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In accordance with the EU-Ukraine Association 
Agreement, Ukraine is bound by a number of 

commitments to reform its environmental policy 
and law. Successful implementation thereof re-
quires public support of the reforms undertaken 
to implement the Agreement. This is particu-
larly true for the environmental dimension of the 
Agreement. Implementation of the environmental 
requirements depends, inter alia, on the environ-
mental awareness of citizens and their readiness 
to put such reforms into practice. In that context, 
public authorities, the parliament and NGOs need 
information whether citizens tend to support such 
reforms, as well as their attitudes and needs. 

To study the attitudes of the Ukrainian citizens 
towards environment, including towards particu-
lar aspects of cooperation with the EU and imple-
mentation of the environmental pillar of the Asso-
ciation Agreement, the Sociological Agency “Fama”, 
sub-contracted by the Resource and Analysis Cen-
ter “Society and Environment”, conducted a pub-
lic opinion survey among 2,000 Ukrainians in May 
2018. A number of questions and methods were 

adopted from Eurobarometer public opinion sur-
veys to enable comparison with the data of the 
public opinion polls on the attitudes of the EU citi-
zens towards environment conducted by Euroba-
rometer on a regular basis. Such a survey makes 
it possible to compile an environmental portrait 
of the Ukrainian citizen and helps to understand 
whether Ukraine is part of the European environ-
mental values space.

The purpose of this policy paper is to compare 
the results of the study of Ukrainian citizens’ atti-
tudes towards environment with relevant surveys 
in the EU. We also aim at understanding the role 
of the citizens` environmental awareness and 
their attitudes towards environmental problems 
from the standpoint of implementation of the EU-
Ukraine Association Agreement. Finally, we offer 
a number of recommendations to increase ef-
ficiency of implementation of the environmental 
component of the Association Agreement, taking 
into account the need to involve a regular citizen 
into this process.

INTRODUCTION
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 KEY CONCLUSIONS

Having compared attitudes of Ukrainian and EU citizens towards 
environment, we have come to the following conclusions:

     Ukrainians and EU citizens share main environmental values, which demonstrates that Ukraine and 
the EU share the same environmental values space: protection of environment is personally impor-
tant for citizens (over 90% of respondents in the EU and Ukraine), and every third respondent in the 
EU and Ukraine believes that extinction of species is an important environmental problem. At the 
same time, economic factors (compared to environmental and social ones) are more important both 
for the EU and Ukrainian citizens, despite significant differences in economic welfare. It suggests that 
the standard of living does not directly impact the values of citizens in the area of environmental 
protection (Diagram 1). 

     At first glance, the EU and Ukrainian citizens view differently their major environmental challenge: 
droughts and floods in Ukraine versus climate change in the EU. At the same time, interrelation 
between those two problems is apparent, as it is climate change which is the major reason for 
more frequent droughts and floods. It demonstrates that Ukrainians do not fully understand and 
lack information about the reasons of the environmental problem which they find the most seri-
ous. This lack of awareness may explain significant differences in assessment of the effects of air 
pollution in Ukraine, and in the total number of environmental problems Ukrainian citizens identify, 
compared to the EU citizens (Diagram 2).

     The effect of the environmental issues on citizens` daily life and their health is more evident for 
Ukrainians than for the EU citizens. It may be explained by the fact that such subjective estimation is 
made based on personal experience and perceptions rather than based on scientifically proved data 
on the impact of pollution on public health. In turn, it may be caused by lack of data on environmental 
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Diagram 1. How important is protecting the environment to you personally?

"Very important  
+ fairly important"

"Not very important 
+ not at all important"
Don’t know

Source: Eurobarometer (2017), own data (2018).
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pollution effects on public health in Ukraine, in particular regarding air pollution and related diseases 
and mortality. On the other hand, such high subjective assessment of the impact of environmental 
issues on citizens’ daily life creates favourable conditions for engaging citizens in environmental 
initiatives (Diagram 3).

     The EU and Ukrainian citizens have different views on the ways to resolve the environmental prob-
lems. While Ukrainians and EU citizens, in their majority, trust scientists where environmental issues 
are concerned, Ukrainians see tackling the environmental problems through enhancing the role of 
supervisory authorities (introducing heavier fines). The EU citizens consider investing in research and 
development as a main way to tackle the environmental problems. Such disparity between trust in 
science and its role in practical solving the environmental problems in Ukraine is likely caused by the 
dominant philosophy in the society as regards the role of the state (and its punitive mechanisms) 
inherited from the Soviet time (Diagram 4).

     Television news remains the main source of information for most Ukrainians and EU citizens. At the 
same time, social networks and the Internet play almost the same role (62%). In our opinion, this 
may have negative consequences, because environmental issues are closely related to science, and 
social media and the Internet are used for dissemination of “post-truth culture” which makes users 
vulnerable to manipulations and fakes. It is especially important in the context of a high rate of using 
the Russian segment of the Internet and social networks in Ukraine.

Source: Eurobarometer (2017), own data (2018).
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Diagram 2. Environmental issues which citizens consider most important
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     Unlike Europeans, Ukrainians demonstrate significant gaps between environmental values and prac-
tices. Nine of ten Ukrainians consider that they can personally contribute to environmental protec-
tion, and every second admits that he/she makes insufficient efforts in that area. At the same time, 
the overall number of environmental practices of the citizens is significantly lower in Ukraine than 
in the EU. In Ukraine most of those practices relate to economic motivation (e.g. reducing consump-
tion of energy and water). We note that creating favourable conditions and relevant communication 
could help to shorten the gap between the values and actual practices. For example, waste sorting is 
among essential practices of Ukrainians even today (36%) (Diagram 5).

     Fear of losing job or other social and economic benefits significantly influence the assessment of the 
large polluters in Ukraine. 14% of Ukrainians (against 4% in the EU) disagree that the big polluters 
should be mainly responsible for making good the environmental damage they caused. The reason 
for that may also stem from people’s dependency on economic operators as well as lack of effective 
mechanisms to protect their rights in disputes with such operators.

     Lack of information on the activities of public authorities may explain differences in assessment of their 
performance, especially in Ukraine. Ukrainians find work of local governments much more efficient than 
work of the central government (at the same time, such assessment is much lower than in the EU). Tra-
ditionally, environmental protection is a pretty centralised system in Ukraine where local governments 
are entrusted with just several functions (e.g., household waste collection and disposal), that is why low 
rating of the governments’ activities by citizens may stem from insufficient awareness about govern-
ment’s work. The above assumption is also confirmed by the fact that 14% of respondents failed to rate 
the government’s performance in this area at all (compared to 6% in the EU). 

Diagram 3. Do you agree or disagree with the following statement:  
"Environmental issues have a direct effect on your daily life and health"?

Source: Eurobarometer (2017), own data (2018).
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In the context of cooperation with the EU and implementation of the 
EU-Ukraine Association Agreement, the following key elements may 
be brought to focus:

     Despite the fact the EU is showing world leadership in environmental protection and provides consid-
erable assistance to Ukraine, the majority of Ukrainian citizens consider the EU’s efforts in this area 
insufficient. One of the reasons for that opinion may stem from lack of awareness of Ukrainians about 
the EU role. There is a need to bring more information to the citizens of Ukraine about the EU’s efforts 
and role in environmental protection in the world and in Ukraine.

     One in five Ukrainians consider that environmental problems should be tackled in cooperation with 
the EU. This is a high number taking into account that Ukraine is not an EU Member State. Such an 
attitude may be explained by people’s expectations as to introduction of higher environmental stan-
dards in Ukraine and financial assistance from the EU (Diagram 6).

     Ukrainians have a positive opinion about the EU environmental acquis as well as the need to oversee 
implementation of relevant legislation in Ukraine. The EU assistance to Ukraine for implementing relevant 
reforms is highly supported. That opinion is dominant in every region of Ukraine, which ruins the myth that 
some regions do not support cooperation between Ukraine and the EU, particularly in the area of environ-
mental protection. At the regional level the difference is only related to the level of support, which suggests 
the need to enhance communication and awareness-raising about pro-European reforms (Diagram 7).
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Diagram 4. In your opinion, which of the following would be the most effective ways  
of tackling environmental problems?

Source: Eurobarometer (2017), own data (2018).Ukraine European Union
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     The majority of Ukrainians (both nationwide and in each region of Ukraine) support the need for 
oversight by the EU of implementation of the European environmental standards in Ukraine. The 
mechanism of such monitoring still remains an open issue as Ukraine is not an EU Member State,  
therefore the control mechanism in place in the EU cannot be directly applied to Ukraine. The control 
mechanism provided for in the Association Agreement is insufficient either.

Diagram 6. Tackling  environmental problems  in Ukraine  jointly with the EU 
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Diagram 5. Have you done any of the following in the past six months to protect the environment?

Source: Eurobarometer (2017), own data (2018).
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     A significant percentage of respondents were unable to give answers to questions relating to the EU’s 
role in reforming the area of environmental protection in Ukraine, importance of the EU environmental 
acquis and the need of monitoring the implementation of the European standards in Ukraine. This can be 
explained by lack of awareness about the projects implemented in Ukraine funded by and through the 
technical assistance from the EU. There is a need to enhance communication about the activities and 
cooperation between the EU and Ukraine relating to reforms in the environmental sector.

     The EU legislation, in the opinion of Ukrainian citizens, is necessary for the protection of environ-
ment, and enables introducing better environmental standards and practices. Thus, Ukraine must 
address challenges with proper implementation of the Association Agreement which determines 
the main directions of convergence the national environmental legislation with the EU acquis. The 
Association Agreement provisions cover every single top environmental problem identified by the 
respondends.

     The reforms most expected by the Ukrainian citizens are waste management, water quality and water 
resources management. That opinion of Ukrainians coincides with the steps taken by the govern-
ment today. Ukrainians show demand for reforms in the area of nature protection while practical 
reforms by the government in that area are slow. At the same time, the government has focused on 
the changes in environmental governance, integration of environmental policy into other sectoral 
policies, and climate change. But Ukrainians lack understanding of their importance. In light of the 

Diagram 7. Is the EU environmental acquis necessary for environmental protection in Ukraine?

Source: own data (2018).
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Ukraine West North East South Center  

Environmental governance and 
integration of environmental policy 
into other sectoral policies

19% 20% 14% 25% 16% 21%  

Air quality 35% 30% 30% 32% 45% 36%  

Waste and resource management 49% 59% 44% 48% 42% 52%  

Water quality and management of 
water resources, including marine 
environment

40% 46% 35% 34% 45% 41%  

Nature protection 42% 49% 39% 32% 36% 51%  

Industrial pollution and industrial 
hazards

30% 37% 22% 38% 32% 25%  

Climate change and ozone layer 
protection

11% 8% 9% 8% 11% 16%  

Genetically modified organisms 14% 16% 4% 23% 15% 11%  

Table 1. Citizens` views on priority reforms in the area of environmental protection

Source: own data (2018).

above, there is a need in specific communication and raising awareness among the people about the 
importance of reforms in these sectors (Table1). 

Since environmental practices of Ukrainians still require special atten-
tion of public authorities and NGOs, steps are needed to increase envi-
ronmental awareness of citizens and to facilitate their support of the 
reforms in the area of environment. This could enable deep changes in 
the future, in particular: 

•	 Citizens become active participants of environmental initiatives and support the government’s 

pro-European reforms in the area of environment;

•	 Citizens get more information about environmental problems and their causes;

•	 Citizens demonstrate more environmental practices in their daily lives;

•	 Youth becomes an active player in the environmental movement;

•	 Citizens have more information about what the authorities and the EU are doing in order to tackle 

environmental problems;

•	 Citizens support implementation of the EU-Ukraine Association Agreement; 

•	 Citizens understand and support mechanisms for solving environmental problems based on in-

centives and motivation, in addition to control and punishment.
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