
 
The role of consumers in climate policy 
 
Long term climate policy cannot neglect the role of consumers. About 50% of CO2 
emissions in developed countries are related to the direct use of gas, electricity, gasoline 
and air travel by consumers. Using rough figures, the direct energy use of a household is 
responsible for about 10 ton CO2 per year. If we would add the use of meat, cheese and 
other dairy products another 2 ton CO2 (equivalent) could be added to this. So 
consumption matters. 
 
A consumer approach is not an alternative for government policies. In fact changing 
consumer behaviour combines general policy approaches (especially taxes), specific 
measures and communications. In my view we need to develop a practical consumer 
approach, that on one hand is supported by effective policies and on the other hand 
stimulates more effective policies, where necessary. 
 
In my view a consumer approach is essential to solve the climate problem. Governments 
won’t solve the climate problem on their own. We need public involvement. However I do 
not believe in traditional political campaigns in this area, like demonstrations etcetera. I 
do believe in a movement of people who start to work on practical solutions on their own 
situation, at home, at work, or in their community. In another article I called this third 
generation environmentalism. Climate movement 3.0: installing a solar collector as a 
personal and political statement. If there is movement in society, and we are able to 
combine this with more effective policy approaches, politics will follow. I see already 
hundreds of examples in our country, varying from climate neutral companies, products 
and events, to wind co-operations and energy neutral buildings and greenhouses. It’s 
happening everywhere. 
 
Before I discuss our consumer approach I would like to say a few words on the policy 
approaches, especially with respect to consumer energy use. They are essential, but let’s 
be a bit realistic. 
 
Taxes are an important mechanism. In the Netherlands taxes on gas, electricity and 
gasoline are already relatively high. The gasoline tax plus VAT together are around € 
0.90. In CO2 terms this would mean € 350 per ton CO2. Figures for gas and electricity 
are somewhat lower, but also quite high. 
 
The taxes do have an impact on behaviour. However, the importance of these taxes 
should not be overestimated. It is important to realize that the costs of energy as a part 
of the total household budget have gone down. So also the incentive to reduce energy 
use is lower than thirty years ago. 
It may be possible to raise the taxes on household energy even further. However it is 
doubtful if any political party will do this. The social impacts will be more and more 
severe. I personally believe this is not a feasible approach. 
 
Regulatory measures are an important tool to change behaviour. Standards for 
appliances and light bulbs are a good example. However the experience of some decades 
of attempts to get tougher standards also shows that standards generally follow the 
market, instead of regulating them. 
The introduction of a regulatory approach to reduce energy use for heating in existing 
buildings is quite complicated. However there are some good examples in a number of 
countries with white certificates  
 
Subsidies can help a lot in specific cases. The Dutch subsidies for house insulation in the 
seventies and eighties worked very well. However the popularity of the subsidy approach 
has gone down among policy makers. It is realistic to assume that subsidies will become 
less and less popular the coming years especially because governments will face huge 



deficits as a consequence of the economic crisis that started a year ago. I think we need 
a shift to more regulatory approaches in combination with an effective direct consumer 
approach. 
 
How to change behaviour? In our campaigns we focus on three different levels: 

• The citizen (knowledge, moral level) 
• The neighbour (attitude, social level) 
• The individual consumer (behaviour) 

 
The citizen level is about knowledge and concern on climate change and the future 
availability of fossil fuels. It’s about taking responsibility for the future and our children. 
The second level is the social level. It’s about doing things together, about attitude and 
social standards, but also about fun. 
The level of the individual consumer is about behaviour, quality, price and easy access to 
goods. 
 
The basic philosophy about behavioural change is that if two of the three levels point into 
the same direction, the third will follow.  
Take smoking as an example. The citizen knows smoking is bad. The consumer is 
addicted. So the only option to change behaviour is to change the attitude towards 
smoking and to win the fight at the social level. That’s exactly what is happening. 
Smoking used to be associated with winners. Now smoking at high schools has become 
something for losers. Then the consumer level will follow. 
The opposite is also true. If the fight is not won at the social level, people start to dispute 
the science. We all know the smokers who stress that their grandfather has become 95, 
while smoking every day. 
 
In fact this is exactly what is happening with climate change. As long as people are not 
part of the solution they are open to the message of the climate sceptics. The best way 
to get rid of the debate with the climate sceptics is to make people part of the solution. 
 
So what are we doing? A few examples: 
 
The citizen level 

• We organized a high level meeting during the launch of ‘An inconvenient Truth’. 
Like everywhere else this was a huge success. 

• We worked closely with a number of media stars, for example during Live Earth 
Alert, a major event with over 20.000 visitors 

• Based on the old concept ‘the medium is the message’ we created many new 
senders of the climate message. These include all major conservation NGO’s 
(impacts on nature, role of forests, natural systems as effective adaptation 
mechanisms), all major development NGO’s (impacts on poor people) and 
humanitarian NGO’s, like the Red Cross (disasters)  

 
The neighbour level 

• We organised a major public campaign, called the climate street party during the 
winter months. We offered 500 street parties for the streets that reduced the 
most energy. Streets could easily participate in this web-based campaign. Every 
participating street had its own web page. Streets could get points by involving 
more participants, by taking individual actions and by collective actions. 
Altogether over 3.000 streets participated in the campaign. Over 800 streets were 
quite active. Each Monday during the final two months we had 500 new collective 
actions. The campaign was really focusing on a broad public 

o The spokesperson of the campaign was a well-known weatherman of a 
commercial TV station (SBS), who presented his weather report every 
week from one of the participating streets. Low income groups, generally 



not very much interested in environmental issues forms the major part of 
the public of this TV station 

o In many towns the campaign is supported by the local government. In one 
town over sixty streets participated. 

An important result of this campaign was that in many towns ‘demonstration streets’ 
are established that form a good local example for other citizens to consider climate-
friendly behaviour as normal social behaviour. 
Another important result was that we learned a lot about problems at the consumer 
level. We learned for example that many relatively easy measures, like radiator 
insulation foil, the energy-efficient shower head or a standby killer are not being 
taken by most of the consumers. A number of streets solved this problem by 
introducing energy teams for the street. Another problem is that the market for more 
structural measures (double glazing, floor insulation, etcetera) quite often doesn’t 
work. It is really extremely difficult to find someone who is willing to insulate your 
floor 

 
The consumer level 

• We ran a very successful campaign together with another commercial TV station 
(RTL) to promote washing at thirty degrees Celsius. The campaign combined 
general TV commercials with commercials for the product Ariel washing detergent. 
In one year time to number of households that washes at thirty degrees grew 
from 30 to 50%! 

• We are introducing information on the most efficient appliances on the main 
consumer website for appliances. This website kieskeurig.nl has 150.000 visitors 
per day. It’s the way most people buy a new fridge or a new TV. We formulated 
criteria for the – 10% - most efficient products: All A++ fridges, A wash dryers, 
energy star TV’s etcetera can use our HERE climate aware logo. The website also 
provides information about the amount of money an efficient product annually 
saves compared with a standard product. 

 
In most of our campaigns we work closely with Milieu Centraal. This organisation is 
financed by the government and is responsible for well validated environmental 
consumer information. 

 
I would like to stress that we of course are not the only organisation runnig such 
campaign. We partner in every campaign with many other organisations. And a number 
of similar initiatives exist, especially at the local level 
And finally, I would like to thank the Dutch Postcode Lottery, who financed the major 
part of this programme. This is not just for the money. It is also for the freedom they 
gave us to develop this approach. This generally is more difficult with government 
money, which is understandable, but it hampers the development of innovative 
approaches. But this is another discussion. 
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