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The Strait of Sicily (SoS) is a region of key ecological impor-
tance because of its peculiar oceanographic conditions, high
biodiversity, and critical role as a transition area between the
western and eastern basins of the Mediterranean Sea. The
SoS was designated as an Ecologically or Biologically Signif-
icant Area (EBSA) by the Contracting Parties of the Conven-
tion on Biological Diversity in 2014 [1] and acknowledged as
an Important Shark and Ray Area (ISRA) in 2023 [2].
Ongoing research and conservation efforts are essential to
protect this vital marine corridor from increasing anthro-
pogenic pressures. Public awareness and perception can sig-
nificantly influence policy development, resource allocation,
and the effectiveness of conservation plans. Despite its great
importance, surveys to assess society awareness and percep-
tion have been rarely implemented in the SoS, in particular
from the perspective of marine biodiversity as a provider of
valuable ecosystem services.

This dataset presents raw data from a survey conducted
through in-person interviews between November 2023 and
January 2024, yielding 128 responses from 7 locations along
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the southern coast of Sicily, which borders the northern sec-
tor of the SoS. The survey was structured in 4 sections:
(1) confidence and awareness about the biodiversity con-
servation in the SoS; (2) perception about habitat conser-
vation efforts and their level of effectiveness; (3) willing-
ness to pay for habitat conservation in the SoS; and (4)
socio-demographic information. Participation was voluntary,
responses were anonymous and all respondents provided in-
formed consent after reading a participant information form
at the beginning of the survey.
This dataset, despite its limited size, is a valuable resource
for quantitative analyses, filling a gap in similar analysis in
the study area and offering an original perspective focused
on biodiversity as an ecosystem service. It provides opportu-
nities for researchers and policymakers to estimate the eco-
nomic value that individuals place on preserving marine bio-
diversity. By assessing these valuations, stakeholders can gain
insights into the public’s willingness to pay for conservation
initiatives and their prioritization of different aspects of ma-
rine ecosystem preservation.
The dataset accompanying this article includes several critical
components. It contains a copy of the questionnaire used to
gather data, providing transparency and allowing for replica-
tion or further study. Additionally, detailed information about
the participants is included, which can help understanding
the demographic and socioeconomic factors that influence
public perception and preferences. The data itself is metic-
ulously compiled, and a corresponding codebook is provided
to facilitate accurate interpretation and analysis. This robust
documentation ensures that users can efficiently navigate
and utilize the dataset for their specific research needs.

© 2024 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Inc.

This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/)

Specifications Table

Subject
Specific subject area

Data format
Type of data
Data collection

Data source location

Biodiversity, Strategy and Management, Behavioural Finance and Economics
In-person survey to assess confidence and awareness about the biodiversity
conservation in the Strait of Sicily and the willingness to pay for habitat
conservation in the SoS.

Raw
Table

Data were collected through in-person interviews between November 2023
and January 2024. The questionnaire was designed into Google and responses
were entered in real time. Question items were designed specifically for this
survey following the OECD report on Cost Benefit Analysis and the
Environment [3], chapter 4.3 Designing a contingent valuation questionnaire.
Respondents were approached through personal contacts of the researchers on
the coastal communities, targeting groups that represent individuals interested
in marine and coastal ecosystems in the Strait of Sicily.

Respondents were located in the municipalities situated along the southern
coast of Sicily, which borders the northern sector of the SoS (see fig.1). The
questionnaire was administered through face-to-face interviews by researchers
of the Italian National Research Council (CNR), specifically from the IRBIM and
IRPPS institutes.

(continued on next page)
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Data accessibility Repository name: Mendeley Data
Data identification number: DOI:
10.17632/rbnr9yr4yh.2
Direct URL to data: https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/rbnr9yrdyh/2

1. Value of the Data

 The dataset offers numerous opportunities for researchers and policymakers, serving as a tool
for estimating the economic value that individuals place on preserving marine biodiversity.
This information is critical for understanding the financial support that different conserva-
tion strategies might receive and for prioritizing efforts that align with public interest and
perceived importance.

For researchers, the dataset provides a foundation for conducting quantitative analyses to re-
veal patterns and trends in public opinion regarding marine biodiversity. It allows for the
exploration of factors influencing people’s valuation of marine ecosystems, such as demo-
graphic variables, socioeconomic status, and personal experiences with marine environments.
This leads to a deeper understanding of the societal drivers behind conservation support and
help in identifying target groups for awareness and education campaigns.

The dataset enables the integration of public preferences into decision-making processes, en-
suring that marine conservation and sustainable resource management strategies reflect the
values and concerns of the community. This alignment with public sentiment can enhance
the effectiveness and acceptance of policies aimed at protecting marine environments.
Overall, the dataset is a resource that bridges the gap between scientific research and practi-
cal policymaking, contributing to the preservation of marine biodiversity and the sustainable
management of marine resources.

2. Background

The Strait of Sicily (SoS), a key marine corridor between the eastern and western basins of
the Mediterranean Sea, is a region with unique ecological characteristics influenced by its ge-
ographical location, oceanographic conditions, and biodiversity [1,4]. The SoS is characterized
by a dynamic environment with significant water mass exchange, vertical mixing, and nutrient
upwelling [5]. The SoS is a biodiversity hotspot with a variety of marine habitats, including sea-
grass meadows, coral reefs, and deep-sea ecosystems [6,7] that faces a myriad of anthropogenic
pressures that collectively threaten its ecological balance and biodiversity [8]. These pressures
predominantly stem from overfishing [9], intense shipping traffic [10,11], land-based activities
[12] and pervasive pollution [13].

Addressing these anthropogenic pressures in the SoS requires concerted efforts from policy-
makers, scientists, and local communities. By adopting sustainable practices and effective man-
agement strategies, we can strive towards preserving this vital marine ecosystem for future gen-
erations.

Within this context, understanding people’s views about exogenous impacts on marine and
coastal systems, alongside other threats, is essential. The survey discussed here was conducted
to better known public perception and awareness of marine biodiversity conservation and value
and management of marine ecosystem services

3. Data Description

The questionnaire was administered through face-to-face interviews, uploading the answers
in real time to the Google Form survey platform. The questionnaire has been widely discussed
and tested within the research team. The questionnaire is available in English [14].
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The questionnaire was structured into 4 sections:

(1) confidence and awareness about the biodiversity conservation in the SoS; this section in-
cludes questions to gauge respondents’ confidence in their answers and in their familiarity
with and knowledge about marine biodiversity and the related ecosystem services.

(2) perceptions about habitat conservation efforts and their level of effectiveness; this section
includes questions on the importance of marine biodiversity in the SoS, its functions, and
any potential threats or changes.

(3) willingness to pay (WTP) for habitat conservation in the SoS; this section includes closed-
ended questions to elicit respondents’ willingness to pay for the environmental good or
service. A “payment card” approach is used to determine the range of acceptable values,
with follow-up questions to understand the rationale behind their willingness to pay.

(4) socio-demographic information; this section includes questions to collect demographic in-
formation (age, gender, income, education) needed to analyze how different groups value
the marine biodiversity and to identify the statistically significant determinants of WTP.

The final dataset comprises a total of 128 respondents and 6 081 entries. The dataset is pro-
vided in Mendeley Data as “Survey results SoS biodiversity.xlsx [14] and contains mostly numer-
ical coding (mainly from Likert scales), except for text entries in 10 columns. The codebook to
interpret the data is available in Mendeley Data as “Codebook Survey Strait of Sicily Biodiver-
sity.pdf” [14].

Table 1 Contains the descriptive statistics of the numerical variables (including Likert scales)
in the data set and reports the results of appropriate validity and reliability tests.

Target population is defined as the residents in the municipalities located in the coastal ar-
eas of the Strait of Sicily. Convenience sampling has been applied. This type of sampling is a
non-probability sampling technique in which respondents are selected for their convenient ac-
cessibility and proximity to the researcher. It was not possible to determine the sample size be-
fore the survey implementation because no estimate of the proportion of the population willing
to pay for the specified good was already available. Participation was entirely voluntary. Non-
respondents were those who declined to participate or partially completed the survey. Partial
responses were carefully reviewed, and any incomplete questionnaires were excluded from the
final analysis to maintain data integrity. Among the engaged interviewees, 15 of them were not
interested in participating in the survey considering the theme insignificant compared to the
current socio-political issues affecting the local population.

Questions consisted of multiple-choice questions, demographic questions and open-ended
questions. Most questions were compulsory, but demographic questions such as age, gender
identity, education and personnel income included a ‘prefer not to answer’ option. Almost 46 %
preferred not to answer the question concerning personal income. Questions also included “I
don’t know” options or in many cases allowed respondents to provide their own response or
select “None” of the provided options.

Data screening was performed to check for completeness and consistency. This procedure
yielded a final sample of 128 useful responses.

4. Experimental Design, Materials and Methods

The survey was implemented between November 2023 and January 2024. A total of 30 days
were dedicated to the face-to face interviews. Respondents were identified in selected coastal
localities with a specific interest in marine and coastal ecosystems and the related services. The
target population was defined as the residents in the municipalities located in the coastal areas
of the SoS. Respondents were selected for their convenient accessibility and proximity to the
researcher: this non-probability sampling technique is called “convenience” sampling and was
adopted because it is quick, simple and less expensive than other techniques.

A total of 128 survey responses were validated and included in the dataset. Descriptive statis-
tics for the sample are presented in Table 1. Examining the main socio-economic variables of the
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Table 1
Descriptive statistics, validity, and reliability tests.

ITEM RELIABILITY STATISTICS

If item dropped

Mean SD Cronbach’s o

Section 1. Confidence and awareness about the biodiversity conservation in the SoS

Q1 1.88 0.334 0.772
Q2 3.84 1.290 0.767
Q3 2.95 1.458 0.770
Q4 3.96 1375 0.752
Q6.1 2.84 1.649 0.752
Q6.2 2.75 1.676 0.764
Q6.3 421 1317 0.766
Q6.4 4.50 1112 0.764
Q6.5 4.59 0.930 0.769
Q6.6 4.84 0.757 0.769
Q6.7 3.32 1515 0.770
Q6.8 3.02 1.507 0.780
Q6.9 416 1.247 0.763
Q6.10 293 1.536 0.766
Q6.11 4.09 1164 0.749
Q6.12 4.66 0.920 0.760
Section 2: Perceptions about habitat conservation efforts and their level of effectiveness

Q10 191 0.288 0.767
Q12 223 1112 0.777
Q14 171 0.456 0.769
Q16 145 0.502 0.772
Q17 4.02 1.342 0.772
Section 3: Willingness to Pay for Habitat Conservation in the SoS

Q18 173 0.447 0.762
Q1a.1 3.75 1.529 0.753
Q19.2 2.04 1.401 0.774
Q19.3 3.14 1458 0.752
Q194 348 1401 0.758
Q19.5 3.21 1.371 0.750

SCALE RELIABILITY STATISTICS

Mean SD Cronbach’s o

scale 3.23 0.465 0.772

* reverse scaled item.

sample, the average age is 42 years, the personal income per year is 23 thousand euro and 23 %
of the respondents have a high education level.

Distribution of the samples across the coastal areas of the SoS (Fig. 1) shows that the mu-
nicipality of Mazara del Vallo is most represented with 45 %, followed by the municipality of
Sciacca with 22 %, Licata/Gela with 11 %, Portopalo di Capo Passero with 10 %, and the areas of
Selinunte and Eraclea with 11 %.

The survey was composed of 30 questions across the above reported four main sections. An
introductory section explaining the purpose and the importance of the survey was provided, and
confidentiality and anonymity of responses were ensured, adhering to ethical standards includ-
ing informed consent and protection of respondent confidentiality.

The survey was administered by researchers involved in the project. According to the aim of
the study, different types of respondents were interviewed including stakeholders, policymakers
and fishermen. In the case of fishermen, local fishing cooperatives were involved in recruiting
respondents among the main fisher fleets operating in the SoS, distinguishing between artisanal
and trawl fishery.
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Geographical coverage of the questionnaires

]
1 55

SIZE

Fig. 1. Geographical coverage of the questionnaire.

To engage the largest number of potential respondents in the professional fishing sector, es-
pecially those involved in small-scale artisanal fishing, ad hoc meetings were organized with
the support of sector cooperatives. During these meetings, the aim of the initiative and the
introductory section were presented collectively, and subsequently, face-to-face meetings were
conducted between the researchers and the interviewee for the questionnaire completion. Face-
to-face interviews were carried out in a mean time of 15/20 min. As a result of this approach,
fishermen, who are usually distrustful and reluctant to participate in such initiatives, were more
comfortable and thus more willing to respond to the questions.

Question items were designed specifically for this survey, in line with the project’s aims and
objectives. The OECD manual on Cost-Benefit Analysis and the Environment was used as a ref-
erence [3].

Limitations

This survey data has some limitations, particularly regarding constraints related to the num-
ber of responses due to financial and human resource limitations, but it still represents an in-
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novative approach in the study area in relation to the issues of biodiversity restoration and val-
uation of ecosystem services. The gender composition of the respondents leaned towards male
respondents, consequently, conducting analyses on respondent attribute variables, such as gen-
der, may be challenging.

Ethics Statement

The survey adheres to the CNR “Charter of Principles for Research in Social and Human Sci-
ences and Code of Conduct” (2017) that establishes ethical guidelines for conducting research
in the social and human sciences. Informed consent was obtained from all respondents prior to
their completion of the survey. The authors of this manuscript declare that no ethical approval
was required as the survey does not involve minors or any vulnerable population, is not a clini-
cal trial and does not include particularly sensitive questions that could disturb respondents. All
data acquired has been anonymized and research practices adopted in the survey fully comply
with the ethical requirements for publication in the Data in Brief journal.

Data Availability

Survey on biodiversity conservation in the Strait of Sicily (Original data) (Mendeley Data).
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