ' s  ocean each 
year  was a s t rong ind ica to r  that  the 
oceans  are in a "grea t  deal  of  t rouble ,"  
40% said that same statement also made 
them "very angry." Those polled felt that 
o ther  mean ingfu l  ind ica to r s  that  the 
oceans are in a "great deal of trouble" in- 
cluded the following: overfishing and the 
loss  o f  c r i t ica l  spec ies  (61%),  beaches  
be ing  c losed  5,000 t imes  in the last  
decade  (60%),  and mar ine  m a m m a l s  
being "destroyed" (58%; Figs. 2 and 3). 

In te res t ing ly ,  only  30% felt  that the 
ki l l ing of  sharks was a serious problem; 
however, when asked their reaction to the 
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Fig. 3: One-hal f  o f  all respondents were 
asked the question ilhtstrated in Figure 
2. The other one-ha!f  were asked: "Now 
I 'm going to read you some things peo- 
p le  have said  about  the ocean. A f t e r  
each, p lease  tel l  me how angry  this 
s tatement  makes v o u I d o e s  it make you 
extremely  attgo', ve O' attgry, somewhat  
attgt3', not  too attgo',  or not  ang O' at  
all?" The statements were the same as in 
Figure 2. This graph compares the per-  
cent  o f  peop le  who said  the s ta t emen t  
made them think  the ocean was in a 
great deal o f  trouble with the percent  o f  
peop le  who said the s ta tement  made 
them very angrs'. 
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Fig. 4: Responden t s  were asked,  " I ' m  
going to list some specific problems that 
some people say qffect our oceans. After 
each, p lease  tell me ~f you think it is a 
very serious problem, somewhat  serious 
prob lem,  no t  too seriot ts  prob lem,  o r  no t  

ser ious  at  all. I f  you are not  sure  how 
you f ee l  about a part icular  item, please 
say so and we will go on. "" The rotated 
list o f  problems were as fol lows: the de- 
terioration (?f" c'oml reefs; ovelf ishing by 
commercia l  f i sherman:  too much build- 
ing and d e v e l o p m e n t  a long our coast-  
l ines and beaches;  con tamina t ion  o f  
seafi)od: oil spills in tire ocean: the de- 
struction o f  coastal habitat due to devel- 
opment: trash and litter being left on the 
beaches; the destrtwtion o f  ocean plants 
and animals  that may contain cures f o r  
diseases:  trash oil and chemical  runq f f  
f r m n  our s treets;  improper ly  t rea ted  
sewer  water  f rom  your communi ty  run- 
ning into the ocean; improperly  treated 
sewer  water f rom cities and towns near 
t/re coast  running into the ocean;  d o f  
phins caught and killed in trtna nets: and 
air pollution .fiom cars and industry set- 
tling into the oceans, hz addition, J o f  re- 
spondents  were read "runo f f  o f  chemi-  
cals and pesticides f iwm f a r m s "  and the 
o ther  ~ read "runoff" o.f chemica l s  attd 
pest icides fi 'om large corporate farms.  " 
SimilarO', J were read "the depletion o f  
mar ine  m a m m a l s  like whales  and sea 
lions" and the other ~ read "the killing (g  
sharks. '" 

statement that, in some places, fins are 
cut off living sharks that are then thrown 
back into the water to die, 42% re- 
sponded that it made them " 'extremely 
angry." This may indicate that inhumane 
treatment of  any animal transcends how 
we may view a particular species. 

The issues cited by respondents as the 
ones that posed the most serious threats to 
ocean environments were not necessarily 
those that would be selected by scientists 
or experts specializing in ocean issues. For 
example, contamination of seafood (65%), 

trash and litter left on the beach (62%), 
and dolphins caught in tuna nets (56%) all 
were cited as "'very serious" problems by a 
higher number than selected destruction of 
coastal habitats (53%), overf ishing by 
commercial fishermen (45%), or deteriora- 
tion of coral reefs (43%; Fig. 4). 

Respondents  seemed aware of  these 
discrepancies .  Over  one-ha l f  (61%) of  
those pol led bel ieved that ci t izens and 
scientists disagreed on the problems fac- 
ing the ocean. However ,  a plurali ty 
(42%) said that government should focus 
on citizens' concerns rather than those of  
scientists (37%: Fig. 5). 

Government  Needs to Do More; 
Personal Action Preferred to Joining 
Organizations; Ocean Exploration 
Favored over Space 

In a country where polls indicate that 
the majority of the public wants the fed- 
eral government  out of  their lives, 85% 
said they believed the government needed 
to do more to help protect the ocean. Per- 
haps most surprisingly, an overwhelming 
number (72%) believed funding for ocean 
exploration was a more important priority 
than funding for space exploration (17%). 

Quest ioned on the kinds of  actions 
people are prepared to take on behalf of  
the ocean, those polled indicated that 
Americans  are most  likely to engage in 
personal action and less likely to become 
involved in lobbying, participate in group 
activities, or join local or national envi- 

ronmental  organizations.  Roughly  one- 
half (49%) said they would be almost cer- 
tain to recycle their used motor  oil, and 
42% said they would be almost certain to 
pick up litter at the beach. A much 
smaller number (20%) said they would be 
prepared to pay higher water bills to build 
better sewage treatment plants; 18% indi- 
cated that they would be very likely to 
contact politicians to urge they take posi- 
tive actions to help the ocean; 12% said 
they would join an environmental organi- 
zation; and only 10% said they would be 
almost certain to attend council  or state 
legislative meetings on ocean issues. 

These personal actions are apparently 
not only the most appealing, they are also 
considered by those polled to be the most 
effective.  Near ly  three-quarters  (70%) 
stated that recycl ing  used motor  oil 
would be a very effective action toward 
ocean protection; 63% said the same of  
picking up litter on the beach. 

In general, the poll suggests that Ameri- 
cans feel they have a responsibility to pro- 
tect the ocean. There was strong agreement 
(84%) with the statement "'we have a re- 
sponsibility to protect the ocean for future 
generations," and 82% strongly agreed that 
the "destruction of the ocean is a threat to 
the health of future generations." 

Conclusion: An Issue Waiting to Be 
Made 

The poll f indings indicate that, al- 
though concern  for the ocean is not 
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Fig. 5: (a) Respondents were asked "Do you think that citizens and scientists probably 
agree on which are the most  important  problems fac ing  the oceans, or do wm think 
scientists and citizens probably disagree about which are the most important problems 
facing the ocean?" (b) The next question was "I f  a conflict does exist, shouht govern- 
merit focus  more o f  its attention on dealing with the problems that citizens are most  
concerned about or should government focus  more o f  it's attention on dealing with the 
problems that scientists are most  concerned abou t - -or  don' t  you have all opinion on 
this ?" 
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presently a priority for most people, it is, 
in the words of Mellman Group director, 
Mark  Mel lman,  an " issue wai t ing to be 
made . . . Americans are ready and will- 
ing to accept the fact that the ocean is in 
danger.  They are also ready and wil l ing 
to do something about it. Indeed, the pre- 
requisites are in place for ocean issues to 
become a significant public issue." 

For educators ,  marine scientists ,  and 
o thers  c o n c e r n e d  with the s ta te  o f  the 
ocean,  such f indings  can only be cause 
for  o p t i m i s m  and e n c o u r a g e m e n t .  The 
cha l lenge  now is to tap into this latent  

pub l i c  concern ,  and to p resen t  A m e r i -  
cans with in format ion  that is accura te ,  
accessible,  instructive, and helpful in en- 
abl ing them to take the necessary  steps 
to help protect  marine and coastal  envi-  
ronments.  

For complete results of  the SeaWeb poll, 
please visit the SeaWeb W W W  site at 
http://www.seaweb.org, or contact Sea- 
Web at 1731 Connecticut Avenue, NW, 
4th Floor, Washington, DC 20009, phone 
(202) 483-9570, fax (202) 483 9354, or 
e-mail seaweb@seaweb.org 
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