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Mapping the social landscape for net zero study: rationale

• Context: increasing geospatial analysis of the opportunities, constraints, and impacts of 

the energy transition

• Increasing emphasis on “place-based” policy

• How can we bring social dimensions to this mapping?

build.gov



Research questions

Grounding climate technologies in context:  What pressing issues are communities facing, and how 

do these intersect with how climate projects are viewed or developed?

Feasibility:  What technical, political, and social constraints do communities identify to scaling up 

climate technologies?

Benefit:  What benefits do people see from clean energy, carbon removal, or solar geoengineering 

developments?  What would be necessary for those benefits to be realized, and not just 

hypothetical?

Vulnerability:  Who is vulnerable to harms from climate tech projects or policies, and what can be 

done to address potential harms?



Research methods

• 5 regions: California (northern Sierra), Alaska, Oklahoma, 

West Virgnia, Maine

• Interviews with community leaders, 20-30 per area — 

government, NGOs / CBOs, agriculture, business, 

community development, local academic energy and 

environment experts

• Observation — event participation and site visits

• Focus groups with public (2 per site) — with and without 

visualization intervention

• Nationally representative survey with regional 

oversampling (n=3076)



Survey snapshot

YouGov, Sept. 2024, N = 3056, with oversampling in five study regions

Survey flow:

• Desired economic basis

• Procedural justice measures 

• Net zero familiarity and perception, 

• Attitudes on types of climate tech projects, including carbon removal, 

• Solar geoengineering perceptions, 

• Environmental and science identity measures



Solar geoengineering introduction

based on Rosenthal et al. 2023



Solar geoengineering questions 



What is associated with support for SRM?

Young

High education

Liberals

Strong environmental identity

Less interest in political news

Did not believe in 
chemtrails/airborne interventions



More opposition than support for research

"Do you support or oppose further scientific research into solar geoengineering?"



University-based research widely preferred

Researchers in universities (71.3%)

Governments (43%)

NGOs (43.8%)

Private companies (32.6%)

Citizens (16.7%)

"Who do you think should do research on solar geoengineering?" (multiple answers 
allowed)



Initial reactions: Low levels of familiarity with SRM with highly reluctant and deeply 
conditional acceptance of further study



2011

“Do you believe it is true 
that the government has 
a secret program that 
uses airplanes to put 
harmful chemicals into the 
air?”

Completely true: 2.6%

Somewhat true: 14%

Mercer et al (2011)

Perceptions of airborne chemical programs over time 

2016

“Do you believe it is true that 
the government has a secret 
program that uses airplanes to 
put harmful chemicals into the 
air (often called “chemtrails”)?

Completely true: 9%

Somewhat true: 19%

Somewhat false: 15%

Completely false: 32%

Unsure: 25%

Tingley & Wagner (2017)

2024

“Is it true or false that the 
government has a secret 
program that uses airplanes to 

put harmful chemicals into the air 
(often called “chemtrails”)?

Completely true: 10%

Somewhat true: 10%

Somewhat false: 7%

Completely false: 34%

Unsure: 39%

Buck et al (2025)

2024

“Is it true or false that the 
government is currently operating 

a program that uses airplanes to 
put chemical into the air in order 

to counteract global warming?”

Completely true: 8%

Somewhat true: 12.5%

Somewhat false: 8%

Completely false: 22%

Unsure: 49.5%

Buck et al (2025)





Chemtrails: a turn of the millennium concern

• Late 1990s - early 2000s: idea of chemtrails spreads 
on late-night radio

• Understood as “hoax” or “urban legend”



Concern resonates with environmentalists



2000s and 2010s: idea of chemtrails travels globally on the internet

• Language of geoengineering and SRM, not chemtrails

• Belief that geoengineering is ongoing for purposes of climate control / masking the 
ongoing climate collapse

But by the 2020s: 



RFK: “Geoengineering is a threat that is probably 
as dangerous to us as climate change itself”

Wignington:  “Given the severity of climate 
collapse, why would we think that governments 
around the world wouldn’t deploy this in a last 
ditch effort to keep business as usual until the last 
possible moment?”



“Well, most people don't really know like, what companies push whatever stuff out of their 
factories… Like, even today, like even now, we won't really know if whatever they're pushing there 
will give us cancer or kill us off faster.”  (Wasilla, Alaska)

“And as far as the chemtrails, I'm like, I heard about it and I thought, I don't know. I don't know. But 
then I noticed it myself. I just saw it and then I started realizing, I started seeing where different 
states were outlawing it. My main source of information, outside information, if I don't go and look it 
up myself is X, I'm on X. And I see a state that they have outlawed it, their governors outlawed it.”  
(Oklahoma City)



Are these aerosols that they're using carcinogens? I mean —

Speaker 5 (01:09:03):

What's in it? 

Speaker 4 (01:09:04):

Yeah. Is it going to soak into our plants and back into the earth when back into our 
bodies? Because eating this stuff, 

Speaker 6 (01:09:12):

I don't think we need more aerosols in the atmosphere just because we already do that 
with crops, pesticides or mosquito vector spray. 

And I don't know if it happened here in Chico, but I know in Gridley a few months ago, 
got some weird rain that left a yellow residue on the ground and I've never seen that my 
entire life. And it wasn't like, oh, maybe it was from something else.  You could see the 
residue from the rain and it was yellow. 

Speaker 3 (01:09:43):

They spray a lot of these olive branches and stuff with some nasty stuff. And the groves 
around Chico are very toxic. I know people that bought groves nut groves and they lost 
two or three dogs in the first year they were there. They're licking the plants and stuff, 
but they have to spray 'em. So that's an aerosol is a fumigant. And what's sprayed in the 
air is another thing that EPA is trying to work with I think. So there's a lot of nasty stuff 
flying out there, but in this town, you don't get this in New York City, won't get them 
worried about spraying nut farms. But here in this little area, I drove through one once 
and it was like there was a cloud. They said, what am I going through? 



“This would really freak out my Sky Watch friends, really freak them out. They're convinced that the government's 
spreading aluminum all over the United States in order to make their populace more compliant.

… I've been aware of these kinds of plans. I've never seen them growing like this before and I get the science. I think 
the implementation would freak out the populace to a really major extent. I think 20% of us would be willing to go to 
war over it.

….I think getting people on board with it is going to be a massive challenge and it'll be the kind of thing that costs 
politicians their careers.” — interviewee, Paradise, California



Para-environmentalism: 
a form of environmentalism that exists alongside 
traditional environmentalism

• Para-environmental ideas are not grounded in empirics, and hence don't possess the 
legitimacy of environmental ideas

• So they are trafficked outside of environmental institutions, and by people who may not 
have "environmentalist" identities

• Yet they have roots in traditional environmentalist concerns about the unintended 
consequences of chemistry, industrial technology, and agriculture — especially with 
regards to under-regulated big corporations, power dynamics, agency, transparency, etc.

This means that communication strategies that address those concerns are needed





Key demographics and beliefs/interests 
predict para-environmental beliefs

Young
Female

Low education
Low income

Conservatives

Low interest in political news 
(Chemtrails only)

Religious



Recommendations

• Disseminating accurate information about solar geoengineering before 
conspiratorial beliefs are formed

✓ Inoculation
✓ Pre-bunking

• Interventions that frame the problem solely as misinformation in need of 
correction are likely to backfire

Two-way engagement methods

✓ Key role of local and regional universities
✓ More research to understand para-environmental views



Thank you! Questions?

Dr. Holly Buck
Associate Professor
Dept. of Environment and 
Sustainability

www.decarb.social

Dr. Prerna Shah
Postdoctoral Research Associate
Grady College of Journalism and Mass 
Communication
University of Georgia
Email: prerna.shah@uga.edu

On the job market! 
Please scan the QR code 
to know more:

mailto:prerna.shah@uga.edu


Extra Slides

Semi-structured interviews Focus groups

Survey
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