OBSTRUCTION

AGLOBAL ASSESSMENT N

L 4

EDITED BY

J.TIMMONS ROBERTS,
CARLOSR.S. MILANI, JENNIFER JACQUET,
AND CHRISTIAN DOWNIE




Climate Obstruction






CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION
A Global Assessment

Edited by J. Timmons Roberts
Carlos R. S. Milani
Jennifer Jacquet
and
Christian Downie

OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS



OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS

Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford.

It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship,
and education by publishing worldwide. Oxford is a registered trademark of
Oxford University Press in the UK and in certain other countries.

Published in the United States of America by Oxford University Press
198 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016, United States of America.
© Oxford University Press 2025

This is an open access publication, available online and distributed under the terms of a Creative
Commons Attribution-Non Commercial-No Derivatives 4.0 International license (CC BY-NC-ND
4.0), a copy of which is available at https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.
Subject to this license, all rights are reserved.

S0¢0

Inquiries concerning reproduction outside the scope of the above should be sent to
the Rights Department, Oxford University Press, at the address above.

You must not circulate this work in any other form
and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer.

CIP data is on file at the Library of Congress

ISBN 9780197787151
ISBN 9780197787144 (hbk.)

DOI: 10.1093/0s0/9780197787144.001.0001
Paperback and Hardback printed by Lightning Source, Inc., United States of America

The manufacturer’s authorised representative in the EU for product safety is

Oxford University Press Espafia S.A., Parque Empresarial San Fernando de Henares,
Avenida de Castilla, 2 - 28830 Madrid (www.oup.es/en or product.safety@oup.com).
OUP Espafia S.A. also acts as importer into Spain of products made by the manufacturer.


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://www.oup.es/en
mailto:product.safety@oup.com

CONTENTS

List of Figures viii
List of Tables ix
List of Boxes x
Acknowledgments xi
List of Contributors xii
1. Introduction: Understanding Obstruction of Climate Action 1

J. Timmons Roberts, Carlos R. S. Milani, Jennifer Jacquet, and Christian
Downie

2. The Global Role of the Oil and Gas Industry in Climate Delay
and Denial 29
Lead Authors: Geoff Dembicki, Kristoffer Ekberg, and Kert Davies
Contributing Authors: Ann-Kristin Bergquist, Ada Nissen, and Stella
Levantesi

3. How Coal, Utilities, and Transportation Impede Climate Action 62
Lead Authors: Jen Schneider and Gregory Trencher
Contributing Authors: Peter K. Bsumek, Christian Downie, Paul K.
Gellert, Giulio Mattioli, Jason Monios, Peter Newell, Jennifer Peeples, Joeri
Wesseling, Emily Williams, Ryan Wishart, and Ben Youriev

4. The Animal Agriculture Industry’s Role in Obstructing Climate
Action 98
Lead Authors: Kathrin Lauber and Viveca Morris
Contributing Authors: Jennifer Jacquet, Peter Li, Ina Méller, Silvia
Secchi, Alex Wijeratna, and Melina De Bona

5. Climate Policy Obstruction on the Right and the Far Right 139
Lead Authors: Dieter Plehwe and Justin Farrell
Contributing Authors: Lucas Araldi, Robert J. Brulle, Jesse Callahan
Bryant, William Callison, Kert Davies, Ruth E. McKie, Sotiris Mitralexis, and
Alexandru Racu



6. Steering the Climate Discourse: Legacy News, Social Media, Advertising,
and Public Relations 161
Lead Authors: Melissa Aronczyk and Maxwell Boykoff
Contributing Authors: Travis G. Coan, Myanna Lahsen, Hanna E.
Morris, and Chris Russill
7. Understanding the Political and Psychological Roots of Climate
Misinformation and Its Impact on Public Opinion 185
Lead Authors: Dominik A. Stecuta and John Cook
Contributing Authors: Arunima Krishna, Adrian Dominik Wdjcik,
Jean Carlos Hochsprung Miguel, Matthew Hornsey, and Salil Benegal
8. Climate Obstruction Across the Global South 212
Lead Authors: M. Omar Faruque and Ruth E. McKie
Contributing Authors: Lucas G. Christel, Claire Debucquois, Guy Edwards,
Paul K. Gellert, Ricardo A. Gutierrez, Kathryn Hochstetler, Yifei Li,
Carlos R. S. Milani, Elisabeth Méhle, Oluwaseun J. Oguntuase, and
Jonathan R. Walz
9. Blocking Climate Action at Subnational Levels 241
Lead Authors: Rebecca Bromley-Trujillo,
Joshua A. Basseches, and Marcela Lopez-Vallejo
Contributing Authors: Lucas G. Christel, Andrew B. Kirkpatrick,
Simone Lucatello, and Maria Isabel Santos Lima
10. Obstruction in the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 270
Lead Authors: Kari De Pryck and Eduardo Viola
Contributing Authors: Stefan C. Aykut, Larissa Basso, Danielle Falzon,
Matias Franchini, Friederike Hartz, Hannah Hughes, Vinicius Mendes,
Carlos R. S. Milani, Bruna Bosi Moreira, Géraldine Pflieger, and
Emanuel Semedo
11. Obstructing Global and Local Climate Change Adaptation 306
Lead Authors: Laura Kuhl and Stacy-ann Robinson
Contributing Authors: Natalie Dietrich Jones, Danielle Falzon,
Andrew Malmuth, Michael Mikulewicz, Meg Mills-Novoa, Michelle
Mycoo, Meg Parsons, M. Feisal Rahman, E. Lisa F. Schipper, Kimberley Anh
Thomas, and Edward Walker
12. Legal and State Efforts to Address Climate Obstruction 332
Lead Authors: Grace Nosek, Joana Setzer, and Benjamin Franta
Contributing Authors: Alyssa Johl, Lisa Benjamin, Sharon Yadin, William W.
Buzbee, and Aria Kovalovich

[vi] Contents



13. Confronting Climate Obstruction: The Role of Civil Society and Non-State
Actors 364

Lead Authors: Jennie C. Stephens and Sharon Yadin

Contributing Authors: Laurence L. Delina, Louise M. Fitzgerald,
Francisco Garcia-Gibson, Fergus Green, Noel Healy, David Hess,

Tariro Kamuti, Cristiana Losekann, David Michaels, Sonja Solomun, and
Robin Tschoetschel

Index 390

CONTENTS [vii]



LIST OF FIGURES

11

12.1

The structure of climate obstruction can be visualized as a complex

network of organizations and individuals fighting action on climate
change. 3

Number of climate litigation cases globally and in the US
(1986-2023). The number of climate lawsuits grew rapidly after
2000, and, since about 2017, dozens of cases based on alleged
deception by corporate defendants have been filed. 334



LIST OF TABLES

3.1

3.2

3.3
10.1

10.2

10.3

Examples of various actors, organizations, and coalitions operating
in various industries/sectors 66

Direct political obstruction strategies and mechanisms across
industries/sectors 73

Rhetorical and narrative obstruction tactics 78

The Climate Action Network’s Fossil Awards since signing of the
Paris Agreement 271

Historical CO, emissions by territory, consumption, per capita, and
per population 277

Top ten countries by extraction, consumption, export, and import of
fossil fuels 1990-2006 and 2007-2023 278



LIST OF BOXES

3.1

4.1
4.2
4.3
4.4

7.1
111

Fault lines among actors: the complex case of road transportation in
the European Union 71

Response to Livestock’s Long Shadow 102
The USDA-land-grant complex 113
The Dutch nitrogen crisis 117

Attempts to hold JBS accountable for its net-zero climate
commitments 120

Case study: Bolsonarism in Brazil 198

Resisting power imbalances between adaptation finance donors and
recipient countries: an example from Bangladesh 314



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The coeditors would like to extend our thanks to the KR Foundation for sup-
porting this volume. We would also like to express our deep gratitude to our
managing editor, Miranda C. Spencer, who has made this volume possible, and
who made every sentence read better. The collaboration of the thirty-one lead
authors and nearly eighty contributing authors has been simply remarkable.
Thanks to August DeVore, Michael Pulgar-Cabrera, Matt Margetta, Robert J.
Brulle, and Kim Cobb at the Institute at Brown for Environment and Society
for support. We appreciate James Cook, our editor at Oxford University Press,
and the able production and editorial team at OUP. It has been an honor to
work with you all.



LIST OF CONTRIBUTORS

Lucas Araldi is a PhD candidate in political science at the University of Kassel.

Melissa Aronczyk is a professor of media and politics in the School of Commu-
nication and Information at Rutgers University, with faculty affiliations in the
Department of Sociology, the Rutgers Climate Institute, and the Eagleton Institute
of Politics.

Stefan C. Aykut is a professor of sociology at Hamburg University who studies the
societal dynamics of global climate governance and ecological transformations.

Joshua A. Basseches is the Flowerree assistant professor of environmental stud-
ies and public policy at Tulane University. His research focuses on US state climate
and energy politics and policy.

Larissa Basso is aresearcher at the Institute of Advanced Studies at the University
of Sdo Paulo.

Salil Benegal is the Joseph B. Board assistant professor of environmental policy at
Union College.

Lisa Benjamin is an associate professor at Lewis & Clark Law School. Her research
interests include climate impacts and actions of nonstate actors such as energy
companies.

Ann-Kristin Bergquist is a professor of economic history in the Department of
Economic History at Uppsala University.

Maxwell Boykoff is a professor in and chair of the Environmental Studies Depart-
ment at the University of Colorado Boulder, and a fellow in its Cooperative Insti-
tute for Research in Environmental Sciences. He also leads its Media and Climate
Change Observatory.

Rebecca Bromley-Trujillo is an associate professor in the Department of Political
Science and research director of the Wason Center for Civic Leadership at Christo-
pher Newport University. Her research explores US state and local climate change
policy.

Robert J. Brulle is a visiting professor of environment and society at Brown Uni-
versity and the research codirector of the Climate Social Science Network (CSSN).



Jesse Callahan Bryant is a PhD candidate in sociology at the Yale School of the
Environment.

Peter K. Bsumek is a professor in the School of Communication Studies at James
Madison University.

William W. Buzbee is a professor of law at Georgetown University, and faculty
director of its environmental and policy program.

William Callison is a lecturer in social studies at Harvard University and a member
of the Zetkin Collective, an international group researching the political ecologies
of the far right.

Lucas G. Christel is a research assistant at the National Council of Scientific and
Technical Research and director of the BA in political science program at Universi-
dad Nacional de San Martin.

Travis G. Coan is an associate professor in computational social science at the
University of Exeter.

John Cook is a senior research fellow with the Melbourne Centre for Behaviour
Change at the University of Melbourne, researching how to use critical thinking
to counter misinformation. He coauthored the college textbook Climate Change:
Examining the Facts.

Kert Davies works on the research team at the Center for Climate Integrity in
Washington, DC. Previously, he served as director of the Climate Investigations
Center and the Climate Files project, and as research director for Greenpeace USA.

Melina De Bona is a director attorney and adjunct professor at the Earth Rights
Research and Action (TERRA) Program at New York University School of Law.

Claire Debucquois is a postdoctoral fellow with the Belgian Fund for Scientific
Research.

Laurence L. Delina is an assistant professor of environment and sustainability at
the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology.

Geoff Dembicki is an American investigative journalist who focuses on climate jus-
tice and oil and gas industry disinformation strategies. He is a regular contributor
to DeSmog and The Guardian.

Kari De Pryck is a lecturer at the Institute for Environmental Sciences at the Uni-
versity of Geneva and affiliated with its Environmental Governance and Territorial
Development research hub. She studies the negotiating practices between experts
and diplomats within the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.

Natalie Dietrich Jones is a senior research fellow at the Sir Arthur Lewis Institute
of Social and Economic Studies, The University of the West Indies (Mona).

Christian Downie is a professor in the School of Regulation and Global Gov-
ernance at the Australian National University, where he is the director of the
Governing Energy Transition (GET) Lab.

LIST OF CONTRIBUTORS [xiii]



Guy Edwards is a doctoral candidate in the Department of International Rela-
tions at Sussex University and co-director of the Latin America and the Caribbean
Research Network at Sussex.

Kristoffer Ekberg is a historian and associate senior lecturer in human ecology
at Lund University whose research focuses on environmental history, particularly
business responses to environmental policy and movements.

Danielle Falzon is an assistant professor of sociology at Rutgers University.

Justin Farrell is a professor at Yale University’s School of the Environment. He
studies culture, with a focus on social class, moral conflict, epistemology, and
the environment, blending ethnographic fieldwork with large-scale computational
techniques.

M. Omar Faruque is an assistant professor of sociology at the University of New
Brunswick. His research interests lie at the intersection of political and environ-
mental sociology with a focus on social movements, resource conflict, environmen-
tal governance, and climate politics.

Louise M. Fitzgerald is an assistant professor in political science at Dublin City
University in Ireland.

Matias Franchini is an associate professor of international relations at Universi-
dad del Rosario.

Benjamin Franta, a licensed attorney in California, is the founding head of the
Climate Litigation Lab and an associate professor of climate litigation at the
University of Oxford Sustainable Law Programme.

Francisco Garcia-Gibson is a visiting fellow in LSE government and an adjunct
researcher at the National Research Council, Argentina.

Paul K. Gellertis a professor of sociology at the University of Tennessee,
Knoxville.

Fergus Green is a lecturer in political theory and public policy in the Department
of Political Science at University College London.

Ricardo A. Gutierrez is a researcher at the National Council of Scientific and
Technical Research and a professor at the Universidad Nacional de San Martin.

Friederike Hartz is a PhD candidate in geography at the University of Cambridge
studying the IPCC.

Noel Healy is a professor of geography and sustainability at Salem State Univer-
sity.
David J. Hess is a professor in the Sociology Department at Vanderbilt University

and is the James Thornton Fant chair in Sustainability Studies.

Kathryn Hochstetler is a professor and department head in the Department
of International Development at the London School of Economics and Political
Science.

[xiv] List of Contributors



Matthew Hornsey is a social psychologist and director of the Business Sustainabil-
ity Initiative at the University of Queensland.

Hannah Hughes is a senior lecturer in international politics and climate change at
Aberystwyth University.

Jennifer Jacquet is a professor in the Department of Environmental Science and
Policy at the University of Miami. She also serves as associate research director at
the Climate Social Science Network, headquartered at Brown University.

Alyssa Johlis legal director and general counsel for the Center for Climate
Integrity.

Tariro Kamuti is a research fellow with the African Wildlife Economy Institute of
Stellenbosch University, South Africa.

Andrew B. Kirkpatrick is an associate professor and chair of the political science
department at Christopher Newport University.

Aria Kovalovich is a researcher with the US Senate Committee on the Budget.

Arunima Krishna is an associate professor of mass communication, advertising,
and public relations at Boston University.

Laura Kuhl is an associate professor of public policy and urban affairs and inter-
national affairs at Northeastern University. Her research examines climate adap-
tation and sustainable transitions.

Myanna Lahsen is a senior researcher at Brazil's National Institute for Space
Research (INPE).

Kathrin Lauber is a research fellow at the University of Edinburgh’s School of
Social and Political Science in the United Kingdom.

Stella Levantesi is a climate journalist and author who writes the “Gaslit” column
at DeSmog.

Peter Li is an associate professor of East Asian politics, animal policy, and law in
China at the University of Houston-Downtown.

Yifei Li is an assistant professor of environmental studies at New York University
Shanghai and a global network assistant professor at New York University.

Maria Isabel Santos Lima is a PhD candidate in political science at the Institute
for Social and Political Studies of the Rio de Janeiro State University.

Marcela Lépez-Vallejo is a professor of international relations at the Center for
North American Studies in the Department of Transpacific Studies at Universidad
de Guadalajara.

Cristiana Losekann is an associate professor in the Department of Sociology at
Espirito Santo Federal University.

Simone Lucatello is a researcher at Instituto Mora, Mexico City.

LIST OF CONTRIBUTORS [xv]



Andrew Malmuth is a PhD candidate in sociology at the University of California,
Los Angeles.

Giulio Mattioli is a research fellow at the School of Spatial Planning at TU Dort-
mund University.

Ruth E. McKie is a senior lecturer in quantitative criminology at the School of
Applied Social Sciences at De Montfort University. She is a sociologist whose
research interests include climate obstruction.

Vinicius Mendes is a postdoctoral student in the Environmental Governance and
Politics chair group at Radboud University.

David Michaels is an epidemiologist and professor at the Milken Institute School
of Public Health at George Washington University.

Jean Carlos Hochsprung Miguel is an associate professor of science and technol-
ogy policy at the University of Campinas.

Michael Mikulewicz is an assistant professor of environmental studies at SUNY
College of Environmental Science and Forestry.

Carlos R. S. Milani is a professor of international relations at Rio de Janeiro State
University’s Institute for Social and Political Studies. He coordinates the univer-
sity’s Interdisciplinary Observatory on Climate Change (OIMC).

Meg Mills-Novoa is an assistant professor and director of the Climate Futures Lab
at the University of California, Berkeley.

Sotiris Mitralexis is a research fellow at University College London Anthropol-
ogy and a visiting professor at the Institute for Orthodox Christian Studies,
Cambridge.

Elisabeth Méhle is a doctoral fellow in political science at CONICET and Universi-
dad Nacional General San Martin.

Ina Moller is an assistant professor of climate politics in the Environmental Policy
Group of Wageningen University.

Jason Monios is a professor of maritime logistics at Kedge Business School.

Bruna Bosi Moreira is a postdoctoral research fellow at the Kite Hamburger Kol-
leg/Centre for Global Cooperation Research of the University of Duisburg-Essen.

Hanna E. Morris is an assistant professor of climate change communication at the
School of the Environment at the University of Toronto.

Viveca Morris is a research scholar at Yale Law School and the executive director
of the school’s Law, Environment & Animals Program.

Michelle Mycoo is a professor of urban and regional planning in the Department
of Geomatics Engineering and Land Management at The University of the West
Indies.

Peter Newell is a professor of international relations at the University of Sussex
and cofounder and research director of the Rapid Transition Alliance.

[xvi] List of Contributors



Ada Nissen is an associate professor of history in the Department of Archaeology,
Conservation, and History at the University of Oslo.

Grace Nosek is a postdoctoral fellow at the University of Toronto Scarborough
focused on youth civic engagement and climate action. Her research focuses on
corporate tactics to undermine public discourse and democracy.

Oluwaseun J. Oguntuase conducts research with the nonprofit The Anthropocene
Research Academy in Nigeria.

Meg Parsons is an associate professor of environment at the University of Auck-
land.

Jennifer Peeples is a professor and head of the Department of Communication
Studies at Utah State University.

Géraldine Pflieger is a professor of urban and environmental policy at the Univer-
sity of Geneva.

Dieter Plehwe is a senior fellow at the Center for Civil Society Research at the
Berlin Social Science Center and a lecturer at the University of Kassel's Depart-
ment of Political Science. He coleads the Climate Social Science Network’s Global
Census of Climate Obstruction Organizations working group.

Alexandru Racu is an associate professor in the Faculty of Political Science at
Hyperion University.

M. Feisal Rahman is an associate fellow in the Living Deltas Research Hub at
Newcastle University.

J. Timmons Roberts is the Ittleson professor of environmental and society at
Brown University and the executive director of the Climate Social Science Network.
His research focuses on social drivers of action on climate change.

Stacy-ann Robinson is an associate professor in the Department of Environmen-
tal Sciences at Emory University. She researches the human, social, and policy
dimensions of climate change adaptation in Small Island Developing States.

Chris Russill is an associate professor in the School of Journalism and Communi-
cation at Carleton University.

E. Lisa F. Schipper is a professor of development geography at the University of
Bonn.

Jen Schneider is the associate dean of the College of Innovation and Design and
a professor of public policy and administration at Boise State University. Her
research addresses challenges in public communication of scientific and environ-
mental controversies.

Silvia Secchi is a professor in the School of Earth, the Environment and Sustain-
ability at the University of lowa.

Emanuel Semedo is a PhD candidate at the Rio de Janeiro State University and a
researcher at the Interdisciplinary Observatory on Climate Change.

LIST OF CONTRIBUTORS [ xvii]



Joana Setzer is an assistant professorial research fellow at the Grantham Research
Institute on Climate Change and the Environment at the London School of Eco-
nomics and Political Science. Her main areas of expertise are climate litigation and
global environmental governance.

Sonja Solomun is the deputy director of the Center for Media, Technology and
Democracy at McGill University.

Dominik A. Stecula is an assistant professor in the School of Communication
at The Ohio State University whose research focuses on the information environ-
ment and its effects on society.

Jennie C. Stephens is a climate justice scholar-activist, feminist, and professor of
climate justice at the ICARUS Climate Research Centre at the National Univer-
sity of Ireland Maynooth. Her research focuses on power, transformation, and the
societal role of universities.

Kimberley Anh Thomas is an environmental justice scholar and associate profes-
sor in the Department of Geography, Environment and Urban Studies at Temple
University.

Gregory Trencher is an associate professor of energy policy and sustainability
transitions at the Graduate School of Global Environmental Studies at Kyoto Uni-
versity. His research focuses on decarbonization strategies in fossil fuel-centric
industries and related issues.

Robin Tschoetschel is a postdoctoral researcher at the Department of Social Sci-
ences at Universitit Hamburg.

Eduardo Violais a professor at the Institute of International Relations and a
senior researcher of the Brazilian Council for Research (CNPQ). He is the chair of
the Brazilian Research Network on the International System in the Anthropocene
and Climate Change.

Edward Walker is a professor in and chair of the Department of Sociology at the
University of California Los Angeles.

Jonathan R. Walz is an associate professor and chair of the Climate Change
and Global Sustainability MA program at the School for International Training-
Graduate Institute.

Joeri Wesseling is an assistant professor in innovation studies at the Copernicus
Institute of Sustainable Development at Utrecht University.

Alex Wijeratna is an activist, journalist, and senior director at the nonprofit
Mighty Earth.

Emily Williams is a postdoctoral scholar with the Sierra Nevada Research Institute
at the University of California, Merced.

Ryan Wishart is an assistant professor of sociology at Creighton University and on
the faculty of the university’s environmental science and sustainability programs.

[xviii] List of Contributors


http://ICARUS Climate Research Centre
http://National University of Ireland Maynooth
http://National University of Ireland Maynooth

Adrian Dominik Wéjcik is an associate professor of social and conservation psy-
chology at Nicolaus Copernicus University.

Sharon Yadin is a senior lecturer of law and regulation at the Yezreel Valley College
School of Public Administration and Public Policy.

Ben Youriev is the Transport Program manager at the think tank InfluenceMap.

LIST OF CONTRIBUTORS [xix]






CHAPTERI1

Introduction

Understanding Obstruction of Climate Action

J. TIMMONS ROBERTS, CARLOS R. S. MILANTI,
JENNIFER JACQUET, AND CHRISTIAN DOWNIE

INTRODUCTION TO THE VOLUME

An overwhelming body of scientific research has established that dangerous
destabilization of Earth’s climate is occurring and will worsen if humanity
continues with business as usual. This knowledge has been summarized in
six major assessments released over four decades by the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC).! Despite widespread agreement on the exis-
tence and causes of anthropogenic climate change, societies, governments, and
economic agents have failed to respond adequately.

The decades of insufficient action on climate change have often been
explained by pointing to various barriers—human nature, uncertainties in
the science, technical shortcomings of renewable energy sources, democracy
deficits, neoliberalism’s emphasis on short-term economic logic, and deep reli-
gious and other cultural beliefs. The authors and editors of Climate Obstruction:
A Global Assessment do not dispute the plausibility of these factors. However,
based on the accumulating evidence documented here, we offer a different
argument: while the major social transformation required to avert dangerous
climate change was never going to be easy, it has been made exponentially
more difficult by various forms of obstruction. Efforts to address climate
change have been unsuccessful, we believe, because of the work to obstruct
them and our failure to understand and overcome this obstruction.

This assessment is a project of the Climate Social Science Network (CSSN),
an international collaboration of 800 scholars headquartered at Brown Uni-
versity that fosters research and scholarly debate on climate obstruction. With

J. Timmons Roberts et al., Introduction. In: Climate Obstruction. Edited by: J. Timmons Roberts, Carlos R. S. Milani,
Jennifer Jacquet, and Christian Downie, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press (2025).
DOI: 10.1093/050/9780197787144.003.0001



thirteen chapters developed by a global team of 110 scholars led by thirty-one
lead authors, the volume summarizes the current state of knowledge on who
is impeding action on climate change, and how. While it recounts the history
of that obstruction, we focus primarily on the period between 2015, when a
global climate treaty, the Paris Agreement, was negotiated, and 2024.

The assessment reviews obstruction efforts by the fossil fuel industries
(Chapters 2 and 3), as well as by utilities (Chapter 3), agribusiness (Chapter 4),
media and public relations (PR) firms (Chapter 6), and organizations on
the political far right (Chapter 5). Research teams also explored the role
of the news and social media in disseminating climate disinformation and
misinformation (Chapter 6) and how these narratives potentially affected
public opinion on climate action (Chapter 7). Other teams examined how
obstruction of climate action occurs across the Global South (Chapter 8),
at the subnational level (Chapter 9), at the United Nations and in the IPCC
(Chapter 10), and in the context of climate adaptation (Chapter 11). The final
chapters analyze the surge in regulatory and litigation efforts and civil society
movements around the world to curb climate obstruction (Chapters 12 and
13). All chapters underwent peer review and reviews by the volume’s four coed-
itors. As with the IPCC reports, a free download of the assessment is available
online.

DEFINING OBSTRUCTION

We define climate obstruction as intentional actions and efforts to slow or
block policies on climate change that are commensurate with the current
scientific consensus of what is necessary to avoid dangerous human-caused
interference with the climate system.? That scientific consensus is summarized
and brought up to date in the assessments by the IPCC.

Climate obstruction has existed since at least 1980, when the American
Petroleum Institute (API) began publicly downplaying the emerging threat of
global warming.? Research into climate obstruction began in the early 1990s,
as civil society groups in the United States, such as the Sierra Club* and Ozone
Action,” helped journalists expose the links between coalitions of fossil fuel
companies and contrarian scientists who downplayed the unfolding realities
of climate change.®

The first scholarly articles on climate obstruction—on contrarian scien-
tists,” conservative think tanks® % and the media'®—were published in the late
1990s and early 2000s. In the 2010s, interest in the topic rose’'1>!3 and soon
the research coalesced to form a picture: a complex network of organizations
supporting climate obstruction (Figure 1.1). A 2015 series of investigative
pieces by Inside Climate News brought to light the extent to which fossil fuel
giant Exxon knew about the science of climate change in the 1970s and 1980s,

[2] Climate Obstruction



The Structure of Obstruction:
Understanding Opposition to Climate
Change Action in the United States
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Figure 1.1:

The structure of climate obstruction can be visualized as a complex network of organizations and individuals fighting action on climate change.

Source: R. J. Brulle, “The Structure of Obstruction: Understanding Opposition to Climate Change Action in the United States,” CSSN Primer 2021, https://cssn.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/
CSSN-Briefing_-Obstruction-2.pdf.
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but suppressed it and moved aggressively to block climate-related policies.'*
More than twenty-five years of scholarly attention, as well as a range of inves-
tigations by civil-society groups, social movements, and journalists, inform
this global assessment, the first attempt to summarize what we know—and
what we still need to find out—about obstruction of climate action around the
world.

The network of organizations and individuals fighting action on climate
change is substantial (for one representation, see Figure 1.1).*° Fossil fuel and
allied corporations and wealthy individuals use various channels to seek and
achieve policy outcomes that favor their fortunes: media ownership and influ-
ence, lobbying firms, campaign donations and organizations, advocacy groups
in national capitals and across countries, trade organizations, think tanks, and
funding funneled to researchers and centers at strategically selected univer-
sities. This funding flows through family or corporate foundations as well as
through “donor advised funds,” which hide the funders’ identities from public
view. These influence groups target key politicians and other decision-makers
with the goals of instilling doubt about the need to act on climate and creating
uncertainty about the ability of renewable energy and other climate solutions
to meet society’s needs. By raising these doubts, network members hope to
achieve delays in rule-making, weak regulations, and postponement of the
transition away from their products and practices.

This volume makes clear that types and methods of climate obstruction vary
depending on their context: whether we are examining the Global North or
South, electoral democracies or autocracies, pluralist or corporatist interest-
group systems, low-income territories where extractive industries dominate
the economy or high-income neighborhoods enjoying full and well-maintained
infrastructure and diverse employment options (Chapters 8 and 10).
Similarly, obstruction is starkly different when undertaken by poor and
powerless actors than when implemented by wealthy and powerful ones
(Chapter 11). The boundaries of what counts as obstruction, then, will be
highly dependent upon who is taking the action, where the decision is taken
and how it is justified.

We recognize the difficulty in proving that climate obstruction efforts are
intentional. Motivations can be complex and may be driven by genuine beliefs,
structural constraints, different visions for addressing climate change equi-
tably, and the sometimes-unclear benefits of acting on climate right now.
For example, it can be difficult to delineate whether false claims are inten-
tional disinformation or unintentionally passed-on misinformation, whether
a given policy aims primarily to reduce poverty in developing countries or
to support the short-term interests of fossil fuel or agribusiness conglomer-
ates. Motivations can also be difficult to trace through large corporate struc-
tures and their vast networks of agents, particularly decades after the fact.
Nevertheless, evidence of intentional obstruction has emerged for some
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actors. For example, certain companies were aware that climate change existed
and was dangerous—and in some cases even participated in scientific research
on the subject. Yet they chose to challenge the reality of climate change to avoid
regulations that would affect their business operations.

Some obstruction is more consequential than others: not all participants in
climate obstruction are equally responsible for causing global warming. Attri-
bution science is a fast-growing field seeking to document how much of present
and future climate impacts are the result of various actors’ behavior.'® In legal
cases, scientific evidence can provide support for plaintiffs’ damage claims
from those who demonstrably contributed to the harm they experienced.'”-*8
However, attribution science must wrestle with many issues when determin-
ing what and whom to hold culpable, such as which gasses to count, from
which sources, and during what time frame.!®2%:! Attribution of responsibil-
ity for climate obstruction presents a similar set of nascent questions: How
is responsibility distributed across the known network of climate obstruction
organizations??2:23

To address that complexity, some researchers have proposed four argu-
ments that investor-owned fossil fuel producers have a unique liability for
anthropogenic climate change.?* First, these companies produced a large share
of the products whose use contributed substantially to climate change. Second,
they continued their business operations even after the danger of doing so was
scientifically established. Third, they intend to continue expanding the produc-
tion and use of fossil fuels, even now that the science is clear that these fuels
have to be phased out rapidly. Finally, they have done all of this while working
to obstruct action on climate change. So while this assessment widens its lens
to capture the many other actors involved in blocking climate action nation-
ally and globally, we recognize that fossil fuel producers are one of the most
significant generators of climate obstruction.

In each chapter of this volume, the authors describe and analyze the range
of actors involved in climate obstruction and the contexts in which it occurs;
we summarize them in the following ten key findings.

TEN KEY FINDINGS

1. Climate obstruction is not just about denial

Since the Paris Agreement in 2015, public denial of the fact that climate change
exists, is human-caused, and is an existential threat has become far less preva-
lent.?> Rather, most actors involved in obstructing climate action today spend
less time on denying the scientific reality of climate change and more time on
creating doubt about the severity of climate change, challenging the viability

26

of certain climate solutions and policies,” or “greenwashing” their products

or businesses by claiming that they are sustainable.?’” Typologies have been
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developed for such “discourses of climate delay,” categorizing the different
narratives used to argue that climate action is not needed, is someone else’s
responsibility, should rely on future technology, or is impossible.?® Since the
1980s, some industries have also spread the idea that climate action is dan-
gerous, challenging the feasibility of a modern society not centered on the
use of fossil fuels. As one example, the Global Climate Coalition has predicted
the demise of national economies and widespread suffering if climate poli-
cies (such as adopting alternative forms of energy) are enacted (Chapters 2,
3, and 6).2%-30

Recently, challenges to climate solutions have escalated (Chapters 6
and 7).3! While industry-funded or -aligned groups now often claim to be
in favor of climate action, they continue to oppose this or that particular
policy or project. Researchers have called these tactics “emphasizing the down-
sides,” “impossible expectations,” and “policy perfectionism.”%33 Some are
calling this approach simply “delayism.”** Delayism is playing out in subna-
tional (Chapter 9), national, and international contexts (Chapter 10). For
example, conservative think tanks have modeled the projected economic ben-
efits and costs of climate policies, typically claiming vast imbalances. Still,
reporters quote such businesses and their associations, and decision-makers
seek their input, because they provide “authoritative voices” on the likely
impacts of climate action—despite the fact that such analyses routinely assail
any government intervention in the economy.*

The “information and influence campaigns”® aiming to shape policy out-
comes are complex, and advancing these types of misinformation is only one
part of such efforts. Firms also undertake PR efforts to associate themselves
with “climate solutions” and “the good life.”*” While they hold little faith in
renewables, their belief in the power of other technologies to solve the climate
crisis is widespread (Chapters 2, 3, and 7). Such “technological optimism” takes
many forms. Fossil fuel corporations promote technological solutions, includ-
ing carbon capture and sequestration, hydrogen fuel, and algae biofuels, which
some argue allow for continued extraction and use of their products because
the public is under the impression their business model and main product are
changing (Chapter 2). The economic and technical viability of these solutions
are hotly contested, however, as are their risks and moral and equity dimen-
sions. The existence of these potential “technofixes” have allowed the fossil fuel
industry to position itself as an important player in solving the climate crisis,
and in the twenty-first century that it is better to be seen as a partner, not an
enemy, of climate action (Chapters 2 and 7). Thus fossil industry delegates at
the Conferences of the Parties of the UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) have routinely portrayed their companies as “part of the
solution” (Chapter 10) and made net-zero emissions pledges (Chapters 2, 3
and 4). Meanwhile, the fossil fuel, transport, and animal-food industries also
plan to increase production.
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Finally, the media for transmitting climate misinformation of all types—
where people get their information and from whom—have changed since
2015 (Chapter 6). Climate misinformation affects individuals’ climate beliefs
and, increasingly, relies on the spread of conspiracy theories (Chapter 7).38
Addressing the various discourses of climate delay will require both enhanc-
ingindividual resistance to climate change misinformation and disinformation
and instituting systemic changes in information systems to make it more
difficult to disseminate falsehoods (Chapters 6 and 7).

2. Big oil is a key player in obstruction, but only one of many

Most of the early literature on climate obstruction focused on the oil and gas
industry and the role corporations such as ExxonMobil, Chevron, Total, and
Shell have played to slow or block action on climate change. But we now have
evidence that as climate science was developing in the 1970s and 1980s, some
major oil companies including Exxon also participated in research efforts that
documented the likely future trajectory of global warming if fossil fuel use
continued unabated.?® Under President Lee Raymond, the company later dis-
continued that research and shifted its position from undertaking to attacking
climate science (Chapter 2).

While the oil and gas industry led the way on climate obstruction,*’ this
assessment shows that numerous other industries—coal companies, utilities,
car manufacturers, and meat and dairy producers—joined climate obstruction
efforts or deployed their own. Supply chains (both upstream and downstream)
create shared interests among corporations across sectors and industries.*! For
example, the aviation, maritime, trucking and railroad industries are all heavy
consumers of oil and gas fuels, and a major part of the latter three industries’
business is transporting their products. Utilities are still dependent mainly
on coal and gas to power their grids; some manufacturing and, increasingly,
computing require high volumes of electricity from these grids (Chapter 3).
The meat and dairy industries have also engaged in climate obstruction; this
sector is uniquely emissions-intensive compared with other agricultural indus-
tries due to methane emissions from livestock and deforestation to feed them
(Chapter 4). It is not only the largest greenhouse gas emitters that obstruct
climate action, but also the businesses in their supply chains.

One manifestation of this interdependency is economy-wide coalitions
of business interests that collectively oppose climate policies. In the United
States, the US Chamber of Commerce and the National Association of Manu-
facturers have a history of pooling resources, sharing information, and under-
taking joint political activities such as lobbying campaigns to block attempts
to legislate a nationwide emissions-trading program.?>3 Business coalitions
such as the European Roundtable of Industrialists (Chapter 3) and the Indone-
sian Chamber of Commerce and Industry (Chapter 8) have also been involved
in weakening or obstructing climate legislation and directives. Industries with
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strong interests in avoiding regulation have often pushed these associations
to extreme anti-climate positions, even when many other member firms might
prefer ambitious climate action.

The preferences, strategies, and tactics of the variety of actors engaged in
climate obstruction are by no means uniform. For example, in the utility indus-
try, while many firms remain dependent on fossil fuels to generate electricity
and therefore tend to oppose climate policies, others hold a more diverse port-
folio of generation assets or purchase most of their electricity from renewable
energy sources, and hence take different positions (Chapters 3 and 9).44:45:46
In US states where utilities are permitted to own electricity-generating power
plants, those utilities are more likely to oppose climate and renewable-energy
legislation than in those where they are not (Chapter 9).*” Among automakers,
there are notable divisions between firms that have embraced manufacturing
electric vehicles and those who continue to focus on producing gas- and diesel-
engine cars; the latter have lobbied heavily against attempts to strengthen
emissions and fuel-efficiency standards (Chapter 3).

3. Trade associations are key agents of climate obstruction

Trade associations, which represent entire industries, and business associa-
tions (which represent national or local business interests) allow corporations
to “hide in the crowd” when engaging in obstructive actions; this reduces their
risk of reputational damage (Chapter 3). Firms in the fossil fuel industries
use trade associations as a “command center” for political campaigns to pool
resources and coordinate political activities. The API has been at the forefront
of climate obstruction for decades, coordinating the oil majors’ lobbying and
advertising campaigns and launching front groups such as Energy Citizens,
to delay US efforts to curb the oil and gas industry’s emissions (Chapter 2).
API maintains lobbyists in nearly all states, monitoring legislation and rou-
tinely meeting with members of Congress and state agency officials to oppose
unwanted legislation and programs. The same is true of trade associations
in the transport, utilities, coal, and meat and dairy industries. For example,
the International Air Transport Association (IATA), which represents airlines,
has opposed national climate regulations such as the inclusion of aviation in
emissions-trading schemes and international passenger levies for climate dam-
ages. Similarly, the Federation of Electric Power Companies in Japan continues
to promote coal and downplay the need to transition to renewable energy
(Chapter 3).

In the transport sector, the European Automobile Manufacturers’ Asso-
ciation, the Japanese Automobile Manufacturers Association, and the Fed-
eral Chamber of Automotive Industries in Australia opposed fuel-efficiency
standards and a managed transition off internal-combustion engines. Mean-
while, the automakers were able to present their companies as climate leaders
(Chapters 3 and 13). Agricultural trade associations have also been involved
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in climate obstruction: the American Farm Bureau Federation has denied the
science of climate change since the early 1990s, and the National Cattlemen’s
Beef Association has hired university experts to challenge the link between
cattle farming and climate change (Chapter 4). Overall, these are vast organiza-
tions. In the United States, about ninety trade associations working on climate
issues had total revenues of $25.6 billion between 2008 and 2018, with 13%
of that, or $3.4 billion, spent directly on political activities.*®

4. Networks of think tanks are spreading obstruction globally
A group of think tanks—public policy institutes that perform research and
advocacy—have promoted disinformation and misinformation about climate
science and contested climate policies via reports and presentations to leg-
islatures, news and social media, and other channels.*?:°%>1 They present
quasi-academic positions while shifting the framing of climate change from
a science-based issue to a matter of individual liberty and economic free-
dom (Chapter 5). They have also funded research reports and conferences to
challenge the TPCC consensus on anthropogenic climate change®? and have
networked transnationally to increase their capacity to promote or disrupt
specific political discourses on the topic.>® Their institutional structure is
shaped by the predominance of men, especially in the case of European think
tanks, illustrating a documented alignment between masculinity and climate
contrarianism.>® There is also a strong convergence between the far-right,
neoliberal thought advanced by these think tanks and resistance to climate
action (Chapter 5).%°

Many of the most influential think tanks are based in the United States, but
the dominance of think tanks has spread globally, thanks in part to the Atlas
Network, a global network of such organizations that advocates free-market
(libertarian) and neoliberal policies (Chapter 5). The Heartland Institute in the
United States, the Free Market Foundation in South Africa, and the Global
Warming Policy Foundation in the United Kingdom all have worked to chal-
lenge climate policies and programs (Chapter 5). Similar ideas and practices
have also spread to think tanks in the Global South, such as Andes Libre in Peru
and the Instituto Liberdade in Brazil (Chapter 8). Funding flows around the
world to support these think tanks, which share information, tactics, events,
connections, experts, board memberships, and legal support.”®

5. PR firms enable corporate efforts to obstruct climate action

Public relations and strategic communications firms help companies and trade
associations conduct their climate obstruction efforts.>”*8:>° These companies
and allied firms collect intelligence on opponents (such as environmental non-
governmental organizations, or NGOs), conduct industry-friendly research,
design advertising campaigns, launch front groups, and undertake opinion
polling, among other activities (Chapter 6). In the United States, PR firms such
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as Edelman, the DCI Group, and the Hawthorn Group have run campaigns
such as “Advanced Energy for Life” in support of the coal industry (Chapter 3).
In Ireland, the PR firm Red Flag Consulting worked for the meat and dairy
industry to promote positive messages about animal products (Chapter 4).
The growing role of PR firms in blocking climate action has led to their
being named in public-interest lawsuits (Chapter 12),60 being criticized by the
United Nations secretary-general,®* and to the passage of new laws banning
advertisements promoting fossil fuels.®

PR firms’ climate obstruction efforts are facilitated by the characteristics
of the global media system. For example, many media companies rely on an
advertiser-based business model, which includes revenue streams from cor-
porations that obstruct climate action (Chapter 6). Between 2020 and 2022,
Google reportedly received more than $23.7 million from oil majors such
as ExxonMobil and BP to purchase online advertising.®®> Meta, the owner of
Facebook and Instagram, permitted fossil fuel companies to purchase mis-
leading advertisements despite the assessments of independent fact-checkers
that the spots were inaccurate (Chapter 6).5 PR firms design and place such
ads for their clients as part of complex information and influence campaigns
to burnish the companies’ image.®® In addition, advertising revenue may
also inhibit negative coverage of fossil fuel advertisers. Workers in the PR
industry have begun to organize against these practices, targeting the PR
firms that have run obstructive campaigns for the highest-polluting clients
(Chapters 6 and 13).

6. Some governments have taken leading roles in obstructing
climate action

Government interests often align with those of their major industries, includ-
ing fossil fuel-extracting firms, leading governments to take positions to
protect those industries (Chapters 8, 9, and 10). This stance is particularly
obvious in the case of state-owned oil and gas companies and when national
and local governments are heavily dependent upon one main polluting indus-
try as an income source. Petro-state Saudi Arabia’s obstruction of climate
action at the UN climate negotiations over the last two decades is a clear
example (Chapter 10) but hardly unique: more than two dozen countries have
included oil- industry employees in their official delegations to the UNFCCC,
and others allow the industry to influence their national negotiating posi-
tions (Chapter 10). Many of these governments also seek to support their
fossil fuel industries by using public finance to secure export markets. For
example, China and Japan have promoted coal-fired power throughout Eurasia
by providing public subsidies to countries that import their technology, such
as Indonesia, India, and Vietnam (Chapter 8); they have a history of deflecting
criticism of such investments at the UN meetings.
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In addition, agribusiness and the meat-production industry in Brazil have
built strong political connections with government agencies at federal and
state levels (Chapters 4 and 8). In South Africa, coal mining is the historical
backbone of that nation’s economy and social order; in the case of some devel-
oped countries (e.g., the Netherlands) and developing ones, such as Venezuela,
Iran, and Mexico, the key industry is oil (Chapter 8). Therefore, a just tran-
sition away from fossil fuels will require rethinking the central role of the
state in promoting new development models and creating the means to make
these new models socially and environmentally sustainable in an era of climate
change.

Governments in heavily industrialized countries with more diverse
economies have also persistently taken obstructive action on climate. The
United States, for example, supported and then withdrew from the Paris
Agreement, again creating political whiplash in the global effort to address
climate change. While numerous governments have obstructed action in
the UN negotiations at one time or another, such moves have typically
received limited attention despite their substantial implications. For example,
at COP 27 in 2022, New Zealand sought to weaken methane accounting rules
(Chapter 4); Uruguay has aligned with Argentina and Brazil (the ABU Coali-
tion) when its livestock interests were at stake. Understanding and overcoming
climate obstruction thus requires attention to national political economies,
and those are often built on local ones: subnational provinces and states
that are heavily dependent on fossil fuel extraction often seek to under-
mine national climate policy, as in the case of Canada and the United States
(Chapter 9).

7. Obstruction occurs within multilateral governance structures

The UNFCCC and the IPCC are global institutions that play key roles in
establishing priorities on the climate agenda by organizing major interna-
tional conferences at which multinational negotiations take place and by
highlighting areas for future action by governments, corporations, and soci-
eties. They are also arenas for establishing and enforcing norms and values
such as, for example, climate justice, fair governance, and suitable finance,
but they have been unable to respond rapidly and effectively to the climate
emergency (Chapter 10).56:%7 Currently, national sovereignty (often defined
in opposition to responsibility) is the bedrock of the UN system, and thus
global governance institutions lack adequate enforcement and compliance
mechanisms. Similarly, international development banks and wealthy “donor
nations” inside and outside the UN system have failed to assist lesser devel-
oped countries with climate change adaptation (Chapter 11). World mar-
itime and aviation governance institutions face many of the same issues
(Chapter 3).
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Multilateral forums’ tendency to slow and obstruct climate action make
them an easy target for polluting companies and trade organizations and allow
these groups to play a double-game. They can point to a lack of international
action as a reason for slowing action in their own countries. At the same time,
the fossil fuel industry, nation-states, and other economic actors employ a vari-
ety of diplomatic, procedural, and substantial strategies to obstruct progress in
international venues. They have secured alack of political will to exclude the oil
industry, agribusiness, and other obstructionist actors from participating in
UN decision-making, a change some campaigning groups have unsuccessfully
advocated (Chapter 10).8

8. National and local contexts shape obstruction, particularly
in the Global South

Climate obstruction looks different depending on national and local contexts.
Consider the Global South, which encompasses a group of more than 130 coun-
tries outside the core of the global economy, with different trajectories in social
and state formation and economic and social development (Chapter 8)%9:70:71,
The Global South’s greenhouse gas emissions are also heavily concentrated:
India and China alone account for some 60% of the region’s emissions, while
120 other Global South countries account for only 22%."

Leaders from the Global South have argued that the Global North—due
to its historical responsibility for causing the most emissions—must be more
proactive in supporting developing countries in dealing with climate change.
Delivering the financing required to decarbonize and adapt to climate change
in the Global South is a topic still being negotiated and obstructed within
the UNFCCC (Chapter 10).”® But the Global South can also be an agent of
climate obstruction. Political representatives from the Global South often
use development priorities as a reason to sideline decarbonization goals, fre-
quently claiming that they have a “right to pollute” as part of their “right to
development,” and failing to question their own development models or to
consider helping the most vulnerable groups in their countries (Chapter 8).
Moreover, dominant ideologies can also feed into overt and extreme cli-
mate obstruction efforts, including religious influence in government and/or
right-wing legacies—be they neoliberalism, conservatism, or farther right.
Such trends can be seen in Brazil under former president Jair Bolsonaro, the
United States under President Donald Trump, Hungary under Prime Minis-
ter Viktor Orban, or Argentina under President Javier Milei (Chapters 5, 7,
and 8).74

The configuration of organized interests engaged in climate politics shapes
how obstruction occurs not just at the national level but also the local,
subnational, and international levels. For example, studies have shown that
distributive conflicts among energy interests, such as between coal and
gas, are vital to explaining climate policy outcomes.”"®7":7® How those
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industries are structured can also shape how obstruction unfolds. For example,
in the United States, many utilities hold a monopoly on providing electric-
ity to the city or region in which they are based; therefore, ratepayers may
unwittingly be funding the industry’s lobbying and advertising efforts to delay
and block climate policies (Chapters 3 and 9). Similarly, in countries where
media industries are highly concentrated, with a few firms or families owning
the majority of news outlets, collective goals including climate action can be
undermined (Chapter 6).

9. Obstruction starts at the top but requires social acceptance

As noted earlier, industries such as oil, gas, and coal, utilities, car manufactur-
ing, and meat and dairy production—as well as their trade associations and PR
firms—fund and implement climate obstruction from the top down. However,
for those efforts to be effective, their rhetoric must be accepted and adopted by
the media, political parties, politicians, and individual citizens. For example,
a study of more than 1,700 press releases about climate change found that
US newspapers covered messages from business coalitions and trade associa-
tions that opposed climate policy at double the rate they covered pro-climate
policy positions from other types of organizations (Chapters 6 and 7).”° In
addition, most media platforms have few, if any, effective policies in place to
prevent the spread of climate misinformation (Chapter 6). Obstructive forces
have been able to use social media to exponentially speed the spread of such
misinformation among the public.

Individuals are constantly exposed to climate obstruction content from a
variety of outlets. Scholars have identified the major categories of anti-climate
claims: (1) global warming isn’t real, (2) it isn’t human-caused, (3) climate
impacts aren’t bad, (4) climate solutions won’t work, and (5) experts are
unreliable (Chapter 7). More recently, studies show, attacks on the scien-
tists themselves and on renewable energy and other climate solutions have
replaced the first three claims.’® Whether people are more or less receptive
to such rhetoric depends on various social and psychological factors.®! For
example, early research in this area documented how industrial companies tar-
geted Republicans with influence campaigns that helped make climate change
a polarized issue in the United States (Chapter 6).52:8%:8¢ Addressing such cli-
mate change misinformation requires systemic changes that make it more
difficult for misinformation to spread and that will ensure individuals are able
to discern misinformation from fact.

10. There are efforts to address climate obstruction through regulation,
litigation, and social movements

Some countries and communities are working to address climate obstruc-

tion in formal and informal ways. Options have included direct government
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regulation and legislation, which attempt to restrict net-zero claims and
pledges made by corporations and financial firms, limit corporate influence
over climate policy, and prohibit greenwashing. To do so, governments have
used a variety of tools including shaming tactics and other forms of man-
dated disclosure (Chapter 12). They can also limit or prohibit the “revolving
door” through which industries co-opt regulators by hiring them, restrict lob-
byists’ access to key staff and legislators, and limit company or large-donor
contributions to political campaigns (Chapter 12).

About 1,500 climate-related lawsuits have been filed around the world; a
subset of these suits target climate obstruction, in particular the historical
and continuing deception of consumers (Chapter 12). The plaintiffs include
individuals (grandmothers in Switzerland, teenagers in Oregon, Indigenous
and quilombola groups in Brazil, and many others), subnational actors includ-
ing city and state governments, federal justices, and major climate organi-
zations. Lawsuits targeting climate obstruction have been brought against
fossil fuel producers, including Exxon, Shell, BP, Peabody, and Total, but have
recently expanded to other firms. Lawsuits have implicated trade associations,
such as the API (Chapter 12) and consulting firms, such as McKinsey & Com-
pany, which an Oregon municipality sued along with fossil fuel company trade
groups.

Lawsuits have also expanded beyond fossil fuel related cases. In 2021,
for example, three NGOs won the first climate lawsuit in Denmark against
the meat producer Danish Crown, which had claimed that its pork was
“climate friendly.”® In 2024, the New York State attorney general filed
a lawsuit against beef producer JBS USA Food Co., alleging the com-
pany had misled consumers about its net-zero commitments (Chapters 4
and 12).

In the Global South, Brazil has one of the highest numbers of climate
cases, including 2023 litigation in which the federal environmental protection
agency, IBAMA, sued agribusiness leader Dirceu Kruger for climate damage
caused by illegal deforestation in the Amazon.®

Climate-focused NGOs are finding ways to challenge obstruction. These
efforts include social exposure (or “naming and shaming”) to shower nega-
tive publicity on obstruction activities, lobbying to advocate prevention of
obstruction, and campaigns and protests that mobilize citizens concerned
about blatant climate obstruction and deception. For example, BankTrack.org
monitors the financial activities of private-sector commercial banks around
the globe and feeds this information to campaigners who name and shame
banks in hope of strengthening their policies on investments that affect the
climate (Chapter 13). The record of wins from regulatory, litigative, protest,
and shaming campaigns against obstruction is still modest, but may be aided
by the broadening understanding of the problem and growing efforts to
address disinformation.
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WHO IS SEEKING TO ADDRESS OBSTRUCTION, AND HOW

Here we synthesize research drawn from our thirteen chapters on the cate-
gories of practitioners who are working to counter climate obstruction and
highlight who and what their strategies have targeted. For example, some
strategies aim directly at fossil firms, others at elected officials, the judiciary
branch, or the media. While many of these strategies have proven effective in
some countries, such as legal strategies in the United States and greenwashing
legislation in the European Union, assessing their effectiveness is notoriously
difficult. What follows is a description of current practices and, where available,
their records of success.

Policymakers and Lawyers

Political leaders and government officials have used regulation and legislation,
litigation, government investigations, public shaming, and diplomatic initia-
tives to counter obstruction by individuals, civil society groups, business asso-
ciations, advocacy groups, and governments. Regulation and legislation are
critical mechanisms because of their unique power to force change by requiring
emissions reductions, increasing transparency and access to information, pro-
hibiting deceptive practices, and promoting accountability (Chapter 12). For
example, in some jurisdictions, policymakers seek to regulate corporate mis-
communication and fraud in order to better protect investors and consumers
by limiting opportunities for businesses to engage in greenwashing and other
deceptive activities.

Public and private lawyers have fought climate obstruction by filing
lawsuits against firms involved in climate obstruction, either directly (as in
the case of state attorneys general), or indirectly (on behalf of plaintiffs such
as NGOs). Other lawyers have represented NGOs, academics, and journalists
in obstruction-related defamation cases, in both preventative and defensive
roles.

More recently, policymakers have initiated government investigations to
hold corporations to account and facilitate future litigation. For example, a
probe by the Philippines Commission on Human Rights in 2022 found that the
carbon majors “engaged in wilful [sic] obfuscation and obstruction to prevent
meaningful climate action” (Chapter 12).87 And finally, international coalitions
of government representatives have resisted state-backed climate obstruction
and promoted government action to limit greenhouse gas emissions. In the
international climate negotiations, for example, the Alliance of Small Island
States (AOSIS) has for many years deployed the scientific evidence to counter
attempts by larger countries, such as the United States and Saudi Arabia, to
delay climate action at the UN negotiations (Chapter 10).
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NGOs and Activists

NGOs have exposed climate obstruction via research, media monitoring,
and debunking misinformation. These efforts have been characterized as
“public inoculation” because they can weaken the impact of misinformation
campaigns by drawing explicit attention to the actors behind obstruc-
tionist efforts, their financial support, and the sources and nature of
their misleading claims.®® For example, Climate Action Against Disinfor-
mation (CAAD), a coalition of NGOs, has tracked misleading narratives
in the media, highlighting the role that major technology platforms such
as Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and X play in the spread of climate dis-
information. Part of their success lies in the “rapid attribution” of mis-
leading content and coordinated efforts to stop its spread (Chapters 6
and 13).

NGOs also name and shame states, firms, and corporate executives involved
in climate obstruction (Chapter 13). For example, since 1999, Climate Action
Network International and its national chapters have sought to embarrass
governments that delay progress at the international climate negotiations by
bestowing them the “Fossil of the Day” award in the hope of shaming them
into better climate policies (Chapters 10 and 13). The campaigns by the NGOs
Clean Creatives, Check My Ads, and Sleeping Giants have challenged com-
panies to remove misleading climate-related advertising from their sites and
news platforms.

NGOs also use direct lobbying to counter obstruction, such as by target-
ing policymakers to rebut disinformation and highlight misleading claims and
by offering “carrots and sticks” to offset obstructionist lobbying and political
campaign donations (Chapter 13). Given the frequent mismatch in resources
between the carbon majors and environmental organizations,?® NGOs often
lobby in coalitions. Coalition work in support of the Inflation Reduction Act
(IRA) in 2022, for example, was instrumental in the passage of US President
Joe Biden’s flagship climate legislation; it included providing detailed reports
rebutting claims from business groups about the economic impact of climate
action.

Finally, activists sometimes employ strategies operating outside the con-
fines of existing institutions and norms, such as campaigns and protests
that involve rallies, civil disobedience, and site occupations.”® Many of these
activities are designed to stigmatize and delegitimize the fossil fuel indus-
try and its enablers. For example, in 2013, student activists in the United
States founded UnKoch My Campus to counter the influence of the Koch
family, which was using its donations to universities to influence college cur-
ricula, research agendas, and the hiring and firing of faculty across numerous
campuses (Chapter 13).
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Journalists

Journalists, like NGOs, have played a significant role in exposing climate
obstruction and debunking misinformation. For example, investigative outlets
such as Inside Climate News and DeSmog have helped to expose misinformation
and obstruction campaigns in the oil, gas, and coal industries, among many
others. Their work has included revealing the role that “influencers” hired by
PR firms play to promote their oil and gas clients (Chapter 6). Other news orga-
nizations, such as The Guardian, have run series examining the political tactics
of fossil fuel corporations (from whom they have stopped accepting advertis-
ing; Chapter 13). Early efforts by journalists to expose climate obstruction have
developed into coordinated actions to fight its spread. Groups such as Climate
Feedback, comprising science journalists, have emerged to fact-check climate
news stories and help readers evaluate the sources of these stories (Chapter 6).
As discussed, debunking misleading claims in this way is considered vital to
inoculating the public and making climate misinformation harder to spread.

Scholars

Academics, including scientists, also aid the efforts of policymakers, NGOs,
and journalists to expose and counter climate obstruction, and the results have
prompted legislative investigations, legal proceedings, newspaper reports, and
social media campaigns. CSSN,°! which includes 800 scholars worldwide,
encourages peer-reviewed research into obstruction. Some academics work
closely with journalists from organizations such as Climate Feedback to expose
and debunk misinformation. University researchers have also participated in
institutional campaigns to convince universities to disclose funding from the
fossil fuel industry, and more recently to “disassociate” from firms and indus-
tries that advance climate misinformation.”” While many of these campaigns
have been led by students, professors have also pressured their home institu-
tions to act. For example, campaigns by faculty at Brown University and the
University of California, San Diego in the United States and the University
Cambridge in the United Kingdom, among others, have sought to dissuade the
schools from engaging with companies that promote climate disinformation
by, for example, refusing their research funding (Chapter 13).

Students

Campuses around the world now face growing pressure to mitigate the risks
from taking industry funding, including its influence over research agendas
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and findings. Indeed, a new international student-led movement is push-
ing universities to divest or disassociate from fossil fuel corporations.”® The
student-led Fossil Free Research, now renamed Campus Climate Network, is
conducting research on corporate influence at a growing number of univer-
sities, with a combination of public records requests, archival research, and
interviews with university officials. Some law students are trying to address
the role their own profession has played in climate obstruction. Law Students
for Climate Accountability, for example, releases an annual report card grading
major law firms according to the number of fossil fuel clients they represent,
and asks law students and young professionals to sign a pledge “to refuse to
work for a law firm that represents fossil fuel industry clients” or to “hold my

firm accountable for its role in perpetuating climate change.”*

Businesses

Some climate-concerned business actors have worked to counterbalance the
efforts of emissions-intensive incumbent industries to block and delay climate
policies. Energy industries such as solar and wind companies and electric-
vehicle manufacturers, for example, are building their lobbying capacity to
turn the tide of fossil fuel company lobbying. The effort includes creating trade
associations such as the Solar Energy Industries Association in the United
States, the Smart Energy Council in Australia, the Brazilian Association for
the Generation of Clean Energy, and the Asia Wind Energy Association. In
the auto industries across North America, Europe, and parts of Asia, firms
that could benefit from policies that encourage the use of electric vehicles
(EVs) are mobilizing their lobbyists (e.g., Australia’s Electric Vehicle Council)
to rebut claims from others in the industry that stand to gain from contin-
ued demand for internal-combustion engine vehicles (Chapters 3 and 13).
Business actors also exert influence outside of their industries by lobbying
and pressuring their trade groups or peak business organizations, such as
chambers of commerce. Business’s employees have also made private and pub-
lic appeals to their firms to stop supporting climate obstruction, including a
2015 walkout by executives at the global PR firm Edelman Communications®
and the launch of Clean Creatives, a group of PR professionals that calls on
individuals and organizations to refuse to work with the fossil fuel industry
(Chapter 13).

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Although we have attempted to make this volume as comprehensive as possi-
ble, many arenas where climate obstruction occurs were omitted due to lack of
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data. Moving forward, researchers should consider investigating the roles of
the following institutions.

Finance

More research is needed on the role of financial institutions, law firms,
and large consulting firms in slowing or blocking action on climate change.
For example, some NGOs (such as the UK-based Reclaim Finance) have uncov-
ered investments supporting climate denial and called for the insurance indus-
try to fight anti-climate action lawsuits by some US state attorneys general.’®
InfluenceMap, the Center for Climate Integrity, and the Climate Investigations
Center, among others have tracked corporate influence on climate politics and
funding flows dedicated to obstructing policy. The resources made available by
these organizations substantially improve access to information about climate

denial and obstructionist actors.

Academia

We also need to better understand the role of universities in climate obstruc-
tion, and how and why corporations and trade associations are funding aca-
demic research and other initiatives at universities and research centers. Fossil
fuel funding and other corporate support of universities have a long history
(Chapter 2). This arrangement is problematic because such funding can gen-
erate biased research results and distort research agendas.’”% For example,
a 1998 API plan provided funding to scholars whose research supported the
industry’s objectives.” Internal documents from the oil and gas industry
have revealed that such research funding is part of a long-term strategy to
keep these companies informed of emerging developments, to influence the
mainstream scientific community, and, sometimes, to co-opt and silence an
important set of potential critics—all with the goal of slowing efforts to regu-
late fossil fuels. Documents released by the US House Committee on Oversight
and Reform in 2022 and 2023 showed that firms such as BP view relation-
ships with universities and academics as part of an effort to shape policy and
public opinion.!® In some cases, industries have used universities more as
platforms to influence public understanding and politics than venues to per-
form research, as has been found with the animal agriculture industry and at
least two university centers.'* For example, the Danish Centre for Food and
Agriculture at the University of Aarhus was forced to withdraw a 2019 report
on the climate impacts of beef after it became clear that the meat company
Danish Crown and an industry association had helped to write it.}? This is an
emerging area of understanding.
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Religion

While some religious groups have activated their national and transnational
networks to promote support for climate action, both personal and political,
others have engaged in or endorsed climate obstruction on religious grounds.
Information on religion and climate obstruction is more abundant in the
United States, but efforts to spread denial of anthropogenic climate change
has been documented among Orthodox believers, parties, and movements in
Eastern Europe including Russia and Romania (Chapter 5). In Latin Amer-
ica, some case studies have been published on the connections between the
obstructionist Bolsonaro administration and many religious networks includ-
ing Orthodox Catholics and Pentecostal evangelicals.'?*1%* However, research
on religion and climate obstruction is still in its infancy, and could benefit
in particular from studies of how religions justify or deny action on climate
change, and how religious networks connect with political actors and economic
operators to obstruct climate policies both nationally and transnationally.

Labor

Very little is known about the role of labor unions in blocking or delaying
climate policies. This gap may reflect the fact that in some regions, such as
Europe, Southern Africa, and Latin America, their influence takes place behind
closed doors in tripartite negotiations with government leaders and busi-
nesses. There is evidence that unions representing coal workers, for example,
have worked to obstruct policies targeted at reducing coal emissions in Aus-
tralia, the United States, and South Africa (Chapter 3).1% Yet we still lack
knowledge about their role in other countries and sectors, including in indus-
tries with a large union presence such as vehicle manufacturing, where it is
likely that union mobilization could be important to determining the fate of cli-
mate policies. Further research on unions in these industries will be important,
especially as the labor movement begins to shape policy discussions around
what counts as a “just transition” and who should pay for the impacts of climate
change.'%

Militaries

There is also little information available on the role of the military in driv-
ing national postures on climate action.’®” Although we know that the world’s
armed forces are major greenhouse gas emitters, their releases are often
unaccounted for due to secrecy and the difficulty of attributing responsibil-
ity in complex military operations. This research area is still poorly defined:
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militaries have largely avoided pressure to reduce their impact, even as climate-
driven disasters accelerate and threaten their facilities and operations.!8-109
There have been anecdotal reports of suppression of climate discourse and
planning by the US military, but its obstructive actions have varied.’° The
UK defense department is one of the well-known exceptions, although there
are still serious concerns that the official data are neither consistent nor
complete enough to adequately guide policymaking in this field.!'!:1? The
IPCC and UNFCCC have also kept silent on military emissions or obstruction,

due to political pressure and a lack of expertise and published data.

Influence Campaigns

The full extent of information and influence campaigns to oppose climate
action, and how they are organized and executed, are not well documented.'®
Spreading misinformation is just one small part of those efforts, while direct
political spending, lobbying, and PR campaigns to associate one’s industry
with “climate solutions” and “the good life” are more significant elements.*'*
Strategic communications (PR) and law firms have assumed key roles in these
broad campaigns, but many of these players remain poorly documented in
the journalistic and scholarly literature. Whistleblowers and investigators
are needed to help scholars and others understand how these firms funnel
money, threaten lawsuits, and engage with other firms to create “astroturf”

organizations, infiltrate climate organizations, and defuse pressure for change.

A FUTURE WITHOUT CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION

In the nearly four decades since the establishment of the IPCC wherein sci-
entists raised the alarm about global warming, societies have developed the
science, the technology, and the policy tools to address the problem. But the
road forward to adequately addressing climate change has remained blocked
by a sophisticated and well-funded network of actors claiming that the road is
not viable, and that the status quo must be maintained.

What would it mean to end the various forms of climate obstruction doc-
umented in this volume? Is it possible? As noted, the research on climate
obstruction in some areas is thin, and rigorous analyses of the impact of these
various strategies to counter obstruction are lacking. Yet there can be no one
strategy or collection of strategies that are likely to succeed in addressing
obstructive efforts, which this volume shows vary across institutions, juris-
dictions, and time. Publicly held corporations, for example, may be more vul-
nerable than private ones to being exposed for their climate obstruction, due
to a need to protect their reputation, their shareholders, and other investors.
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Similarly, in countries with institutions that curtail political freedoms, it is
more difficult for climate activists to resist obstructive actions. Campaigning
in China, Russia, Saudi Arabia, or Venezuela will look very different from cam-
paigning in Chile, New Zealand, South Africa, or the United States. What is
urgently needed, then, are studies that not only assess the effects of different
strategies in different contexts, but also their use in combination, over time,
and across different stages of the policy process.

While some products and modes of production are simply incompatible
with a habitable Earth, viable alternatives exist to address human needs. Better
support for industries that aid the transition away from carbon-emissions-
intensive lifestyles and cooperation with communities to promote low-carbon
livelihoods are urgently needed. However, more science and better technol-
ogy, additional funding, better policy, and more effective communication will
not solve the climate crisis by themselves. Regardless of the weight of scien-
tific knowledge and the logic of making this transition, the balance of evidence
presented in this assessment makes one thing clear: there is, and will be, oppo-
sition. The success of future climate action will be determined to a substantial
degree by the level of understanding and ability to overcome that opposition.
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The Global Role of the Oil and Gas
Industry in Climate Delay and Denial

LEAD AUTHORS: GEOFF DEMBICKI, KRISTOFFER EKBERG,
AND KERT DAVIES

CONTRIBUTING AUTHORS: ANN-KRISTIN BERGQUIST,
ADA NISSEN, AND STELLA LEVANTESI

INTRODUCTION: THE NET-ZERO OBSTRUCTION ERA

In the years leading up to and following the signing of the 2015 Paris Accords,
something significant changed within the oil and gas sector—at least, on the
surface. One major company after another began declaring themselves climate
leaders and loudly announcing net-zero targets, a process by which their vast
greenhouse gas (GHG) output would either be reduced to zero or neutralized
through reductions elsewhere. Companies had for years tried to “greenwash”
their images, but this was of another magnitude entirely. “The world’s carbon
budget is finite and running out fast; we need a rapid transition to net zero,”
declared BP’s CEO Bernard Looney in 2020, promising that the UK oil and
gas giant would become a net zero company within three decades. “This will
certainly be a challenge, but also a tremendous opportunity.”* Similar state-
ments emerged from oil companies across the world, from Royal Dutch Shell
and Canada’s Suncor to Chevron and Saudi Aramco.?

We now know, due to the 2024 release of thousands of internal oil and
gas company documents obtained through a joint investigation by Democrats
in the US House and Senate, that these pledges were more about prolonging
the survival of fossil fuel production than fundamentally shifting the indus-
try’s business model. In private corporate communications, top oil and gas
executives appeared to state this explicitly. Supporting the goals of the Paris
Agreement, as well as US involvement in it, was “the most obvious course of
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action to take,” BP’s global head of Sustainability and Climate Policy wrote in a
2017 email thread made public by the investigation. “All the benefits and few
of the risks. That was really why the Paris Agreement was designed the way
it was—to enable flexible transition from one political regime to the next. No
one is committed to anything, other than to stay in the game.”

The Paris Agreement and these cynical reactions to it came during an era
of growing international consensus in favor of climate action. By 2021, more
than 120 countries including leading global emitters such as China, the United
States and the member nations of the European Union had committed in some
form to reaching net zero by mid-century.

More than 1,500 companies had also adopted organizational net-zero
targets.? The new aggressive-sounding pledges from oil and gas companies
showed the increasing sophistication of the industry’s obstruction tactics.
Despite all their talk of net-zero and energy transition, a wide body of aca-
demic research has not found compelling evidence for an industrywide shift
away from fossil fuels during the period following the Paris Agreement. An
NGO study in May 2024 showed that six of eight major European and US com-
panies are planning for increased oil and gas production.® The plans to increase
fossil fuel production are incompatible with scientific calls to keep more than
half of known reserves of oil and gas underground—this carbon must never
enter the atmosphere—if we are to have a greater than 50% chance of keeping
global averaged warming below 1.5 degrees C.° The clean energy announce-
ments from the oil and gas industry are out of line with their actions and
investments.”

The investigation by the US Senate Budget Committee that reviewed thou-
sands of pages of internal documents subpoenaed from ExxonMobil, Chevron,
BP, Shell, and the American Petroleum Institute (API) found evidence that
companies used deceptive advertising and “made public pledges to support the
Paris Agreement and to achieve net-zero emissions while internally recogniz-
ing that those goals were outside of their current business plans.”

The oil and gas industry commitments to net zero are a pernicious form of
climate obstruction, herein defined as efforts with the intent to slow or block
policies or actions on climate change that are commensurate with the current
scientific consensus of what is necessary to avoid dangerous anthropogenic
interference with the climate system. Based on an exhaustive survey of aca-
demic literature—primarily within the fields of history, sociology, and political
science, as well as investigative journalism about the industry—current oil
and gas tactics against climate action are a continuation of efforts going back
almost seventy years. These tactics have been developed as a response to
geopolitics, shifts in the international market for oil, growing public awareness
of climate change, and environmental regulation proposed and implemented
by governments. The goal remains to protect the market for oil and gas while

blocking or delaying the global transition to lower-carbon energy alternatives.’
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Building on a previous meta-analysis of industry communication,’ we
characterize obstruction by three distinct but interconnected tactics. The first
is denial, or emphasizing scientific uncertainty. Denial occurs when the indus-
try publicly questions the research of climate scientists and the work of the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in order to hinder a tran-
sition. The second tactic, delay, or the use of socioeconomic arguments to
stall regulations, is a strategy that emerged in tandem with the creation of
think tanks and the rise of neoliberal hegemony since the 1970s. Here, indus-
try lobbies against regulations and legislation by appealing to perceived costs
for society or citizens at large. The third tactic is industry co-optation of the
public policy process, or appearing to take the climate crisis seriously while
intervening in governing bodies to weaken, neutralize, or undermine potential
policy and technological solutions. Much literature assumes a chronological
evolution of these tactics moving from denial toward the others. While the
intensity with which specific arguments and tactics have been used certainly
has changed over time, this does not mean that efforts to delay and co-opt
the policy arena are exclusive to the post-Paris period. Rather, our focus on
the longer history of obstruction in this chapter demonstrates how all three
tactics—denial, delay, and co-optation—have been used by the oil and gas
industry throughout decades of environmental and climate governance.

The Oil and Gas Industry

The combustion of oil and gas is one of the most consequential contribu-
tors to climate change. But it is important to acknowledge that these fossil
fuels are very different from other polluting and hazardous substances such as
F-gases, asbestos, or lead. The existing global economic order has for more
than a century been built on the inexpensive and powerful energy provided
by oil and gas. The industry has also created energy path-dependencies—
examples include car-dependent urban design and national highway systems,
which disadvantage environmentally safer alternatives.!! This is not merely a
technological dilemma. The development of fossil fuels has shaped global capi-
talism, democracy, and modernity, and has been the cause of colonization, war
and international power struggles.'? Oil and gas industry leaders and political
supporters often argue that without continually expanding global production,
the developed world would neither be able to maintain current living standards
nor economic growth and stability.'®

Despite the oil and gas industry’s vast global reach and influence, it is domi-
nated by a relatively small handful of private firms (investor-owned companies,
or IOCs) and state-owned companies (nationally owned companies, or NOCs).
These companies in turn are responsible for a large majority of the green-
house gas emissions released by humankind over the past century and a half.
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To define the industry for the purposes of this chapter, we are drawing from
data on the most polluting fossil fuel companies. Fewer than 100 fossil fuel pro-
ducers have contributed—through the production, transportation, and sale of
their products—63% of all CO, and methane emissions released between 1854
and 2010. These so-called carbon majors—a list of ninety companies that also
includes cement producers, which aren’t a focus of this book—have released
half of the world’s cumulative industrial emissions since 1986 alone.™*

An updated list from 2023 of the top twenty cumulative fossil fuel climate
polluters included the publicly traded multinational oil and gas corporations
Chevron, ExxonMobil, BP, Shell, and ConocoPhillips, as well as the state-
owned oil companies Saudi Aramco (Saudi Arabia), Gazprom (Russia), National
Iranian Oil Company (Iran), Pemex (Mexico), and Petroleos de Venezuela
(Venezuela). When we refer to the oil and gas industry in this paper, we are
referring to these and other top producers.'

Within the oil and gas industry there is ongoing debate about how to
respond to the political and economic pressures of climate change, and we
acknowledge that individual companies differ widely in how they craft and
implement political approaches and obstruction strategies. As the recent trove
of oil company documents subpoenaed by federal US Democrats shows, the
European oil majors BP and Shell have focused in recent years on publicly
touting their commitments to a net-zero future while expanding gas produc-
tion. The US company Exxon has made weaker sustainability promises, and has
more aggressively monitored and sought to discredit climate activists and jour-
nalists.'® Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia has focused on locking developing countries
in Africa into long-term oil and gas infrastructure.!” Comparing the effec-
tiveness of these company-specific approaches to obstruction, along with the
opportunities that internal industry disagreements potentially create for cli-
mate action proponents, could be a useful area for further research. But despite
differences in tactics and approach, the world’s top oil and gas climate polluters
share a common goal of expanding production for as long as possible.

Here we focus on the industry as a whole, while drawing on strategies of
specific producers to illustrate global obstruction trends. Part of the reason-
ing for our approach has to do with the international market dynamics of
oil and gas production and the difficulties of parsing responsibility between
industry actors. For instance, crude oil extracted by national oil producer Saudi
Aramco might be purchased by ExxonMobil and then imported, refined, and
sold as gasoline in the United States. The business model of one company
(along with the associated greenhouse gas emissions) is thus inextricably tied
to the business model of others.!®

Another reason to consider the industry as a whole is because of the
evidence that oil and gas companies work together to obstruct climate regu-
lations. Throughout the 1990s, companies including Exxon and Mobil, Shell,
and BP partnered with other US industrial polluters to disseminate climate
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change denial through the Global Climate Coalition.'® The API has also been a
critical actor in opposing state and federal climate laws in the United States.
State-owned oil and gas companies in the Global South advance their interests
through the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC).?°
Corporations and national oil and gas companies alike pursue common goals
of entrenching global fossil fuel expansion at each year’s international climate
negotiations, the UN Conference of the Parties (COP). As the recent US Con-
gressional Joint Staff Report investigating the oil and gas industry noted:
“Fossil fuel companies collaborate with one another and industry groups to
develop pro-fossil fuel disinformation, downplay the industry’s responsibility
for climate change, and obstruct meaningful climate action.”*!

There is a tension between the seemingly global reach of oil companies
and the political context in which they operate. State-owned companies tend
to, for obvious reasons, be more dependent on national political context. The
actions of transnational investor-owned producers indicate a greater capacity
and ambition to influence and obstruct climate policy through global net-
works.?? Partly for this reason, this chapter, as well as the studies it relies on,
focus primarily on the Global North. For more details on the actions of fossil
fuel obstruction in the Global South, see Chapter 8.2% The focus on the Global
North, and especially the United States, is also motivated by the fact that
majors in that region “continuously exhibit defensive attitudes to renewables
investment and the need to shift from fossil fuels,” and that stalling action
in major developed world economies can be an effective means of blocking
progress globally.*

While the scope of this chapter is limited to the general obstruction tac-
tics of a global industry, we do acknowledge the importance of scholarship
investigating the specific nuances of localized political struggles and alliances
between industry, policymakers, and regulators. Researchers have argued
that “the conditions for changing oil companies’ climate strategies are likely
to be located in the political context rather than in the companies them-
selves.”” This context includes intercompany and sectorial competition as
climate change governance will force asset re-evaluation within industries.?®
Such contexts, alliances, and networks are further explored in Chapters 5, 9,
10, and 11.

We also acknowledge that oil and gas companies depend on a wide range of
actors and organizations outside the industry to assist in enabling its climate
obstruction. These include international business groups, banks, chambers
of commerce, law firms and think tanks. Crucially, the oil and gas indus-
try depends heavily on public relations and advertising to influence public
perception in favor of its business model, a fact that United Nations Secretary-
General Antonio Guterres called attention to during a speech in 2024 when he
advocated for a global ban on fossil fuel ads and urged PR firms “to stop acting
as enablers to planetary destruction.”?’ See Chapters 6 and 7 for more.
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OBSTRUCTION STRATEGIES

The oil and gas industry has deployed three distinct but interlocked
obstruction tactics: undermining or denying the growing scientific consen-
sus on the urgency and dangers of climate change; utilizing socioeconomic
scare tactics to delay action by governments; and co-opting or trying to
shape the environmental discourse and policies on terms favorable to the
industry.

Science Denial: Amplifying Uncertainty to Delay Policy

In the early years of the climate policy debate, which we define roughly as the
late 1980s through the early 2000s, the lead obstruction tactic deployed by
fossil fuel corporate interests was to downplay or deny the scientific consen-
sus, casting doubt in order to forestall action in the policy arena. This tactic
continues intermittently in various forms to this day.

One recent example took place during the international climate negotia-
tions in Dubai in 2023, when COP28 president Sultan Al Jaber stated during
a panel discussion that there is “no science” supporting the idea that phasing
out fossil fuels is essential for restricting global warming to 1.5 degrees C, the
level agreed by scientists is a dangerous threshold. Al Jaber, who at the time
was also the chief executive of the United Arab Emirates’ state oil company,
Adnoc, faced backlash for the statement, which one scientist called “verging
on climate denial.”?® A large body of scientific literature—including a land-
mark 2021 report from the International Energy Agency?*—has demonstrated
that managing a rapid decline of fossil fuel production is crucial for stabilizing
global temperatures.>

While Al Jaber’s comments were widely publicized and debated, denial
about the required pace of transition off of fossil fuels is so commonplace
within the oil and gas industry that it is often ignored. During the Dubai talks,
IPCC chair and former professor of energy Jim Skea noted that while a full
phaseout of oil and gas might not be required to achieve 1.5 degrees C, global
oil use by 2050 needs to be reduced by 60% and gas use must fall by 45%.%!
Yet when researchers compared the production output of 142 coal, oil, and gas
companies against necessary fossil fuel reductions, they determined that from
2014 to 2020, 63% of the oil companies and 70% of the gas companies in their
study exceeded the production limits required for global temperature stabi-
lization. If the companies continued producing at these levels, the oil industry
would overshoot its cumulative production budget by 42% by 2050, while the
gas industry would overshoot its budget by 53%, vastly increasing the likeli-
hood that humankind would fail to meet the Paris climate targets.>? A 2011
study showed that keeping the Earth’s carbon budget within safe limits would
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require leaving 80% of proven oil gas and coal reserves in the ground. These
reserves are “on the books” of oil and gas companies.®® Some social scien-
tists consider the industry’s continued insistence on expansion of production
a tacit rejection of science and refer to it as “a subtle form of climate change
denialism.”3*

Internal communications from oil and gas producers explicitly anticipate
that the world will fail to meet climate targets. One Exxon official wrote in
a 2018 email that “we don’t yet see the world even approaching a 2 deg C
pathway . . . let alone a 1.5 deg C pathway,” adding that achieving either of
these “would require unprecedented changes to the global energy system and
economy, at a rate and scale never before demonstrated.”” Yet publicly, Exxon-
Mobil and all other major producers have announced plans to reach net-zero
emissions by 2050. This disconnect between publicly stated climate ambition
and business plans that expand global oil and gas production serves a similar
goal as outright denial. The process by which companies portray themselves as
climate leaders, particularly through promotion of unproven or nonexistent
technologies without concrete plans to shrink their extractive operations, has
deflected public attention away from the industry’s disproportionately large
contribution to the emergency.>®

Industry-Led Climate Research

Although the particulars of industry-led climate denial have shifted since the
signing of the Paris climate agreement, the roots stretch back many decades.
A growing body of academic literature has traced the origins of this form of
climate obstruction to the late 1950s and early 1960s. That era was when oil
companies in the United States, in line with the most advanced science of
the time, were first alerted by reputable sources that “increased carbon diox-
ide concentrations in the atmosphere could be expected to produce global
warming, and that fossil fuels were in fact causing atmospheric carbon diox-
ide to build up.”®” The API commissioned a report about climate in 1968,
one of the first known instances of the industry privately studying the link
between fossil fuels and climate change, explaining that “temperature changes
are almost certain to occur by the year 2000 and these could bring about
climatic changes.”®®

By the early 1970s, major companies in the United States and Europe
were conducting increasingly sophisticated research on the impacts of their
products on the atmosphere and the climate.?® Exxon, as well its Canadian
subsidiary Imperial Oil, was leading efforts among industry to monitor cli-
mate science and policy efforts.** Subsequent analysis has demonstrated that
Exxon’s early climate research and temperature modeling was sophisticated
and precise.*! The French oil major Total in 1971 published an article in the
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company magazine Total Information entitled “Atmospheric pollution and cli-
mate,” which attributed a steady increase of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere
to “consumption of coal and oil.” The publication described this trend as “quite
worrying” and stated that “it is not impossible, according to some, to foresee
at least a partial melting of the polar ice caps, which would certainly result in
significant sea level rise. The catastrophic consequences are easy to imagine.”*?

Royal Dutch Shell, as it was then called, was also researching the conse-
quences and impacts of GHGs. In the late 1960s, Shell commissioned British
scientist James Lovelock to study pollution from fossil fuels, part of a broader
effort to take seriously the threat of global warming.*® Shell then donated
£10,000 in 1972 to help establish the Climatic Research Unit at the University
of East Anglia, meaning that the company was at the forefront of a world-
wide scientific effort to measure and understand global temperature rise. A
confidential internal Shell research committee formed in the early 1980s con-
cluded that “by the time the global warming becomes detectable it could be too
late to take effective countermeasures to reduce the effects or even to stabi-
lize the situation.”** Studies on climate change were also being commissioned
and published by Italian oil major Eni. A recently surfaced study Eni commis-
sioned between 1969 and 1970 from its Isvet research center made clear that
the company was aware that rising fossil fuel use, if left unchecked, could lead
to “catastrophic” impacts on the global climate.

A separate 1978 report produced by the Eni-created Tecneco company
contained additional warnings of the climate risks posed by fossil fuels and
included a projection of atmospheric CO; levels. “It is assumed that with the
increasing consumption of fossil fuels, which began with the industrial revo-
lution, the CO; concentration will reach 375-400 [parts per million or ppm]
in the year 2000,” stated the report.*® This projection, as well as others created
by leading oil and gas companies, would prove broadly accurate in the decades
to come.

Pivoting to Denial

Despite this early knowledge, the oil and gas industry began publicly denying
its contribution to climate change starting in the late 1980s. One turning point
was the June 1988 testimony to the US Congress of scientist James Hansen
of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, who explained that
he had “99% confidence” humans were altering the atmosphere by releasing
GHGs, a statement that made front page of the New York Times. The same year,
the IPCC was established with the task of providing scientific evidence on
climate change to guide policy. The IPCC’s findings, accompanied by rapidly
growing public awareness, inspired the creation of a regulatory framework for
addressing global emissions under the United Nations umbrella.*
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In Europe, oil and gas companies challenged the fixed emission cuts sug-
gested at the Toronto Conference on the Changing Atmosphere, a 1988 event
held the same week as Hansen’s testimony. These oil companies opposed a
European-community-wide tax on carbon emissions, which was proposed by
environmental commissioner Carlo Ripa di Meana from the Italian Greens.?’
The response by US companies to early international climate efforts was also
aggressively obstructive.*® Across Europe and North America, major oil and
gas producers led some of the first communications campaigns questioning the
need for climate action and created a broad alliance of anti-regulatory business
interests, including manufacturing firms and coal-burning electric utilities (see
Chapters 3 and 4).

The Global Climate Coalition (GCC) was formed in 1988 with a clear goal
of monitoring and undermining climate science in order to block and delay
US government efforts to restrict fossil fuels or shift economies away from
those fuels entirely. An early GCC bulletin, disseminated to mainstream media
organizations, claimed that “many scientists have growing doubts about the
accuracy” of climate projections which were the rationale for “government
action to restrict the burning of fossil fuels.”*® By the early to mid-1990s,
the GCC had amplified the voices of a roster of academics such as Dr. Patrick
Michaels at the University of Virginia and Dr. Richard Lindzen of the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), who each publicly questioned the
scientific consensus on climate change and were frequently quoted in major
media outlets.>

The GCC knew that the climate skepticism it was pitching to the media was
not scientifically sound. A seventeen-page draft “primer” prepared for coali-
tion members in 1995 noted that “the contrarian theories raise interesting
questions about our total understanding of climate processes, but they do
not offer convincing arguments against the conventional model of greenhouse
gas emission-induced climate change.”! That rebuttal was later dropped from
the final version of the primer after pressure from the coalition’s operating
committee.

A similar dynamic seems to have played out within ExxonMobil. In 2017,
researchers demonstrated that roughly 80% of internal documents and peer-
reviewed papers produced by Exxon/Mobil/ExxonMobil from the 1970s until
the 2010s acknowledged that global temperature rise is caused by human activ-
ities including burning fossil fuels. Yet most of Exxon’s paid advertorials in
mainstream media (81%) expressed doubt that human-induced climate change
is real.>2 Meanwhile, the libertarian think tank the Cato Institute, backed by
the oil and gas company Koch Industries, held one of the first climate denial
conferences in 1991.5% A pamphlet from the event claimed there is “very little
evidence at all” for catastrophic climate projections.>

By some measures these denial campaigns appear to have been highly suc-
cessful. In 1989, when climate change was first coming to the general public’s
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attention, nearly 65% of Americans said they worried a “great deal” or a “fair
amount” about it, according to a global study of public opinion conducted by
several UK universities. Only eight years later, that number had decreased to
50%. “Through the 1990s, at a critical point when the fossil fuel usage needed
to be brought under control, public concern about the risks and causes of
climate change waned,” reads a separate academic study from that period.>®

International policymaking continued to threaten oil and gas operations,
including and especially the 1997 Kyoto conference (UNFCCC COP3). If nego-
tiations there were successful in creating a compulsory international treaty to
deal with climate change, they would set in motion massive economic shifts
away from fossil fuels. As a result of oil and gas companies emphasizing uncer-
tainty about the science, politicians in the US were convinced that no action
was needed, which effectively stalled negotiations and the ratification of the
Kyoto Protocol by the US Senate.”® The GCC gained allies around the world
including Saudi Arabia, which effectively lobbied against the IPCC and the
Kyoto Protocol on grounds of scientific uncertainty.®” The United States signed
the Kyoto Protocol in 1997, but the Senate refused to ratify it after an industry
pressure campaign.

The utility of science denial during this period was unevenly distributed
around the world, depending on national interests and public opinion. It was
less effective and less prevalent in Europe. Russia, a country that stood to ben-
efit financially from Kyoto under an international emissions-trading scheme
(because its emissions had fallen due to economic collapse) was less concerned
at this early stage with denial and obstruction.”®

Despite divisions between oil-producing nations and within the industry
itself, oil and gas companies were successful in using scientific denial to under-
mine the Kyoto Protocol. After becoming US President in 2001, George W.
Bush immediately pulled the United States, the world’s second largest national
emitter of greenhouse gases, out of the Kyoto agreement. Pressure from the
GCC appears to have played a significant role in that decision. A 2001 US State
Department meeting briefing explained: “POTUS [President of the United
States] rejected Kyoto in part based on input from you [the Global Climate
Coalition].”®

The lead-up to Kyoto may have been the peak of outright climate science
denial as an obstruction tactic. The GCC disbanded in 2001, and though indi-
vidual companies including ExxonMobil®® and Koch Industries®® continued to
finance climate denial efforts, the industry as a whole, as well as individual
companies, began publicly accepting the basic reality and causes of climate
change over the coming years. But to this day, rhetorical acknowledgment of
the scientific consensus continues to contrast with growth plans that deny the
urgent need to phase out fossil fuels. This softer form of denial is regularly
presented with little controversy to shareholders and regulators.
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When researchers analyzed the corporate behavior of ten of the major pub-
licly traded oil and gas companies between 2005 and 2019 based on coded
corporate-earnings calls, that is, the quarterly communications between firms
and major investors, there was no evidence that any of these companies were
planning to shift their core business away from fossil fuels.5? For example, a
2021 Climate Action Framework from the API declared a goal of “the contin-
ued promotion of natural gas in a carbon constrained economy.” A Shell public
relations plan explained that “Shell has no immediate plans to move to a net-
zero emissions portfolio over our investment horizon of 10-20 years,” even as
the company publicly stated that it wanted to help the world shift away from
fossil fuels.®

Tactical Delay: Using Economic Arguments to Maintain the Status Quo

The use of economic scare tactics as part of lobbying efforts to delay or weaken
policy action has occurred with science denial from early on. Whether through
advertising campaigns, widely disseminated reports from economic consulting
firms or other third parties, or internal communications with policymakers,
the oil and gas industry has lobbied legislators with claims that climate pol-
icy initiatives will wreck local, state, or national economies. Such claims often
conflate the industry’s private business interests with the economic well-being
of the public.

Contemporary examples of economic arguments to undermine climate
action are numerous. In the lead-up to the Biden administration proposing
spending hundreds of billions of dollars in tax credits and other incentives on
climate initiatives through the $3.5 trillion Build Back Better plan, oil and gas
organizations blitzed social media with ads stating that fossil fuels are essen-
tial to maintaining Americans’ quality of life.* Though the administration
ultimately passed a major infrastructure bill called the Inflation Reduction Act,
spending on climate was reduced due to obstruction from oil and gas-friendly
policymakers like Democratic Senator Joe Manchin. In the European Union,
where regulators are implementing an ambitious program of infrastructure
spending known as the Green Deal, an oil and gas executive recommended
resisting a rapid transition to renewables with the narrative that the indus-
try “ensures security of supply and supports the world with affordable energy
that helps to foster economic growth as well as welfare for billions of people in
the developing countries.”® Such messages aim to catalyze public opposition
to climate action as oil and gas producers heavily lobby policymakers against
the implementation of legislation.

Opposing environmental action with altruistic-sounding appeals to the
economic greater good was a tactic developed during the same decades the
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oil and gas industry was first studying climate change. From the late 1970s
onward, industry leaders sought to influence public perceptions about regu-
lation, framing the administrative state as damaging to free enterprise and
economic growth. Those leaders included Charles Koch, CEO of Koch Indus-
tries, who stated in 1978 that “we need to attack government regulation for
wreaking havoc on those it is allegedly designed to help.” Koch further called on
like-minded businessmen to “be involved in politics and political action—from
local tax revolts to campaigns for Congress and the presidency.”®® (For more on
populist and far-right campaigns to obstruct climate action see Chapter 5.)

The tactic of encouraging business to fight ideological battles against gov-
ernment intervention in society was part of a larger trend. Several studies
have shown that starting in the 1970s, the oil and gas industry intensified
its opposition to environmental regulation and environmentalism.®” Fighting
against state efforts to regulate the industry’s air and water pollution helped
consolidate conservative voices against burgeoning conservation movements
and accompanied broader neoliberal attacks on a Keynesian planned economy.
Over time, these attacks helped transform climate change mitigation and envi-
ronmental regulation at the elite level into an issue of price mechanisms and
consumer demand.®® A core element of this tactic has been to portray environ-
mental movements as opposed to basic welfare, comprising a privileged class
indifferent to the hardships of the ordinary worker. Positioning environmen-
talists as being against the working class has helped create divisions in the
environmental movement and also aided in the criminalization of protests,
thereby protecting fossil fuel investments.®’

As companies backed climate science denial efforts during the 1990s, they
also hired economic consultants to analyze proposed climate policies. Eco-
nomic consultants helped the oil and gas industry to frame potential solutions
to rising emissions on terms favorable to their business interests.”” One
example comes from a 1993 document produced by Exxon’s Canadian sub-
sidiary Imperial Oil. The company hired the consulting firm DRI/McGraw-Hill
to look at the potential economic impacts of a national tax on carbon. The
firm concluded that a carbon tax could result in “stabilization” of Canada’s
emissions without a major impact on the national economy due to “enor-
mous amounts of additional revenue” generated by the tax. However, the firm
warned that the tax could be harmful to Canada’s oil and gas industry and
cause specific losses of CAD $940 million for Imperial. The company, along
with Exxon, drew from that report and the credibility of the consulting firm to
create talking points framing the policy in the worst possible light. Targeting
government and media, company leaders warned that a carbon tax would hurt
a “precarious economy and international competitiveness.”’*

Leveraging expert studies to make dire economic claims about cli-
mate action became common across the oil and gas industry.”” Industry-
hired economists disseminated research that inflated potential costs of
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environmental regulations while ignoring policy benefits. These economic
arguments “played a key role in undermining numerous major climate policy
initiatives in the US over a span of decades, including carbon pricing and par-
ticipation in international climate agreements.””® The API, for example, com-
missioned the economic consulting firm Charles River Associates to produce
a 1991 report concluding that effective climate action would be destructive to
the US Gross National Product. The report’s conclusions, which were based on
shaky or scant evidence according to a later analysis, were then reported in
major media outlets such as USA Today and the New York Times.”™

Similarly, a 1996 background paper released by the GCC declared that “U.S.
living standards and lifestyles would be seriously damaged by many of the
greenhouse gas abatement proposals currently under consideration, especially
those that would stabilize or reduce carbon emissions for taxing fossil fuels.””
The coalition’s members reiterated that message in prominent advertisements.
“Let’s face it: the science of climate change is too uncertain to mandate a plan
of action that could plunge economies into turmoil,” read 1997 ads paid for
by Mobil in the Washington Post and the New York Times.”® Economic argu-
ments proved rhetorically useful for opposing stricter government regulation
of industry and more forceful climate action and descend from a longer history
of anti-environmentalist arguments.””

The oil and gas industry in the process helped to create narratives that
became conventional wisdom about climate change, such as the idea that regu-
lating GHGs is bad for economic growth. Such advertisements worked to shift
responsibility for global warming away from the fossil fuel industry and onto
consumers. The ads also claimed “that climate change was a ‘risk,’ rather than
a reality, that renewable energy is unreliable, and that the fossil fuel industry
offered meaningful leadership on climate change.”’® The oil and gas indus-
try made these economic claims to great effect in opposing climate policies
introduced during the late 2000s and into the 2010s.

This economic rhetoric coincided with a rapid political reorientation around
climate politics globally. Following major cultural moments for global warm-
ing, such as Hurricane Katrina in 2005 and the release of Al Gore’s 2006
documentary An Inconvenient Truth, public and elite concern about the cli-
mate emergency intensified, including among influential conservatives.”® Even
Exxon seemed to acknowledge the new reality. Its CEO, Rex Tillerson, said dur-
ing a 2007 speech at the global energy conference CERAWeek that “the risks
to society and ecosystems from climate change could prove to be significant.”®
Climate policy in the European Union advanced quickly during the 2000s with
development of the EU Emissions Trading System (EU ETS) as a response to
the Kyoto Protocol.

Given US President George W. Bush administration’s refusal to address
climate change amid growing public concern about the issue, the incoming
administration of Barack Obama in 2009 attempted to use a Democratic
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majority in Congress to implement the first comprehensive climate legislation
in American history. The prospects initially looked good for the passage of the
American Clean Energy and Security Act (known as the Waxman-Markey bill);
it would have established a system of cap-and-trade in GHG emissions and
potentially spurred a global market for emissions trading. The bill passed in the
House of Representatives, but soon came under heavy attack, especially by oil
interests. The API paid for national ads raising economic fears about Waxman-
Markey, with one 2009 advertisement in the Washington Post stating “If you
like $4 gasoline, you'll love the House Climate Bill.”®! The API also launched
its “Energy Citizens” initiative, an “astroturf” campaign with the look and feel
of grassroots support later revealed to have been designed by Edelman Pub-
lic Relations.® Libertarian think tanks financed in part by oil and gas interests
effectively branded the policy as “cap and tax.”®® The Tea Party, a far-right social
movement that received financial backing from fossil fuel billionaires the Koch
brothers, made stopping Waxman-Markey a priority.3*

Lobbying pressure was intense and focused on the purported negative
economic impacts of the legislation. One study found that companies that
expected to suffer financially under Waxman-Markey spent more than $700
billion lobbying against the bill, radically reducing the possibility of its pass-
ing.% From 2000 to 2016, the fossil fuel industry spent more than $370
million lobbying the US government, its spending peaking in the years leading
up to Waxman-Markey. Combined with additional spending from utilities and
transportation companies (see Chapter 3) as well as meat and dairy compa-
nies® (see also Chapter 4), this tsunami of political cash engulfed the lobbying
efforts of environmental groups and renewable energy companies in favor
of the legislation.®” ExxonMobil alone spent $33.3 million on lobbying from
January 2009 to June 2010, according to an analysis from the organization
the Center for American Progress Action, followed closely behind by Cono-
coPhillips ($30 million), Chevron ($27.8 million), BP ($19.3 million), Koch
Industries ($16.2 million), and Shell ($16.6 million).%8

Meanwhile, top investor-owned oil and gas companies were engaged in their
own lobbying efforts in Europe. A report from a group of NGOs calculated that
between 2010 and 2018, BP, Shell, Chevron, ExxonMobil, and Total as well as
their industry groups spent at least €251.3 million lobbying EU institutions.
The sector employed more than two hundred lobbyists in Brussels during this
period, and the efforts seemed to have paid off. Report authors noted that
climate and renewables targets were weakened from their original versions.
“Big polluters like Shell, BP and their lobby groups have delayed, weakened,
and sabotaged EU action on the climate emergency thanks to their hefty lobby
spending. A cool quarter of a billion over the last decade buys a lot of access
and influence in Brussels,” Pascoe Sabido, a researcher at Corporate Europe
Observatory, told The Guardian.®°
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Despite mounting scientific evidence that climate change will have catas-
trophic impacts for much of the world’s population, oil and gas companies
to this day portray their opposition to climate policy as being the only sen-
sible and rational economic approach. At the COP28 talks in Dubai in 2023,
for example, Saudi Arabia led efforts to oppose language calling for a fossil
fuel phaseout in the final agreement. “It would be unacceptable that politically
motivated campaigns put our people’s prosperity and future at risk,” Haitham
Al-Ghais, the secretary general of OPEC, said during the talks.®® Meanwhile,
Saudi Arabia had been leading an ambitious global investment plan to create
new demand for oil and gas in Africa. In public materials touting the plan, it
talked altruistically about “removing barriers” to energy in poor countries and
promoting “sustainability.”?!

This type of discourse fits the pattern shown above, in which the oil and
gas industry frames opposition to more environmentally sound technologies
and policies as benefiting society overall. However, one study articulated the
narrow interests being served by the industry’s climate obstruction by analyz-
ing several years of company annual reports from BP, Chevron, ExxonMobil,
and Shell to calculate how much senior executives and board members were
being compensated for continued fossil fuel production. In 2018 alone, top
executives at Shell and Chevron personally earned more than $20 million, with
ExxonMobil’s CEO not far behind. The authors came to an obvious but under-
appreciated conclusion: “Slowing down the low-carbon transition is profitable
for the boards of these Carbon Majors.”%2

Co-Opting the Policy Arena: Positioning the Industry as Part of the Solution

The industry’s positioning of itself as part of the solution to climate change
could be seen as the most evolved of its strategies—or as the industry’s last
resort. With global concern about the crisis growing following the 2015 Paris
talks, along with ambitious new government legislation to address it, the oil
and gas industry has increasingly inserted itself into the policymaking process.
The goal is to be accepted as a legitimate actor in solving climate change. Com-
panies aim to be seen as a partner, not an enemy. As part of this process, they
advance expensive technological fixes for climate change that give the appear-
ance of taking the crisis seriously. This advocacy allows them to slow climate
action and continue production, all while portraying themselves as part of the
solution.

The strategy of solutionism has become visible at COP climate talks. In
2022, more than 600 fossil fuel industry delegates attended the international
negotiations in Egypt, up 25% from the year before.”® Yet that record was
exceeded the following year in Dubai, when at least 2,456 lobbyists associated
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with the oil, gas, and coal industries attended.” Among them were represen-
tatives of a trade organization called the Pathways Alliance, representing top
Canadian oil-sands producers. “We’re going there in a very constructive way to
say, ‘We're here, we’re a big source of emissions and we’re going to be a big part
of the solution,” the organization’s president said at the time.” Critics had a
much different interpretation. To them, the fossil fuel presence at COP28 was
an industry effort to co-opt and weaken the international policy response to
climate change.

Though being part of the solution is an obstruction tactic that has been
used by oil and gas companies for decades, its use has increased in the net-zero
era. Although voluntary, the Paris Agreement set an expectation for countries
to halt global temperature rise at 2 degrees C above preindustrial levels, with
an aspirational commitment to aim for the even more aggressive stabilization
goal of 1.5 degrees. This helped catalyze an effort among scientists to calculate
specific limits on the amount of carbon that could be added to the atmosphere.
These rough calculations became a target, leading many countries to pledge a
goal of net zero starting with Sweden in 2017. By 2022, countries as well as
companies representing more than 90% of the global economy had made net-
zero pledges.”® Global energy-related carbon dioxide emissions reached a new
record high in 2023.%7

Addressing climate change in any substantial way constitutes an existen-
tial dilemma for oil and gas companies because even modest international
efforts to bend the global emissions curve through regulations or pro-climate
industrial policies are likely to affect the industry’s business model.”® But the
post-Paris net-zero era has been accompanied by revelations about the pri-
vate internal climate knowledge of oil and gas companies—what they knew
and when about the atmospheric impacts of the products they were selling.
Starting in 2015, journalists with Inside Climate News and the Los Angeles
Times/Columbia University began publishing corporate documents retrieved
from industry archives and other sources, revealing, as noted earlier, that
Exxon and other oil producers had privately studied the threat of climate
change and their industry’s contribution to it as early as the 1970s, but then
led efforts throughout the 1990s and 2000s to mislead the public and pol-
icymakers about climate science and attack climate policies with economic
fearmongering.*

Revelations about what these companies knew combined with attribution
research on their emissions led to new thinking about responsibility, including
legally. Lawsuits have now been filed against major privately owned oil and gas
producers including ExxonMobil, BP, Shell, and ConocoPhillips.1? These cases
utilize a diversity of legal approaches and strategies to hold the industry legally
liable for knowing its products were causing global harm, then deceiving the
public and policymakers about the certainty and urgency of climate change to
stall or defeat policies to stem the crisis (see Chapter 12).1%
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The oil and gas industry found itself facing new climate regulations, adopted
by countries in response to the Paris Agreement, at a time when two of its
historically favored obstruction tactics—scientific denial and economic scare
tactics—were being subjected to intense legal scrutiny. These fossil fuel com-
panies also continued to face immense financial pressure to increase oil and
gas reserves and production and meet their obligations to shareholders.%?
We argue that the combination of global climate action and litigation follow-
ing the Paris Agreement was the impetus for the industry’s rapid embrace of
the language and optics of climate leadership, which began with European oil
majors such as Shell, BP, and Total making voluntary net-zero pledges and
soon spread throughout the industry, even among stakeholders historically
resistant to any kind of climate action including ExxonMobil and the API. This
approach—publicly stating concern and even occasionally accepting responsi-
bility for their products causing climate change—could be described as a way
of co-opting the climate solutions discourse in order to forestall legislation and
maintain the oil and gas business model.

Oil and gas companies attempt to legitimize their image as climate leaders
by supporting solutions that reduce operational emissions while still allowing
the industry to expand. The oil and gas industry has, for instance, advocated
carbon capture and storage or sequestration (CCS), which involves capturing
carbon dioxide and burying it underground. There have been dozens of pilot
projects and years of discussion and debate about the technical difficulties
and prohibitively high costs of this technology. But the majority of the most-
advanced CCS projects have underperformed worldwide and in one internal
corporate document obtained by US Congressional investigators, Exxon pre-
dicted that “global scale is limited” for the deployment of CCS by 2050.1%
Even if the industry was successful in deploying CCS, the companies’ expressed
intent is to use it to address Scope 1 emissions, which would abate only a small
percentage of oil and gas emissions, given that a company’s Scope 3 emis-
sions, the emissions from actually burning fossil fuels produced in the form
of gasoline or other consumer products, represent 80% to 95% of total car-
bon emissions from oil and gas.!** A strategy to address Scope 3 emissions
is absent from the net-zero plans of companies like Chevron and Exxon.'%
Instead, the industry paradoxically says it intends to make the production pro-
cess for oil and gas more climate-friendly as it grows the overall global supply
of fossil fuels. “We need to keep in mind that this is about reducing emissions
and not reducing production,” a Canadian oil industry organization stated in
2022 about carbon-capture technology and net zero.'%

The focus on operational emissions rather than the big picture—global con-
sumption of fossil fuels and polluting energy systems—has been at the core
of international climate governance since the 1990s.1% With alarms about
climate change getting louder every year, fossil fuel-producing nations still

plan for continued or even increased oil and gas supply.'®®
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The contradiction between climate solutions that lower emissions from oil
and gas production while allowing consumption of fossil fuels to increase is
apparent in Norway. The energy company Equinor is by far Norway’s most
important state-controlled enterprise. Today Equinor attempts to reduce its
production emissions by using and developing CCS technology and by elec-
trifying its drilling platforms (similar to how meat and dairy producers focus
on mitigating emissions from the energy they use rather than the methane
they produce or the land-use changes caused by their products; see Chapter 4).
Focusing on electrifying fossil fuel production is in line with Norwegian gov-
ernment policy, which for decades has struggled with reaching climate goals
without jeopardizing the country’s biggest industry and emissions source—
the oil industry. Equinor aims for nearly zero emissions from its oil and gas
production on the Norwegian continental shelf by 2050. However, the effect
of carbon capture on global emissions is uncertain. This strategy postpones
change as it allows for discussions about phasing out oil and gas entirely to
be marginalized, while emissions-trading systems, electrification, CCS, and
voluntary emissions- reduction agreements take center stage.109

Indeed, despite their talk of compliance with climate imperatives, top oil
and gas producers lobbied heavily against the Biden administration’s IRA and
the European Union’s Green Deal, two of the most significant pieces of climate
legislation ever proposed in major world economies. And in the wake of Rus-
sia’s Ukraine invasion in 2022, along with sanctions cutting off Russian oil and
gas from global markets, other major oil companies and their investors, flush
with the biggest profits in their corporate history, began retracting climate
promises they had made only several years earlier. BP, which earned $27.7
billion in 2022, announced it would scale back its earlier pledge to reduce oil
and gas production and instead increase its annual investment in the sector
by $1 billion annually. “The conversation three or four years ago was some-
what singular around cleaner energy, lower-carbon energy,” its former CEO
Bernard Looney explained.’? Shell during this same period weakened and in
some cases abandoned entirely its previous investments in renewable energy
projects while earning record profits of $40 billion.!! Leading Canadian oil
sands producers, meanwhile, announced plans to keep expanding their oil
exports to Asia and other foreign markets even as they continued to brand
themselves as net-zero leaders.!?

To better understand the tactic of claiming to be a climate leader while
increasing production of the fossil fuels responsible for climate change, it is
useful to look at history. As we discussed earlier in this chapter, during the
1970s oil and gas companies were beginning privately to study the impacts
of their business model on the global climate and other natural systems. This
advanced knowledge of environmental issues allowed companies to shape soci-
ety’s response on terms beneficial to the industry. Companies then engaged
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in proactive strategies “aim[ed] at securing a position from which they will
be able to take part in the policy design process and orient it in directions
that suit them—e.g. more market instruments, less command-and-control
regulations.”3

Leading oil producers in 1974 created the International Petroleum Indus-
try Environmental Conservation Association (IPIECA), which promoted the
narrative of the industry as an innovative environmental leader. Oil execu-
tives also exerted influence on the formation of institutions such as the United
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), helping to shape contemporary
thinking about global environmental problems through a pro-economic devel-
opment framework, dismissing or rejecting the idea of constraining business
to reduce pollution.!!*

As a way to circumvent the boundaries of the 1970s Limits to Growth
debate and preferences for command-and-control regulation, the Interna-
tional Chamber of Commerce (ICC) worked closely with the UNEP throughout
the 1970s and the 1980s. Oil companies including Shell were key players within
the ICC and helped construct an alternative regulatory approach in global
environmental governance that was based on industry self-regulation and vol-
untary commitments, based on new concepts such as sustainable development
and eco-efficiency. In 1984, UNEP co-organized the World Industry Confer-
ence on Environmental Management (WICEM) with the ICC, held at Ver-
sailles, Paris. Oil companies, including Exxon, Gulf Oil, and Shell, both spon-
sored and participated in WICEM along with a range of other multinational
corporations.®

One of the key outcomes of the conference was a definition of sustain-
able development as “development that can be maintained indefinitely with-
out damaging the environment—or threatening development itself.” These
were some of the ideas that the Brundtland Commission embraced in its
seminal final report Our Common Future, which was a major success for
industry.11

The transnational community of “green” business networks that emerged in
the 1980s had one point in common: their perception of sustainable develop-
ment based on self-regulation and voluntary codes.’” The notion that the oil
and gas industry should frame itself as an environmental leader took a back-
seat during the 1990s. Motivated by calls for strong government action on
climate change at the same time oil prices were plummeting, as we noted ear-
lier, companies engaged in a more aggressive campaign of scientific denial and
economic scare-mongering to oppose climate regulations. But the soft tactic of
delay and co-optation began to gain more prominence within the industry fol-
lowing the Kyoto climate talks in 1997 and the subsequent emergence of the
cap-and-trade system ETS in Europe. With such a system, regulators put a cap
on the total emissions allowed and let industry actors buy and sell emission
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quotas, effectively leaving industry to decide on how to lower emissions rather
than subsidizing specific technologies.

Many oil and gas companies sought to portray themselves as part of the
solution within this framework, increasingly embracing the concept of corpo-
rate social responsibility that was being widely adopted by corporations from
the mid-1990s through the 2000s. In industry communications, this kind of
“responsible business” approach to climate change rose to dominance in the
2010s.1*® In the Australian context, the focus on industrial innovation and
solutions comprised almost 35% of the communication from industry between
2008 and 2019.1**

An emphasis on industry-derived false solutions is now a key part of the
obstruction strategy in our present era. Researchers have pointed to the grow-
ing prominence of “natural” (methane) gas in climate debates, whereby gas
producers use the language of “transition” to tout gas as a “bridge fuel,” as one
prominent example.’?® The industry’s argument goes that burning methane
emits less greenhouse gases than coal and thus is an important step toward
widespread deployment of renewables. However, emerging science and more
accurate leak detection have shown that when one accounts for losses of
methane along the natural-gas drilling and supply chain, the additional cli-
mate forcing of this methane negates any advantage over coal.!?! A BP public
relations campaign in 2024 used the slogan “It’s and, not or,” indicating that
continued oil and gas production goes hand in hand with developing energy
alternatives.'® But executive-level documents from BP raised the concern
that “gas locks in future emissions above a level consistent with 2 degrees,”
while additional internal documents show that the company was warned by
Princeton University researchers that new global supplies of shale gas could
accelerate catastrophic levels of warming.'?3

Co-opting the public policymaking process allows the industry to present
itself as a committed leader that needs to be at the negotiating table while
prolonging the production of fuels whose combustion continues to accelerate
the crisis the negotiations are attempting to solve. Net-zero pledges reliant
on carbon offsets, direct air capture, CCS, or even geoengineering from oil
companies shift attention away from mitigation here and now.'?* Executives
have become increasingly candid about the lifeline that industry-favored solu-
tions such as carbon capture technologies can provide for fossil fuels during
the global energy transition. “We believe that our direct capture technology is
going to be the technology that helps to preserve our industry over time,” the
CEO of the US oil company Occidental said in 2023. “This gives our industry a
license to continue to operate for the 60, 70, 80 years that I think it’s going to
be very much needed.”** Rather than address humankind’s dangerous reliance
on oil and gas, industry’s co-optation of the policymaking process via technolo-
gies such as carbon capture make that reliance on planet-warming fuels even
stronger.
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CONCLUSION

On the surface it may seem like we are in a different era for climate action
following the Paris Agreement. Most major oil companies across the planet
now loudly tout their ambition of helping the world achieve net-zero emis-
sions by 2050, a requirement for avoiding global catastrophe. Yet the transi-
tionary rhetoric from oil companies is not matched by the necessary actions.
While companies have developed and touted projects to develop renew-
ables or address environmental pollution,’?® the results have been marginal.
The ultimate impact of these activities has been to legitimize oil and gas
operations as well as keeping open the possibility for continued extrac-
tion.’?” Production of the fuels at the center of our climate crisis continues
to rise.

The current net-zero pledges and solutions put forward by industry are the
latest phase in a process of climate obstruction going back atleast to the 1970s.
During those decades, the oil and gas industry’s tactics have shifted depend-
ing on the political and economic context. The industry has alternately pushed
denial of the basic science on climate change, used economic scare tactics to
justify aggressive lobbying against solutions, and attempted to co-opt the pol-
icymaking process on terms favorable to its business model. Though each of
these tactics has risen and fallen in prominence at various times, we argue that
all three are currently in play.

While outright science denial from oil and gas companies has subsided since
its peak in the 1990s, it has since 2015 morphed into a subtler and less public
form of denial through fossil fuel expansion plans that seemingly ignore the
increasingly dire warnings of climate breakdown.

Aswe have shown, companies are ignoring and/or obstructing global efforts
to curb emissions to match the goal of the IPCC guidance defining 1.5 degrees
C of average warming as “dangerous” climate change. Similarly, the oil and gas
industry continues to frame climate action as destructive to the economy and
people’slivelihoods in its attack on national legislation in the US and European
Union. All the while, producers push false solutions such as carbon capture and
natural gas that merely prolong our reliance on fossil fuels.

Even though oil and gas producers are currently portraying themselves
as climate leaders, they could shift to cruder or more aggressive obstruction
tactics as the need arises. Companies, for example, may return to explicitly
backing and funding populist social movements questioning strong climate
action—a topic for future research to track. If far-right and authoritarian pol-
itics continue to gain hold, this trend may herald a new form of denial and
obstruction that is not passive or opaque but blatantly refuses to comply with
the scientific warnings about climate change.'®® A potential return to more
overt anti-science politics and the impacts it could have on the oil and gas
industry’s tactics and rhetoric, could be a valuable research area.
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As we have seen with Vladimir Putin’s 2021 invasion of Ukraine, which cat-
alyzed a global discussion about Europe’s dependance on Russian gas supplies
and helped spur a boom in liquefied natural gas export projects worldwide,
the oil and gas industry will continue to exploit fears about energy security to
avoid any infringements on its core business model. More research is therefore
needed on how climate mitigation efforts and fossil fuel phase out can actually
improve geopolitical energy security across the world.

There is a need to shift our attention to the supply of fossil fuels. For too
long, climate politics in the international arena has been focused on the emis-
sions from production of fossil fuels. The topic of significantly reducing or
phasing out fossil fuel supply has been absent from both reports and interna-
tional governance. Few countries plan for a decline in supply despite ambitious
national climate targets. But at the same time, the oil and gas industry has
never been more precarious or vulnerable. Companies face hundreds of law-
suits in dozens of jurisdictions over their role in denying climate science and
obstructing action (see Chapter 12) at a time when economical alternatives
to oil are accelerating and national and subnational governments are adopting
major climate legislation. It may be easier to create an obstruction campaign to
undermine an emissions target than it is to undermine the simple and urgent
message to “keep it in the ground.”
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INTRODUCTION: THE ROLE OF COAL, TRANSPORTATION,
AND UTILITIES IN THE CLIMATE CRISIS

Globally, coal, transportation and utilities have generated an outsized foot-
print in the climate crisis. Coal currently accounts for 29% of global primary
energy supply. Not only is it responsible for more than 40% of annual CO,
emissions, but it has also contributed to around one-third of planetary warm-
ing to date.! Though coal is also consumed by the steel and cement industries,
the vast majority of it is used for power generation. Transportation, mean-
while, accounts for approximately one-third of end-use emissions worldwide,
with road vehicles, maritime operations, and aviation all contributing a major
share.? The utilities sector, too, has contributed significantly to global emis-
sions. Worldwide, electricity and heat production accounted for 44% of fossil
fuel emissions in 2021, with coal plants representing 73% of this figure.® In
the United States alone, also in 2021, the American electric utility industry
was responsible for approximately 4.5% of global CO, emissions.*

Thus, climate action consistent with objectives of the 2015 Paris Agreement
and other multilateral and national plans requires a radical reduction in fos-
sil fuel use and a transition to less polluting forms of energy. This, however,
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represents a profound challenge to these enterprises, which have accordingly
become major players on the field of climate obstruction.

Interconnected Sectors, Similar Challenges and Obstruction Strategies

We consider coal, transportation, and utilities together because, as the
research synthesized in this chapter reveals, not only do these industries share
business linkages, but they also have also leveraged common strategies to
delay or obstruct effective climate action. The particular forms of obstruc-
tion these sectors have employed reflect their interdependence, their reliance
on fossil fuels, the difficulty of decarbonizing, and the financial losses that
decarbonization would likely incur.

The transportation sector, for example, is tightly connected with the carbon
majors due to its dependence on oil and gas for fuel, and also faces some of
the same business challenges. In the United States, China, and elsewhere, rail
companies rely heavily on revenue from transporting coal; as coal’s fortunes
turn, so do those of the railroad industry.>® Similarly, depending on location,
utilities still rely on fossil fuels including coal to power their grids. Together,
coal mining, transportation, and electric utilities form a massive profit-making
consortium that depends heavily on fossil fuels and on each other for both
current profitability and future survival.

Moreover, coal, transportation, and utilities are prone to financial and
technological lock-in, hampering the transition away from fossil fuels. This
challenge is most notable for the coal industry, because coal mines typically
possess long lifespans and require several decades to exhaust reserves and to
recover sunken financial capital.” This lock-in is exacerbated by the young age
of coal-fired power plants® and the intimately linked and mutually dependent
relationships between political actors and the coal industry.

Yet as recognition of the threat of climate change continues to rise, coal
has also become the most precarious fossil fuel, as it can be replaced relatively
cheaply and easily for power generation with lower-carbon energy sources
including renewables (or with other fossil fuels such as methane gas). The tran-
sition away from coal means that reserves must be left in the ground, thereby
creating the risk of stranded assets.

The transportation sector also suffers from lock-in. Like large-scale
automobile factories, aircraft and ships are costly to build while need-
ing to operate over several decades to recoup investments.’ Both the avi-
ation and shipping industries also remain heavily fossil fuel-dependent.
For example, in 2022, only 0.1% of all jet fuel used globally came
from sustainable aviation fuels (SAF),’° which include nonpetroleum feed-
stocks such as biomass. The International Air Transport Association (IATA)
has repeatedly missed its self-set targets on sustainable fuels uptake.
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The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) describes aviation as
“hard-to-decarbonize.”'! Besides its fossil fuel dependence, this status reflects
the limited decarbonization potential of emerging technologies such as hydro-
gen, biofuels, and synthetic fuels due to their low availability and high costs.

Shipping, unlike aviation, has numerous technological and operational
options to reduce its emissions, with strong though seldom utilized near-term
opportunities for rapid decarbonization including deploying low- or zero-
carbon fuel sources (e.g., ammonia, hydrogen), e-fuels (synthetic methanol
produced from renewable electricity, COy, and hydrogen), increased efficiency
measures, electrification, and slow-steaming.'> However, as we will discuss
below, the maritime industry has been as slow to decarbonize as the other
industries and sectors because of political and organizational challenges.

In short, all industries and sectors examined here are seeing slow or uneven
rates of decarbonization. For example, the idea that that we are witnessing a
global “death of coal,” as some environmental groups have argued, only makes
sense when applied to Global North countries, such as the United States and
in Western Europe. In contrast, in many Global South countries’ dependence
on coal remains strong or, in some regions, is even growing.'> Many of these
countries face technical and economic barriers to decarbonization due to the
higher upfront costs of renewable energy.*

We see this same unevenness when examining the electric utilities indus-
try. In the aggregate, the industry has reduced its GHG emissions by around
36% since 2006.*> Furthermore, around half of American utilities have either
pledged to be carbon free or are at least subject to state orders to reach 100%
carbon-free electricity by 2050.1® Yet many utilities still rely heavily on fossil
fuels. Moreover, the industry is not on track to meet the targets it has set,
with some of the largest electricity producers continuing to produce the high-
est emissions intensity in generation.!”"1® Meanwhile, a few specific utilities
are disproportionately large emitters. It is thus not surprising that the elec-
tric utilities that are the slowest to decarbonize in the United States tend to be

those that are the most engaged in climate obstruction.®

Our Approach

To deepen our understanding of how the coal industry, electric utilities,
and the transportation sector have obstructed meaningful climate action,
this chapter outlines three typologies that illustrate their relationships and
obstructive activities across various industrial, sectoral, and political scales:
(1) the actors and organizations involved; (2) their methods of engagement
in direct political action, including policymaking; and (3) the various rhetor-
ical and discursive tactics they use to articulate their economic and social
value in hopes of maintaining the status quo. As we will illustrate, similar
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obstructive actors, political strategies, and communication tactics have been
employed across all three sectors, and while climate science denial may have
been these industries’ primary strategy prior to the Paris Agreement, the tac-
tics they use to block, weaken, or delay decarbonization efforts have continued
to evolve and diversify.

Despite the commonalities in obstruction strategies across industries and
sectors, however, there is no single, overarching story to tell about the decar-
bonization of coal, utilities, or transportation worldwide. This chapter demon-
strates that these different sectors may share similar approaches to obstruc-
tion, but the complexity of the systems they operate within make it difficult
to make sweeping claims about how fast decarbonization is occurring, or how
effective obstruction efforts are writ large. We do know that obstruction is hap-
pening across scales and is facilitated by industry participation in regulatory
bodies. But the details of what occurs in particular sectors matter, and below
we provide examples that illustrate the complexity at play.

ACTORS, ORGANIZATIONS, AND COALITIONS

Table 3.1 shows the key actors, organizations, and coalitions engaged in
climate obstruction efforts in these industries. We begin this section by identi-
fying the individual actors (industrialists, politicians, oligarchs, and firms) who
wield the power to drive or block energy transitions.?’ We then examine trade
associations, front groups, public relations firms, and unions, which play an
important role obstructing climate action at both the national and the interna-
tional levels.?! By functioning as a sole representative of their industry, these
organizations are able to augment the perceived legitimacy of that industry
and increase their “social license to operate.”??:23:24 Moreover, their collective
structure allows individual companies to engage indirectly in obstructionist
activities, minimizing the risk of reputational damage they may face when act-
ing alone. In turn, these actors and organizations often form or participate in
regional and global coalitions designed to advance the interests of industry and
slow climate action.?® Furthermore, as we discuss below, such corporate actors
are thus able to participate in global rulemaking mechanisms, including those
headed by the United Nations (UN).

Elite Individual Industrialists, Politicians, and Corporations
Elite actors such as CEOs or owners of large, private coal companies have

exerted significant political influence in many jurisdictions across the Global
North and South.?® In Indonesia, for example, both high-level politicians and
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Table 3.1 EXAMPLES OF VARIOUS ACTORS, ORGANIZATIONS, AND COALITIONS OPERATING IN VARIOUS INDUSTRIES/SECTORS

Coal Utilities Automotive Maritime Aviation
Elite individual Robert Murray, Southern Company, Original Equipment Nation-states such as .
industrialists, Donald Trump, Members  American Electric Power Makers (OEMs) such as Argentina or Brazil
politicians, and firms  of Indonesia’s Parlia- (US), Perusahaan Listrik Toyota and BMW Group,

Trade associations,
unions, front groups,
and PR firms

Regional/global
regulatory and

governance bodies

ment, Oligarchs in the
Philippines, Peabody
Coal (US)

American Coal Coun-

cil, Minerals Council of

Australia

National Coal Associ-
ation (US), World Coal

Association

Negara (Indonesia),
Adani (India), RWE
(Germany)

Edison Electric Institute,
American Coalition for
Clean Coal Electricity
(US), Federation of Elec-
tric Power Companies

(Japan)

Public utility com-
missions, Federal
Energy Regulatory
Commission (US),
regional transmission

organizations

parts suppliers

European Automotive
Manufacturers’ Associ-
ation, Japanese Auto-
mobile Manufacturers

Association

European Commission

expert groups

International Chamber
of Shipping, Baltic and
International Maritime
Council (BIMCO)

International Maritime

Organization (IMO)

International Air Transport
Association (IATA)

International Civil Aviation
Organization (ICAO)




business leaders possess financial stakes in coal mines, resulting in vested
interests and energy policies that favor coal power.?”-?:29 In the Philippines,
preferential support for coal power has been traced to a handful of powerful
oligarchs.?%-3! The interests of coal-industry elites have also had a profound
impact on politics in the United States. For example, in 2016, Robert Murray,
the CEO of coal mining company Murray Energy, used political donations and

32,33

lobbying to influence presidential candidate Donald Trump, who promised

to end the “war on coal.”®*

Although such high-profile industrialists and politicians garner extensive
media attention, it is more common for large corporations to “flatten” their
public image so that individual companies, their public relations firms and
industry groups, and coal-mining communities become indistinguishable. One
image-management strategy US coal companies frequently use is to sup-
port local organizations such as arts and community groups with admirable
missions. Many of these organizations appear to be grassroots, but paid by
corporate actors to lobby on their behalf while hiding this objective under a
guise of neutrality.>> These “astroturf” organizations play an important role
in disseminating the coal industry’s messages to counter environmental con-
cerns about coal®® by making their interests seem synonymous with those of
coal-mining communities, seeking to blend in and become one with the com-
munities they serve or exploit. Such techniques have allowed coal companies,
such as Peabody Energy, to become household names.

Similarly, in the transportation sector, many corporate actors participate in
climate obstruction, including automakers (i.e., original equipment makers, or
OEMs) and parts suppliers. The big OEMs play an important role in blocking
and diluting regulations that directly impair their marketing and innovation
strategies.3” Toyota and BMW Group, despite possessing electric vehicle port-
folios, have actively lobbied against policymaker efforts to strengthen emis-
sions and fuel-efficiency standards in Washington and Europe.?*:*° Though
parts suppliers have generally played a much smaller role in climate obstruc-
tion than OEMs and their associations,*° these companies are important mem-
bers of cross-sector coalitions that include trade associations and front groups,
especially as they face decreasing demand for the traditional components used
in internal combustion engines.

Trade Associations, Front Groups, PR Firms, and Unions

In the coal industry, trade associations—nonprofit alliances established to
represent and advance the interests of specific industries—were particularly
active in climate obstruction in the lead-up to the Paris Agreement. Notable
examples in the United States include the American Coal Council and the
American Coalition for Clean Coal Electricity (ACCCE). Individual firms use
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such associations to coordinate and advance their common political interests
by, for example, lobbying or donating to politicians.** Coal industry actors
have also pursued obstruction by creating and/or funding “front groups,”
typically nonprofit entities that advocate agendas of the private sector but dis-
guise their activities as citizenry-led efforts (a strategy frequently considered
synonymous with “astroturfing,” mentioned earlier).*? In the United States,
prominent examples include the National Mining Association and the West
Virginia Coal Association’s “Faces of Coal” campaign.*® Such front groups tend
to be created by public relations and strategic communications firms includ-
ing Edelman, the DCI Group, and the Hawthorn Group; prominent campaigns
have included “Advanced Energy for Life”** (launched for Peabody Energy)
and “America’s Power” (for ACCCE).* Rail companies and electric utilities in
the United States have been long-term partners with coal mining companies
in supporting such efforts.*® ACCCE (later renamed America’s Power), was
formed when the Center for Energy and Economic Development (CEED) and
Americans for Balanced Energy Choices (ABEC) joined forces, and played a piv-
otal role from 2008 until the early 2020s in blocking federal environmental
regulation of coal, particularly then-President Obama’s Clean Power Plan.

Unions that represent coal workers have also obstructed climate action,
most frequently by seeking to block efforts to close coal mines and power
stations.?” In the United States, coal unions have used narratives such as a
“war on coal” to deflect blame for decreased employment opportunities in
the industry—which are due mainly to corporate decisions to mechanize the
extraction process—onto environmental regulations. This blame- shifting has
aimed to block federal climate action and align support for Republican candi-
dates locally and nationally.*®-49-5% Meanwhile, states responding to industry
demands have rolled back laws for mine worker safety and environmental
protection and subverted enforcement of federal law to protect coal com-
pany profits and slow the industry’s decline.”’ Researchers have described a
similar situation in Australia, where some unions have pressed consecutive
governments not to introduce policies that might threaten carbon-intensive
industries including coal mining,>?:>3

Trade associations in the utilities industry have also engaged in obstruc-
tionist efforts (Brulle, 2021; Dunlap and Brulle, 2020; Stokes, 2020; Williams
et al., 2022).°4:5556,57 [n Japan, the Federation of Electric Power Compa-
nies, the trade association of the largest regional power utilities, has adopted
a strong pro-coal stance, downplaying the need to move away from fossil
power or rapidly increase renewables.”®>? In the United States, an analy-
sis of more than two thousand organizations that oppose climate action
(the so-called climate change countermovement) showed that organizations
representing electric utilities and the coal industry were the most numer-
ous and influential.®® Through its trade organizations, including the Edison
Electric Institute (EEI) for investor-owned utilities and National Rural Electric
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Cooperative Association for cooperative utilities, the US utilities industry is
highly active in coordinating and engaging with the political process.’* Much
obstructionism has occurred through utilities’ dues-paying membership in the
EEI and in the more controversial Utility Air Resources Group (UARG).®? For
example, UARG repeatedly filed suit and used public comment opportunities
to block climate policy. All the while, however, it was funded largely in secret
via ratepayer funds, and was only disbanded once legislative hearings revealed
this practice.3

In addition, electric utilities were involved in three of the most well-known
climate denial front groups: the Global Climate Coalition, the Information
Council on the Environment, and the Greening Earth Society.64'65 The Global
Climate Coalition, active between 1989 and 2002, was established to obstruct
climate policy in the United States and to discredit the activities of the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and IPCC by
rejecting climate science and propagating disinformation®® (see Chapter 10).
Notably, most of its members were from electric utility organizations and the
coal industry.%” The Information Council on the Environment was created to
“reposition global warming as theory (not fact),” and was composed solely of
electric utility organizations®®%° and the EPRI—the research arm of the elec-
tric utility industry. Today, EPRI focuses on championing the benefits, but not
the drawbacks, of carbon capture and storage technologies.”®

OEMs and parts suppliers in road transportation also rely heavily on
industry associations to lobby against climate regulations. Notable examples
include the US-based Auto Alliance (AAM), the international Truck and Engine
Manufacturers Association, the European Automobile Manufacturers’ Asso-
ciation, and the Japanese Automobile Manufacturers Association (JAMA).”!
Like those of the other industries examined, these associations allow indi-
vidual companies to hide in the crowd when engaging in obstructive actions,
thereby reducing the risk of incurring reputational damage.”>">7* As a fur-
ther risk- aversion strategy, individual transportation-related companies tend
to make public statements that are more or less supportive of government pol-
icy while hiding their concurrent support for the obstructive actions of their
affiliated industry association.” Other parts of the transportation industry
employ similar dynamics on a broader scale, as discussed next.

International, Regional, and Subnational Coalitions and Governance Bodies

Maritime corporations enjoy strategic relationships with their trade associ-
ations, largely because of the inner workings of the International Maritime
Organization (IMO), a UN committee charged with oversight of the ship-
ping industry.”® First, the IMO allows member states to be represented
by private industry representatives. Second, trade associations, such as the
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International Chamber of Shipping (ICS), the Baltic and International Mar-
itime Council (BIMCO), and the World Shipping Council, which all oppose

any binding climate regulation,””

exert a strong influence there. ICS, repre-
senting national shipowner associations and 80% of the world’s merchant
fleet, dispatches large numbers of delegates to IMO negotiations, including at
UNFCCC meetings. Consequently, individual shipping lines are spared from
having to engage directly in obstructionist tactics because associations such
as ICS do it for them.”®”” Furthermore, a small number of players domi-
nate maritime debates.® Recent research has found that only 20% of the
industry-focused delegations attending meetings submit 90% of the docu-
ments.?! Consequently, industry delegations are able to control the debate
agenda, further promoting the interests of developed countries, large flag
states, major shipbuilding nations, and trade organizations.?

The aviation industry also follows this pattern. For example, the Interna-
tional Air Transport Association (IATA) has consistently promoted the global
CORSIA scheme, a market-based mechanism requiring airlines to purchase car-
bon offsets or sustainable aviation fuels to compensate for GHG emissions
above a 2019-2020 baseline. By advocating for CORSIA, IATA has worked to
avoid the introduction of regulations and taxes on companies’ operations.®?
At the same time, the association has lobbied against national and regional
climate policies, including a proposed kerosene tax in the European Union.
InfluenceMap has also traced the UN International Civil Aviation Organiza-
tion’s (ICAO’s) influence in promoting the CORSIA scheme.? It found that
ICAO decision-making on CORSIA had consistently reflected IATA’s demands,
including those that weakened CORSIA during the COVID-19 crisis to change
the baseline year for measuring GHG emissions, significantly weakening the
policy.

There are numerous other examples of close collaboration between cor-
porations, trade agencies, and regulators at wide scales. Coal interests have
organized themselves into global coalitions, such as the World Coal Institute
(now called FutureCoal) and also coordinate with relevant global and national
bodies charged with promoting industrial interests.> Along with transporta-
tion actors, coal actors participate in the European Roundtable of Industrialists
and Business Europe, among others, and also work through organizations such
as the National Coal Association in the United States. These coalitions magnify
the efforts of individual companies to delay the transition away from coal and
oil. For example, transportation actors in Europe have leveraged membership
in such bodies to promote road construction.®

Utilities also leverage these close connections at multiple levels. For
example, in the United States, the electric utility industry is a conglomer-
ation of investor-owned, state, municipal, cooperative, and federal entities
who produce and distribute electricity. Investor-owned utilities in particular
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have proven to be highly effective at protecting the interests of certain cor-
porate actors.” These utilities frequently enjoy a natural monopoly when
providing electricity production in the regions in which they operate, though
exceptions do exist in states where deregulation has occurred.®® Because
ratepayers in monopolized regions have no choice but to pay for electricity and
gas from their local utility, in many cases they are effectively forced to fund
utilities’ climate denial and anti-climate legislation lobbying.

Corporations, trade associations, front groups, and international gover-
nance bodies do not always present a united front on climate obstruction.
Rather, their interests can diverge, as reflected with divisions on policy pref-
erences appearing both within and between types of actors. Box 3.1 illustrates
these divisions using the example of road transportation in the European
Union.

Box 3.1: FAULT LINES AMONG ACTORS: THE COMPLEX
CASE OF ROAD TRANSPORTATION IN THE EUROPEAN
UNION

Analyse589,90,91,92

of the political struggle around CO, emission stan-
dards for vehicles and policies to phase out internal combustion engines
in Europe over the past decade highlight multiple fault lines dividing

actors in the road transportation industry, including those between:

« automakers specializing in larger, more powerful and therefore more
difficult to electrify vehicles in the luxury segment and those build-
ing smaller cars. The former struggle more than the latter to comply
with emission standards and are thus more likely to lobby against
regulation.

+ automakers supporting policies to accelerate the shift to electric
vehicles (from France, Spain, and Italy) and laggards (largely from
Germany, including Volkswagen, BMW, and Daimler), with the latter
found to be more active in lobbying against climate policy.

« parts supplier companies and their trade groups. A rift has opened
between the world’s largest auto-parts manufacturer (Bosch), which
is more positive toward an EV transition, and the EU’s primary
industry association (the European Association of Automotive Sup-
pliers, known as CLEPA), which remains opposed.

These divisions among manufacturers sometimes overlap with national
divisions (e.g., German automakers vs. Italian and French automakers),
but can also play out within countries—for example, in Germany, BMW
and Daimler have held different policy positions than Volkswagen.%*:%4
Recent reports have noted an increasing fragmentation of the actors in

Continued
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Box 3.1: CONTINUED

the European context, as major players such as Volkswagen and Bosch
have softened their opposition to regulation aimed at accelerating the
transition to EVs.%%:96:97 This fragmentation makes it easier for govern-
ments to achieve the measures required for climate mitigation.

Furthermore, automotive trade unions are often aligned with indus-
try when it comes to climate policy, although their position can be
complex.98:99:100.101 {orker unions including IG Metall have engaged
in climate obstruction when climate action risks job losses, but have
been more supportive of green job policies they believe will support
employment.?02:103 These trends also apply to utilities and shipping com-
panies, which are often characterized by frontrunners that have actively
pursued decarbonization, and laggards that prefer to continue incum-
bent technologies.!4195:19 These divisions provide opportunities for
policymakers, as we discuss later.

DIRECT POLITICAL OBSTRUCTION STRATEGIES AND MECHANISMS

In this section, we identify five common strategies that the coal industry,
electric utilities, and the transportation sector have used to shape policymak-
ing and influence political systems, thereby weakening, delaying, or blocking
government climate action. Table 3.2 provides a list of examples of the dis-
tinct strategies deployed by different industries and sectors. In practice, these
strategies and mechanisms are frequently used in parallel, so synergies and
overlap do occur.

Participation in Rulemaking and Policymaking

Industry actors actively participate in rulemaking and policymaking processes
to block or weaken climate policy, as illustrated in the earlier example of
the (now defunct) Global Climate Coalition, which participated in UNFCCC
meetings to advocate a voluntary approach to climate mitigation while dissem-
inating views that rejected the scientific consensus on climate change.1%7:1%8
Although it is both logical and common for policymakers to seek expert knowl-
edge from industry when formulating policies, the involvement of private-
sector actors can disproportionally amplify the voice of industry interests
in such policy discussions, decelerating the momentum for ambitious cli-
mate action.’®® Another concern is that close and/or frequent contact with
policymakers increases opportunities for insider lobbying, in which industry
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Table 3.2 DIRECT POLITICAL OBSTRUCTION STRATEGIES AND MECHANISMS
ACROSS INDUSTRIES/SECTORS

Strategy or
mechanism

Industry/
Sector

Examples

Participation in
rulemaking and

policymaking

Lobbying

Revolving doors

Political

suppression

Litigation

Shipping, aviation,
road transport,

utilities

Aviation, road

transport

Coal, road transport,

utilities

Coal

Road transport,

utilities

Sourcing state delegates for UN agencies such
as the IMO and ICAO from nations’ trans-
portation, aviation, and maritime ministries,
which have weaker climate interests and

stronger industry ties than climate ministries.

Lobbying globally and nationally against
policies such as short flight bans and carbon
taxes

Lobbying in EU by road transportation sector

to slow policies on vehicle electrification

In Australia, placing coal industry representa-
tives into powerful political positions, affecting
climate policy across successive national

governments

Suppressing or criminalizing dissent and
protest using government powers, frequently
supported by industry through public relations
campaigns and direct political contributions
Launching lawsuits against policymakers,

e.g., against the California Air Resources
Board’s attempts to introduce regulations
more stringent than federal requirements.
German-based energy company RWE’s
attempted suit against the Dutch government’s
law that sought to ban coal burning for power

generation by 2030.

actors enjoy a privileged status as insiders due to their inclusion in formal and

informal consultations with policymakers.*'? Not only is insider lobbying less

transparent and harder to track than outsider lobbying, it provides another

pathway for corporate or state capture to occur.

111

Coal industry actors continue to participate in international rulemaking

and policymaking with the aim of legitimating themselves as critical play-

ers in tackling climate change and thus influencing outcomes. Indeed, fossil

fuel interests were reportedly behind the dilution of the wording in the final

report from the 2021 COP26 meeting in Glasgow, where references to a
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phase-out of coal and fossil fuel subsidies were changed to “phase down”.}1?

As another example, the COP24 meeting held two years earlier in Katowice
was strongly influenced by the attendance of numerous coal-industry inter-
ests, due largely to its official sponsorship by Poland’s leading coal companies,
such as Jastrzebska Sp6tka Weglowa (J Sw). 113

In the road transportation sector in Europe, several studies have shown how
business actors populate the membership of the expert groups that draft or
provide key input on policy strategies, proposals, and legislation as a means
of delaying the transition to electric vehicles and/or weakening climate regula-
tions.114115,116,117, 118,119 Gimilar strategies have been identified in other key
auto markets such as the United States, Japan, and Australia 120,121

EU regulation was updated in 2016 to prevent corporate dominance and
conflicts of interest, and to increase transparency. However, this change has
had limited success in removing industry conflicts of interest from expert
groups.'?? For example, the expert group on motor vehicles, of which 78% of
members represented corporate interests, included companies that had been
caught up in the 2015 “Dieselgate” scandal and criticized in a European Par-
liament inquiry.'?® The car industry’s obstruction of government regulation
also surfaced in Dieselgate (which involved German automakers installing soft-
ware in their diesel models to circumvent US emissions standards) although it
primarily concerned air pollution rather than climate change. But the inquiry
highlighted the excessive representation of car-industry interests in expert
groups consulted by government policymakers as a key factor in the scandal
as well as in the weak governance of the auto industry.

Regulatory dynamics in aviation and shipping are similar, with industry
members often over-represented. As discussed, unlike at the UNFCCC, where
state delegations typically consist of staff from climate and foreign ministries,
state delegates negotiating on climate issues in IMO and ICAO delegations
typically derive from transportation, aviation, and maritime ministries.'?* Par-
ticipation in these activities has allowed the aviation and maritime industries
to leverage their support for weak, top-down and international climate regula-
tion at their respective UN agencies to strategically oppose more ambitious and
bottom-up climate policies from the regional or national level.12> More specifi-
cally, the maritime industry has sought to delay climate action by manipulating
formal policymaking processes via the IMO. Proceedings and deliberations
over regulation in the IMO are characterized by lengthy technical discussions
and analysis over small details and measures.'?® Not only does this tactic pro-
vide a mechanism of delay, but it also results in ongoing technical discussions
leading to conservative or weakened emissions targets. Initially, the IMO set a
50% reduction goal for 2050 compared with 2008, far short of complete decar-
bonization. Moreover, by choosing 2008 as the benchmark for peak emissions
(i.e., one year prior to the onset of the global financial crisis) the organiza-
tion considerably weakened the industry’s decarbonization ambitions. In July
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2023, the IMO finally set a new target that is much closer to net zero by 2050,
though the mechanisms for achieving that goal remain opaque.

Lobbying

Lobbying is prevalent across the industries. In the United States, the coal
industry’s lobbyists countered attempts by the Obama administration to limit
emissions from coal-fired electricity through the Waxman-Markey bill and the
Clean Power Plan.'?” Electric utilities did the same,*?® spending more than
$500 million over the last two decades.'?® More recently, from 2008 to 2018,
researchers'? found that trade associations in the utility industry spent $44
million on direct lobbying, $44 million on grants, $18.6 million on advertis-
ing and promotion, and $24 million on political contributions. This volume of
spending makes electric utilities one of the most politically active industries
on climate change. In the United States, contract lobbyists working in house
for state electric utilities are reported to be regarded by state policymakers
as more influential than those from other industries.’! Moreover, the lobby-
ing activities of utilities have often succeeded in obstructing policies aimed at
accelerating decarbonization and the shift to renewable energy. Consider Cali-
fornia’s Pacific Gas & Electric, which fought electric metering for rooftop solar,
and First Energy, which led the successful campaign to repeal Ohio’s clean
energy standards, replacing them with a bailout for coal and nuclear power.'3?

The transportation sector has also used lobbying to block regulatory action.
In the European Union, decades of effort to decarbonize the automotive indus-
try have finally borne fruit with the adoption of a rule in 2022 to ban the sale
of new fossil fuel-based vehicles with internal combustion engines by 2035.
But this rule to phase out internal combustion vehicles was delayed by sev-
eral years due to the participation of automakers in regulatory and political
processes and their lobbying to achieve concessions from the European Union.
These obstructive actions succeeded in considerably weakening the rule, by

securing:133’ 134,135,136

+ Avoluntary agreement rather than binding regulations with manufacturers;

+ Less stringent targets than originally proposed;

+ A phase-in of decarbonization measures, an absence of interim targets, and
the postponement of implementation of the targets, allowing more time
than originally planned for manufacturers to comply with regulations; and

+ The introduction of several loopholes and the absence of penalties for man-
ufacturers that do not meet targets for electric car sales.

Taken together, these successful lobbying results delayed the introduc-
tion of climate regulations in road transportation, increasing emissions in
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the sector and making it more difficult to achieve climate mitigation targets.
Researchers have argued that “this has enabled vehicle manufacturers to make
sure that any new stipulations are so toothless that they are spared any serious
efforts beyond pursuing the technological innovations that they were already

working on.”137

Revolving Doors

The revolving door is a phenomenon whereby personnel move back and forth
between industry and government positions, facilitating lobbying and in some
cases regulatory capture.!38:139:140 Our analysis shows that multiple industries
benefit from this mechanism.

For example, coal mining in Australia is marked by close ties between politi-
cal leaders and representatives of industry. Individuals linked to coal interests
have subsequently been appointed to powerful political positions, successfully
influencing climate policy across successive national governments.41:142:143
In road transportation, actors have gained insider knowledge about policy-
making and developed personal ties with policymakers through revolving
doors.'** This phenomenon is particularly well documented for Germany,
where revolving-door dynamics are common and where summits and con-
ferences are organized to facilitate interactions between government and
industry, but shut out NGOs and unions.'#>:146:147.148 The ytilities and avia-
tion industries have also been criticized for revolving-door practices.*4%:150:151
For example, in July 2021, ICAO hired the former director of aviation and
environment at IATA to become that UN agency’s director of legal affairs and
external relations. This person had reportedly been part of IATA’s previous

advocacy efforts to weaken ICAO’s CORSIA offsetting scheme in 2020.1>2

Political Suppression

Political actors and government bodies, often serving the interests of indus-
try, regularly seek to limit climate activism by banning protests, arresting
activists, censoring information, and restricting public access to policymaking
debates.'® For example, evidence suggests that the coal industry, which relies
on land acquisition for extraction, transportation, and the construction of
large-scale power stations, has suppressed opposition from civil society orga-
nizations and frontline communities facing the negative effects of mining and
climate change because it serves as a means of obstructing and delaying the
energy transition.’®* In the Philippines, Indonesia, and Colombia, members of
civil society organizations have experienced human right violations including
arrests, intimidation—and even abduction and murder—for resistance to coal
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extraction.'® 196157 In guch contexts, even when one is not menaced directly,
the specter of political suppression tends to discourage activists from pursu-
ing confrontational tactics, resulting in weaker societal opposition to climate
obstruction activities.®® This form of silencing reduces pressure on govern-
ment officials, weakening the imperative to introduce policies to transition
away from fossil fuels.'® Furthermore, human rights violations aimed at pre-
serving coal-industry interests are typically concentrated in the Global South,
where they lack visibility to downstream countries in the Global North that

import fossil fuels.'®°

Litigation

Litigation has become a powerful weapon for many companies to slow the
pace and ambition of climate action.'®! Successful suits to prevent or weaken
climate policies have been particularly visible in the automotive industry. In
the United States, the California Air Resources Board’s attempts to intro-
duce regulations more stringent than federal requirements have triggered
various lawsuits by automobile and truck associations.'®? A notable case in
2022 focused on California’s proposed nitrous oxide emissions-reduction pol-
icy, which targeted heavy-duty vehicles.'®® Legal strategies of delay have also
emerged in the coal and utility industries. For example, the German-based util-
ity RWE tried to sue the Dutch government for €1.4 billion in compensation
for a law that sought to ban coal power by 2030. Subnational governments
have also sued national governments to protect their fossil fuel industries.
For example, in 2015 the US state of West Virginia sued the federal govern-
ment to block the implementation of the Clean Power Plan, President Barack
Obama’s signature climate policy, which aimed to accelerate the shift from coal
to renewable energy.141> Seven years later, the US Supreme Court ruling on
the case led to greater restrictions on the Environmental Protection Agency’s
ability to regulate CO; emissions.

RHETORICAL AND DISCURSIVE TACTICS

Coal, transportation, and utilities also use strategic communication tactics
to hinder action on climate change.'%6:167:168,:169 Their rhetorical and dis-
cursive tactics are circulated via the news media, social media, policy posi-
tion papers, government testimony, and information campaigns. Leading up
to the Paris Agreement, and in the years since, tactics have evolved from
outright denial about the causes and impacts of climate change to what
can be called “discursive resistance.”'” This technique consists of deploying
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Table 3.3 RHETORICAL AND NARRATIVE OBSTRUCTION TACTICS

Definition

Rhetorical obstruction tactics

Climate denial Casting doubt on the basic scientific facts or impacts of climate
change

Corporate Transmitting messages through other entities such as community

ventriloquism and/or astroturf (self-created) organizations to construct and ani-

mate an alternative ethos, voice, or identity that advances their

interests
Narratives
Apocalyptic Fearmongering about the imminent demise of a particular industry,
consequences for economic system, or political system if climate regulation succeeds,
industry and the catastrophic ramifications associated with that loss
Technological opti- Painting a positive and future-oriented image of fossil fuels by
mism and fossil fuel emphasizing the ability for new technologies (e.g., carbon cap-
solutionism ture, ammonia co-firing) to contribute to decarbonization, thereby

reducing the imperative to shift away from fossil fuels

The right to develop and  Positioning the use of fossil fuels as a core right for emerging
energy poverty economies and a means to attain economic development and

overcome energy poverty

narratives that emphasize, for example, the costs of action, particularly
inflated estimates of the socioeconomic impacts of climate action or the threat
of carbon leakage when emissions-intensive industries move to other regions
or countries with less stringent laws. Another discursive tactic involves propa-
gating hyped expectations about the potential of decarbonization technologies
such as carbon capture and sequestration (CCS) to ensure a future for coal.'”!
These tactics are summarized in Table 3.3 and described briefly in the next
sections.

Climate Denial

Climate denial activities across the fossil fuel sector have been explored in
great depth (see Chapter 2).172 In the United States, the electric utility indus-
try knew about climate change in the 1960s and 1970s, but then spread
doubt and denial to prevent action.!”®17* By the 1990s, in full coordination
with groups representing the oil and coal industries, utilities also increasingly
embraced outright climate denial, including founding front groups to spread
climate disinformation. Examples include the already mentioned PR campaign
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headed by the Edison Electric Institute (EEI) and Southern Company in 1991,
which aimed to “reposition global warming as theory (not fact).” These dis-
information efforts continued over several decades. As recently as 2017, the
then-CEO of Southern Company, Thomas Fanning, who also served as EEI’s
chair, declared during a television interview with CNBC that CO; is “certainly
not” the cause of planetary warming, and that climate change has “been hap-
pening for millennia.”!”® In this way, the utility industry has mirrored coal
industry efforts by leveraging denial as an obstruction tactic.'”®

The transportation sector has also participated in climate denial. In the
United States, Chrysler, Ford, and General Motors became members and sup-
ported the activities of the previously discussed Global Climate Coalition.!”” As
a more recent example of contesting the science, Toyota has reacted to efforts
by the Japanese state to accelerate the shift to EVs by claiming as recently as
2023 that battery-electric drivetrains offer limited decarbonization benefits in

Japan due to the electricity sector’s dependance on fossil fuel generation.'78:179

Corporate Ventriloquism

Corporate ventriloquism is a rhetorical process by which companies transmit
messages through other entities, usually of their own creation, to construct
and animate an alternative ethos, voice, or identity that advances their inter-
ests.’8 Some companies have used corporate ventriloquism to advance their
agendas through support for community organizations.'®! Companies may
create front groups and information campaigns, but also leverage corporate
social responsibility strategies that invest in community development. Such
strategies have been used for decades as a means for industry actors to
underscore their legitimacy and to shore up the perception that they are pos-
itive social contributors to the environments in which they operate.!82:183,184
Research has shown how extractive industries such as coal have invested heav-
ily in local communities to sow solidarity and support for the industry.'®
Material investments such as parks, community centers, sponsored events
(concerts, car shows, etc.), and museums are not only a means of winning sup-
port through material investment in communities (a form of philanthropy or
bribery), but also of symbolically “branding” the community and of making it
more difficult for the community to oppose industry goals. Similarly, investor-
owned utilities sponsor sports stadiums and museums—branding efforts that
double as philanthropy—in their efforts to effectively blur the line between
public and private interests.

In the case of road transportation, this blurring between public and pri-
vate interests typically happens at the state level. Research'® draws on
the concept of “state dependence”'®’ to characterize the “privileged posi-
tion of the automotive industry within capitalist states due to governments’
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dependence on the jobs, growth, and state revenue it provides.” This depen-
dence means that in practice state actors might act in the interests of the
industry even in the absence of outright lobbying.'®189 This pattern can be
even more pronounced in countries characterized by coordinated or corpo-

ratist state-business relationships, such as Germany,!9%-191,192

Fearmongering About the Consequences of Climate Action

All industries and sectors examined share the tactic of fearmongering about
potential negative economic and societal impacts of climate action. This strat-
egy creates a “jobs-versus-environment” dilemma to garner support for the
former.’”® The US coal industry has used diverse forms of this argument to
mobilize support for its own survival. One narrative built around a theme of
industrial apocalypse argues that coal is “too big to fail,” and if it fails, the
entire economy would be dragged along. This narrative has been used to argue
for extending the life of existing coal plants through subsidies to ensure grid
stability and reliability.}94:19

Coal actors in both the Global North and the Global South have also adopted
the language of a “just transition”—originally used by anti-coal actors—to
argue for slow and nondisruptive phase-out timelines and to foster fear about
the socioeconomic consequences of a forced contraction of coal extraction.'%
For example, in South Africa, the Congress of South African Trade Unions
called early plant closures by the utility Eskom “a hostile act of provocation
directed at workers and their unions,” and called for Eskom and the govern-
ment to suspend the closures until “a just transition-solution is arrived at by
all affected stakeholders.”*%”

Similarly, the auto industry lobby argues that the economic well-being of
car companies translates directly into national and economic prosperity.1%:19°
OEMs and trade unions similarly fearmonger and obstruct based on claims
about job losses.?00:201,202,203 1t j5 well documented that carmakers sometimes
use exaggerated forecasts of reduced employment in the sector as a bargain-
ing tool with policymakers.??42% These arguments have been used by the car
industry to oppose regulations to phase out internal combustion engines in

the European Union and Japan.2%6:297

Technological Over-Optimism and Fossil Fuel Solutionism

Several of the industries examined employ discourses that paint an optimistic
picture about the ability for niche or unproven technologies to decarbonize the

208

use of fossil fuels,”” thereby downplaying the need to transition away from

incumbent energy systems. For example, utilities in Japan have promoted the
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potential for coal co-firing with ammonia, an unproven technology, rather
than planning a managed phaseout of their fleet of coal-fired power plants.???
A more established example of technological optimism is CCS.?? Not only do
the companies championing CCS and ammonia co-firing try to extend the life
of existing power plants, but they also seek to deploy these technologies.?!!
In this way, nontransformative technologies that perpetuate dependence on
fossil fuels are framed as “clean” and as a solution to the climate problem. In
the US, for example, a 2004 leaked memo from a coal front group president to
the CEO of Peabody Energy stated: “Our belief is that, on climate change like
other issues, you must be for something rather than against everything. The
combination of carbon sequestration and technology is what we preach and
we are looking for more members in the choir.”?!? Indeed, after 2000, electric
utility-affiliated organizations shifted toward promoting CCS and “clean” coal
when seeking to delay climate action.?!® This is despite the fact that accord-
ing to the industry itself, CCS remains prohibitively expensive and difficult to
deploy at scale. Although this technology has largely fallen out of coal indus-
try discourse in the United States and Europe, in some Asian regions including
Japan, CCS is still promoted by electric utilities as a means of ensuring the
continued operation of coal-fired power plants.?!*

The shipping industry also uses this delay tactic, promoting incremental
efficiency improvements of existing fossil fuel technologies. A 2011 amend-
ment to the International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from
Ships (MARPOL) created the Energy Efficiency Design Index (EEDI) and Ship
Energy Efficiency Management Plan (SEEMP). The former requires certain
new vessels to be designed to meet rising energy-efficiency standards, while
the latter requires all vessels to create and follow energy efficiency plans
that adhere to certain criteria. However, the EEDI has major deficiencies that
limit its efficacy in reducing emissions. For example, it applies only to new
ships and its targets can easily be met by reducing the speed of travel.?1>-%16
While it is desirable for each generation of ships to be more efficient than
the last and use less fuel per ton or mile, efficiency alone cannot lead to
decarbonization—not least because continued growth in shipping leads to
increased emissions, even if the vessels are more efficient. The same is true for
aviation.

The Right to Develop and Energy Poverty

Many actors in the surveyed industries have linked narratives that stress a
“right to develop” in the Global South and/or the need to overcome “energy
poverty” with agendas to continue the use of coal and various fossil fuel
technologies (see Chapter 6). These discourses have been promulgated by
exporting nations in both the Global North and the Global South, where many
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countries are still engaged in the process of building out their energy systems
and developing their economies.?!” For example, in India, China, Indonesia,
and South Africa, industry and government actors have stressed their right
to develop when defending their continued use of coal in the power sector.?®
Many actors in the Global North that are providing technology, finance, or fuel
to these countries also have a financial interest in preserving coal dependence.
In pursuing this interest, they claim that coal is a critical means of overcoming
energy poverty by ensuring widely available and cheap electricity, thereby co-
opting and building upon right to develop discourses. For example, the World
Coal Association claims that “coal has a fundamental role in providing access
to base load electricity” and that “energy at affordable prices [is] critical to
global development.”?!” In the United States, the front group Advanced Energy
for Life (funded by Peabody Energy) claimed in its PR campaign that energy
poverty was “the world’s number one human and environmental crisis” (empha-
sis added), and that coal was the solution.??® Meanwhile, the coal industries
in the United States and Australia have also framed their exported coal as
necessary for solving energy poverty.??1:222,223,224

The auto making industry has used the same narrative. A foundation associ-
ated with the British motoring association, the Royal Automobile Club (RAC),
opposed a fuel tax increase by arguing that 80% of the British population
was in “transport poverty.”?2° Yet this estimate was based on a flawed indica-
tor, with more accurate estimates finding that only 9% of British households
were vulnerable to fuel price increases.??® At the European level, automotive
actors seeking to deflect support for electric vehicles have also argued that e-
fuels, their preferred decarbonization solution, would help ensure “affordable
mobility.” This is despite evidence showing that synthetic e-fuels (derived from
renewable electricity, CO,, and hydrogen) are a more expensive decarboniza-

tion solution than electrification.??”

POSSIBLE RESPONSES TO OBSTRUCTION

A variety of responses at both international and national levels have emerged
to counter the obstruction strategies and tactics used by these industries and
sectors.

International Responses

At the international level, states have begun to build coalitions to phase out

fossil fuels. These include the Powering Past Coal Alliance (launched by Canada
and the United Kingdom) and the Beyond Oil and Gas Alliance (launched by
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Quebec, Denmark, Costa Rica, France, and other nations and provinces). More
recently, in 2024, member nations of the Group of Seven (G7) industrialized
countries committed to phasing out unabated coal power by 2035. In 2021,
fourteen countries (including France, Germany, and the United States) chal-
lenged the IMO’s current low level of ambition and called for a target of full
decarbonization of the shipping sector by 2050, including the establishment
of intermediate targets for each decade.??® Such clubs are an essential means
of injecting ambition and speed into international governance frameworks,
where progress is often stalled by the need for consensus and vulnerability to
industry lobbying.

Many multilateral responses have sought to restrict international financ-
ing for fossil fuel projects, especially coal. States have also used such initiatives
to address carbon lock-in. For example, the Asian Development Bank’s Energy
Transition Mechanism aims to catalyze the early retirement of coal-fired power
plants by providing public and private financing to developing Asian coun-
tries. One recipient, Indonesia, which has deepened its reliance on coal while
developing its power sector in recent years, was promised up to $20 billion
over three to five years via the Just Energy Transition Partnership (JETP),
established in 2022 and led by the United States and Japan. While such mul-
tilateral efforts are critical for lowering the economic hurdles to transitioning
away from coal-fired power in the Global South, some enactments of the idea
of “paying a country to transition” have flaws in their design. For example,
though promised $20 billion in payments, Indonesia will only see some $160
million, with the rest provided as loans and grants, deepening the country’s
debt burden to rich countries.???

The challenge for policymakers and civil society organizations is thus to
ensure that these multilateral mechanisms are used as intended and, where
possible, strengthened. Besides, rather than simply outsourcing the task to
the Global South, it is imperative that the Global North lead by example in
the transition away from fossil fuels. This task requires strong leadership from
high-ambition countries, and for non-state actors such as NGOs to use their
influence to hold laggards to account, not least by shaming states and associ-
ated initiatives that fail to drive the phase-out of coal and other fossil fuels (see
Chapter 13).

National Responses

At the national level, this review of obstructionist activities by actors in coal,
electric utilities, and transportation suggests at least three responses.

First, there are clear divisions between firms in these industries. Policymak-
ers could leverage these disagreements to weaken the obstructive effect of the
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united front of opposition that trade associations tend to create.?? Previous
studies have shown that these divisions are especially prevalent in the utilities,
car, and aviation industries.?31,232,233,234,235,236,237 Aq Box 3.1 shows, these
fault lines are prevalent across the road transportation industry in the Euro-
pean Union, where some companies are more enthusiastically embracing EVs
while others are resisting or delaying electrification efforts.

Second, policymakers, civil society actors, and researchers should be aware
of and facilitate the conditions that can convert actors from climate obstruc-
tionists to climate pioneers.??® In the case of the utility and car industries,
important conditions include ensuring the widespread availability and afford-
ability of key technologies, such as renewable power, batteries, and charging
infrastructure. Government policies can play an important role in incen-
tivizing the production and use of these technologies and creating economic
incentives that reward early-adopter firms.?3°

Unions have historically been powerful actors in climate obstruction.?? Yet
they tend to lack cohesion, since they are afraid of job losses from sustain-
ability transitions, while simultaneously supporting the prospect of gaining
“green” job benefits in the mid-term.?1:242 This dichotomy leads to conflict-
ing political positions, suggesting that addressing concerns about job losses
from the energy transition could also weaken organized labor’s obstructive
stance.?43:244

Third, increasing public and investor pressures for disclosure of lobbying
activities and involvement in rulemaking negotiations are prompting positive
changes (see Chapter 13). For example, some auto manufacturers are already
reluctant to lobby individually on politically sensitive climate policies.?4> This
trend may be partly attributable to the backlash following the Dieselgate scan-
dal.?#6:247 Furthermore, as mentioned, EU regulations were updated in 2016
to reduce corporate dominance and conflicts of interests and to increase trans-
parency.?*® However, the effects of these rule changes is still unclear, and
car makers continue to exploit their industry associations to impede climate
policies.?*? Thus confronting these kinds of loopholes and industry behavior
remains essential.?>°

Progress can be seen in the aviation industry as well. In 2022, the United
States responded to public criticism by releasing the policy papers it submit-
ted to the UN’s ICAO for the first time. It also supported making all documents
related to key decisions by Committee on Aviation Environmental Protection
(CAEP) meetings publicly available in advance of the meetings, aligning itself
with IMO and UNFCCC practices. Other reforms are still needed, including
ending the practice of requiring CAEP delegates to sign nondisclosure agree-
ments, removing external restrictions on observers’ ability to speak freely
about ICAOQ, and granting free media access to the aviation industry’s climate
negotiation meetings.
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CONCLUSION

Several important findings emerge from the three typologies we have expli-
cated in this chapter. First, as Table 3.1 illustrates, actors, organizations, and
states frequently coordinate across scales to implement obstruction strate-
gies. By masking the actions of individual organizations, this strategy affords
these actors plausible deniability when others hold them accountable for
climate obstruction activities. Second, there is significant involvement by
industry players in governance bodies, both informal and formal. This access
grants them an outsized influence on climate policymaking compared with
other important social and political players, such as NGOs, think tanks, and
researchers.

Our second typology (shown in Table 3.2) describes and analyzes five direct
political strategies employed across the industries and sectors examined. The
analysis suggests that given revolving-door effects and existing regulatory
structures, it can be difficult to distinguish between state and corporate inter-
ests, resulting in an underrepresentation of civil society interests in climate-
related policymaking. Additionally, we found that regulatory institutions in
many geographies and at various scales have been populated, influenced, or
captured to varying degrees by corporate interests. We expect, however, that
the efficacy of direct political engagement as a climate obstruction strategy
will vary depending on the industry and the differing governance cultures of
countries in the Global North and South. These factors likely include varying
levels of stakeholder pressure and the extent to which industries or vari-
ous companies’ roles in climate obstruction has been brought into the public
spotlight. Thus, while our chapter has highlighted the similarities in tactics
used across the industries and sectors examined in this chapter, obstruc-
tion activities also vary by timing, national context, and political culture.
An important future research task is to move beyond descriptive analyses
toward explanatory studies that deepen understanding of how obstruction tac-
tics vary across regions and industries and the conditions that influence this
variation.

Finally, our third typology (shown in Table 3.3) clearly demonstrates that
the industries and sectors examined share common communication tactics.
This finding likely reflects their interdependence as much as the ways in which
rhetorical tactics tend to circulate via industry and front-group activities. We
also observed that tactics have evolved from outright climate denial to a more
multifaceted and agile discursive resistance, particularly the use of so-called
common sense arguments for maintaining fossil fuels that present a busi-
ness case for their continued use or frame them as part of the solution to
climate change. These industries have also shown skill in mimicking or co-
opting social-movement narratives, such as by claiming that fossil fuels will

HOW COAL, UTILITIES, AND TRANSPORTATION IMPEDE CLIMATE ACTION [85]



help achieve energy justice objectives or using the “just transition” argument
against a rapid phase-out of fossil fuels (see Chapter 6).

Despite the robust evidence supporting these conclusions, there are specific
knowledge gaps. First, we need to identify and analyze obstruction activi-
ties in other industries, such as steel and rail, that are closely connected to
the coal industry and transportation sector.?! However, future work should
recognize that the rail industry’s dependence on coal does not automatically
mean that it uniformly opposes the energy transition in all geographic con-
texts. Some actors in the rail industry, such as those in India, are eager to
reduce their reliance on coal transportation for revenues.?>? In road trans-
portation, an important under-researched topic is the links between the indus-
try’s obstruction activities, public (mis)information about the environmental
performance of decarbonization technologies such as EVs, and their public
acceptance.

Second, little academic attention has been paid to the transnational obsta-
cles to transitioning away from coal. As researchers?> have argued, “choices
are not confined to national borders, as the availability of foreign finance
and technical capacity may affect whether new coal plants are built.” Most of
the new capacity recently built or still under construction in Asian countries
including Vietnam, Indonesia, Bangladesh, and India has involved financial
institutions and manufacturers based outside these countries, especially in
China, Japan, South Korea, Europe, and the United States.?*?> Because coal
is generally framed as the form of power best suited to rapidly emerging
economies, the role of these transnational networks requires further investi-
gation. While scholarship on the obstruction activities of the coal industry in
Global South countries is limited (see Chapter 8), there exists even less under-
standing of how other industries such as road transportation, shipping, and
aviation might be obstructing climate action outside the Global North.

Finally, it is clear that climate negotiations continue to happen behind
closed doors, involving delegations that merge corporate and state interests.
As a result, there is little data on how decisions are made. Furthermore, civil
society interests, such as NGOs, are frequently under-represented in these
negotiations. In the shipping industry, for example, until organizations such
as the IMO adopt more formal decision-making processes that allow for trans-
parency and accountability, such as voting, it will be difficult to closely analyze
these processes.

To avoid crossing dangerous levels of planetary warming, society must
accelerate the decarbonization of electricity generation and all forms of trans-
portation while simultaneously phasing out coal combustion.?*® As docu-
mented in this chapter, confronting the ongoing obstruction activities of
these industries may be as pivotal to global decarbonization efforts as the
development and deployment of renewable technologies.
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INTRODUCTION: LIVESTOCK AND THE CLIMATE CRISIS

Collectively, the greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions of the fifteen largest meat
and dairy companies exceed those of some carbon majors.! Several leading
meat and dairy companies have made public commitments to becoming net
zero in recent years, including Danone, Danish Crown, Nestlé, Tyson Foods,
and JBS, the world’s largest meat company.” Yet it is unclear how these com-
panies will achieve their climate promises, and the lack of comprehensive data
on their emissions and mitigation strategies impedes accountability and inde-
pendent verification.® While the sector is highly heterogenous, ranging from
small-scale famers and producers to transnational firms with integrated sup-
ply chains, it has become clear that many leading animal agribusiness actors in
particular have contributed to efforts to influence the public’s understanding
of the livestock sector’s role in the climate crisis and obstruct policy responses
that threaten their ability to profit from business as usual.

Addressing the climate impacts of animal agriculture is critical to pre-
vent catastrophic global heating. Even if fossil fuel use ended immediately,
emissions related to food production alone are on course to push global warm-
ing beyond 1.5°C above preindustrial levels between 2051 to 2063.* Given
the limited mitigation potential of technological measures alone, reducing
the production and consumption of animal-based foods in high-consuming
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societies is necessary to meaningfully lower emissions.® Shifts toward more
plant-based diets could contribute a significant proportion of the mitigation
required to limit global warming to 2°C while maintaining food security and
cobenefitting public health and biodiversity.°

Animal-based foods are responsible for an estimated 57% of food pro-
duction emissions.” In 2006, the United Nations (UN) Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) published Livestock’s Long Shadow, the first global esti-
mate of animal agriculture’s contributions to anthropogenic climate change.®
Since then, a multitude of studies have documented the significance of the
sector’s pollution,’ estimating that it contributes between 11.2% and 19.6%
of total global GHG emissions.!® In the report, the FAO contended that the
livestock sector “has such deep and wide-ranging environmental impacts that
it should rank as one of the leading focuses for environmental policies” and
warned that these environmental harms would worsen without “major correc-
tive” measures.!? Yet nearly two decades later, measures to effectively reduce
livestock-related emissions are rarely at the forefront of climate policy. Animal
agribusinesses operate within what the nonprofit Institute for Agriculture and
Trade Policy (IATP) has termed an “accountability vacuum.”*? As documented
in this chapter, available evidence suggests that industry actors have played
key roles in keeping it that way.

Emissions related to animal-based food production derive from multiple
sources. Cropland and grazing land that produce livestock feed are respon-
sible for about 21% of the world’s food production-based GHG emissions.®
These emissions result from management activities, such as plowing fields
(which reduces carbon storage), applying nitrogen fertilizer (nitrogen not
taken up by crops runs off into waterways and gets broken down by microbes
in the soil, releasing nitrogen oxide), and burning fossil fuel to run farm

t.14 Enteric fermentation from ruminant animals such as cows and

equipmen
sheep is also a leading source, representing about a fifth of total food produc-
tion emissions, while manure management contributes about 2%.'> Land-use
changes that cause soil disturbance and biomass loss contribute an addi-
tional 12% of total food-production emissions.'® Overall, livestock are esti-
mated to emit about one-third of all human-caused methane emissions'’
and around half of human-caused nitrous oxide emissions.'® The extensive
acreage required to produce livestock and feed—which accounts for more
than 80% of all land used for agriculture’®—also incurs a significant and
often uncounted “carbon opportunity cost” given the potential carbon that
could be sequestered if ecosystems were restored on land used for livestock
production.?®

The livestock sector’s emissions of methane, a highly potent but short-lived
GHG, are particularly significant. According to the nonprofits IATP and Chang-
ing Markets Foundation, the fifteen largest meat and dairy corporations com-

bined emit roughly 12.8 million tons (MT) of the GHG, representing around
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3.4% of global anthropogenic methane emissions and 11.1% of all livestock-
related methane.?* A growing number of studies indicate that shifting to diets
with fewer animal products would significantly reduce GHG emissions.?? Sim-
ilarly, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)’s 2019 special
report on climate change and land concluded that healthy and sustainable
diets, underpinned by a focus on just agricultural transitions, present “major
opportunities for reducing GHG emissions from food systems.”?®

Of the world’s nations, China is the number one emitter of GHGs from meat
and dairy production,? responsible for about 14% of global animal-based food
production GHG emissions,? followed by Brazil (11%), the United States (8%),
and India (7%).?® Brazil, the United States, the European Union, Argentina,
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand are all major meat and dairy exporters
with high per capita meat and dairy consumption.?” As a group, China and
these so-called surplus protein exporters are responsible for the majority of
global emissions from meat and dairy production®® and host the headquarters
of most of the world’s largest animal agribusinesses.?’ Meat, dairy, and feed
production are characterized by growing corporate concentration.** Globally,
the top four agrochemical and animal pharmaceutical firms are estimated to
receive 66% and 58% of sector revenues, respectively.31 In the United States,
80% of soybean processing, 73% of beef processing, 67% of pork processing,
and 54% of chicken processing are controlled by the top four firms.*? Brazil-
based JBS SA is the world’s largest animal protein company by a large margin,
with a daily slaughter capacity of 16,000 lambs, 75,000 cattle, 115,000 pigs,
and 14 million poultry birds.*® As described in this chapter, many of these
companies have successfully leveraged their outsized market power for out-
sized political power, which they have used to maintain their social license to
operate under business as usual.

Key to maintaining this license has been the industry’s promise to reduce
emissions, mainly by mitigating energy-related emissions through the use
of renewables®* (similar to oil and gas producers; see Chapter 2) or through
technical interventions in production such as anaerobic digesters on manure
lagoons to reduce waste, feed additives to decrease methane emitted by rumi-
nant animals, and targeted measures aimed at improving animal productiv-
ity.>> Global meat and dairy consumption is, however, projected to rise by
14% and 20%, respectively, by 2030 (compared with 2018-2020 averages)®®
and methane emissions are predicted to reach more than 140 MT annually by
2050 under current policies.?” Although estimates for the mitigation poten-
tial of technical interventions vary significantly across studies—ranging from
4 MT to 42 MT per year*®—it is evident that such measures are not sufficient
to offset projected emissions increases.3® Furthermore, while meat and dairy
companies speak frequently about their interest in using methane-reducing
feed additives, Bloomberg reported in 2023 that they are not following through
on using available products at any significant scale.*’
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In this chapter, we examine the role of obstruction in creating and main-
taining this unsustainable status quo. We aim to provide an overview of the
evidence on the recent history of climate obstruction related to animal agri-
culture, followed by a synthesis of the narratives and practices constituting
contemporary obstruction within the animal agriculture sector. We conclude
the chapter with possible efforts to counteract obstruction and a research
agenda.

A MODERN HISTORY OF ANIMAL AGRICULTURE CLIMATE
OBSTRUCTION IN TOP-EMITTING REGIONS

The production and consumption of animal-based foods is shaped by a wide
range of policies, from subsidies to crop insurance, national dietary guide-
lines, procurement, trade policy, climate policy, environmental regulations,
and more. The net result of these policies is that the prices of industrially
produced meat and dairy products in much of the world are artificially low,
with their true costs externalized in the form of health and environmental
harms.

Policy action at the scale needed to address livestock’s impact on climate
change remains rare. Efforts to date focus largely on tweaks around the edges
of our current industrial food system and we have yet to see sustained policy
action focused on transforming diets, setting binding GHG reduction targets
for the agriculture sector, requiring comprehensive disclosure of emissions,
regulating pollutants from industrial livestock operations, or transforming
subsidy programs to cease incentivizing unsustainable levels of meat and
dairy production. For example, neither recent US nor EU plans to address
methane emissions include direct measures to regulate animal agriculture
emissions, a major source of methane in both regions.*! The Global Methane
Pledge, spearheaded by the United States and European Union, commits to
“achieve all feasible reductions in the energy and waste sectors” yet for agri-
culture, merely seeks to mitigate “emissions through technology innovation
as well as incentives and partnerships with farmers.”*?> An analysis of major
US and EU policies from 2014 to 2020 found that public funding for animal-
based farming exceeded $44 billion.** The few countries that have sought
to address livestock emissions through policies such as taxes, the removal
of environmentally harmful subsidies, binding emissions-reduction targets,
and a shift toward more sustainable diets have met pushback and seen their
policies weakened as a result. For example, in 2022, New Zealand—where agri-
culture accounts for almost half of the country’s total emissions—proposed
the world’s first tax on cow emissions.** Following backlash from industry
groups, the Labour government initially revised the proposal to keep the
levy fixed at a lower rate for five years, but a change of government saw
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the new center-right coalition scrap the policy altogether before it came into

force.®

Box 4.1: RESPONSE TO LIVESTOCK'S LONG SHADOW

In 2006, the United Nations’ FAO published Livestock’s Long Shadow, a
390-page report that presented the first global estimate of the livestock
sector’s contributions to climate change and stated the need for measures
to hold producers accountable for their environmental damage.

The publication put the livestock industry on the defensive. Beef Today
described the report as “red meat for the vegetarian activists” and as
“UN cover for their pre-existing bias.”*® Industry-funded groups’ focus
on climate-related messaging appears to have expanded significantly in
the years that followed.*” In 2009, the producer-funded Beef Checkoff
program awarded a grant to an academic researcher at the University
of California (UC) Davis, Dr. Frank Mitloehner, to assess the FAO’s
findings.*® Mitloehner’s critique did not focus on the report’s empirical
evidence, but rather criticized the authors’ comparison of the emissions
of the livestock sector to those of the transportation sector because
the former included a full life-cycle analysis while the latter included
only direct emissions.*’ Mitloehner’s challenge to Livestock’s Long Shadow
was promoted in press releases, including by UC Davis (“Don’t Blame
Cows for Climate Change™°) and the American Chemical Society (“Eat-
ing less meat and dairy products won’t have a major impact on global
warming”?). Popular media outlets reported on Mitloehner’s efforts to
challenge the UN’s findings as if the link between animal agriculture and
climate change had been debunked.>? In the years since, Mitloehner—
who, according to his CV, has received more than $5 million in research
funding throughout his career from industry groups—has continued
to downplay the livestock industry’s role in the climate crisis and is
quoted regularly by the media as an expert on the climate emissions of
livestock.>®

Following the release of Livestock’s Long Shadow, meat and dairy
corporations and countries with major livestock industries—including
Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay, the United States, and Australia—
reportedly complained to the FAO.>* In interviews with The Guardian, for-
mer FAO officials said they were “censored, sabotaged, undermined and
victimized for more than a decade” and that attempts to further illumi-
nate connections between livestock and climate change were discouraged
and at times suppressed.”
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The United States

Animal agribusiness involvement in climate obstruction in the United States
dates back to at least the 1990s, when major agriculture industry groups
worked hand-in-hand with other highly polluting industries to block poli-
cies aimed at reducing emissions. As Inside Climate News documented, the
American Farm Bureau Federation (AFBF), among the nation’s most power-
ful political lobbying groups, has derailed climate policy in the United States
for more than four decades.*® AFBF is a national tax-exempt nonprofit orga-
nization and lobbying group that leads a network of state-level Farm Bureau
nonprofit organizations, some of which have affiliated for-profit companies
that sell insurance. Many of the organization’s 5.9 million members must pay
dues as a condition of their insurance policies.”” AFBF questioned the attri-
bution of extreme weather to anthropogenic climate change as late as 2019,
and continued to oppose attempts to regulate or tax GHG emissions in 2023.%
AFBF also opposes “any tie and/or connection” of climate-focused practices
to federal crop insurance programs, as well as efforts to legislate mandatory
cap-and-trade provisions and agricultural GHG emissions reporting.5°

By the mid-1990s, AFBF was an active member of the Global Climate
Coalition, an international lobbying group that opposed climate action and
contested the science of global warming.%! The Coalition spearheaded oppo-
sition to the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, which committed industrialized nations
to limiting and reducing GHG emissions in accordance with set targets.®? In
a 1997 congressional hearing about the Protocol, AFBF’s president argued

against legally binding GHG emissions caps, stating that the science of climate
»63

¢

change is “unclear that we even have a problem.

In 2004, the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) launched a $15
million study to collect data to create methodologies to estimate livestock farm
emissions, with the purpose of informing regulation of these facilities under
federal air-pollution laws.%* Major livestock industry trade associations funded
the study in exchange for an agreement with the EPA, which granted partici-
pating farms immunity from civil action by the agency for the duration of the
data- collection program, which was supposed to be completed in two years.5
Nearly 14,000 farms, including 90% of the country’s largest livestock farms at
the time, received regulatory immunity through this agreement.®® Ultimately,
data was collected at only about two dozen farms, but all continue to receive
regulatory immunity.®” As of April 2023, the EPA had yet to publish any final
methodologies resulting from the process.®® Meanwhile, animal agribusiness
groups—including the AFBF, state farm bureaus, the National Pork Producers
Council, and the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association (NCBA)—have lobbied
the country’s financial regulatory agency to protect them from new proposed
emissions disclosure requirements® and backed a federal bill, the Protect
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Farmers from the SEC Act, to prohibit the agency from requiring GHG disclo-
sures for agricultural products.”® Today, animal agriculture’s GHG emissions
in the United States remain effectively unregulated.

The European Union

With farming and agribusiness representing a powerful political force across
Europe, recent EU efforts to shift to more sustainable production and con-
sumption have encountered substantial opposition. A 2023 report by the Euro-
pean Commission’s Group of Chief Scientific Advisors, for example, identified
“evidence that some meat-industry representative bodies have influenced pub-
lic discourse in order to counter scientific evidence on the negative impact of
meat consumption on health and the climate.””* The EU’s 2020 Farm to Fork
strategy promised reforms to align agricultural and food policy with environ-
mental goals, including an acknowledgment that adopting “a more plant-based
diet with less red and processed meat . . . will reduce not only risks of life
threatening diseases, but also the environmental impact of the food system.””?
Efforts to do so have, however, stalled following opposition not only from some
member states, conservative members of the European Parliament, and the
agriculture sector, but also the European Commission’s Directorate-General
for Agriculture and Rural Development (DG AGRI).”

DG AGRI is the Directorate-General responsible for the EU Common Agri-
cultural Policy (CAP), initiated in 1957 to ensure secure food supplies and sup-
port the livelihoods of European farmers. CAP supports emissions-intensive
livestock farming and research has estimated that 82% of EU agricultural sub-
sidies in 2013 were used to produce animal-based foods or animal feed.”
Despite many reforms, scholars agree that the integration of environmen-
tal and climate concerns into the CAP has remained limited ever since. This
inertia is due partly to a persisting discourse of agricultural exceptionalism,
as well as the extensive access agricultural producers and traders have to
decision-makers in the European Commission and Parliament.” In line with
the primary focus of its mandate on ensuring agricultural production and
food security, DG AGRI historically has been closely aligned with agricultural
interests.

Copa-Cogeca, among the oldest and most-established EU lobby groups,
formed soon after CAP in 1962, through the merger of two groups represent-
ing farmers and agri-cooperatives.”® Together with other sectoral organiza-
tions such as the Liaison Centre for the Meat Processing Industry in the Euro-
pean Union and the European Feed Manufacturers Federation, they now form
a coalition that responds specifically to growing concerns about Europe’s high
meat and dairy consumption. Launched in 2019 by eleven industry groups,
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European Livestock Voice has been focused on defending the reputation of
European meat as environmentally friendly and nutritionally essential.”” Its
Meat the Facts campaign website serves as a hub for the dissemination of news,
opinion pieces, and resources in support of this goal.”®

Despite superficial changes to reorient the CAP toward climate and envi-
ronmental goals, for example through direct financial incentives to farmers,”
meaningful action to address animal agriculture emissions remains limited.
The EU’s continued investment in promoting meat and dairy products has been
criticized as standing at odds with its rhetoric on sustainable diets.2® More
than half of the 2016-2020 marketing funding under the CAP agricultural pro-
motion program supported marketing for meat and dairy products, according
to an analysis by Greenpeace Europe.®! The Greenpeace report was met with
claims that restricting funding for meat and dairy advertising would in fact
harm EU environmental goals, as illustrated by European Livestock Voice’s
claim that it “feeds a kind of populism against the work put in place by the
Commission and EU farmers to constantly improve the sustainability of EU
agriculture.”®® A proposal to reform the promotion policy, due in early 2022,

was blocked, according to an internal DG AGRI memo,*

exemplifying tensions
resulting from growing pressure on the Directorate to enact EU environmental
commitments.

Within EU climate policy, agricultural GHG emissions also remain a major
blind spot.®* Provided with an opportunity to strengthen rules on emissions
reporting and reduction through the 2024 revision of the EU Industrial Emis-
sions Directive, EU decision-makers shied away from comprehensive action on
livestock farming. While the legislative draft proposed to extend the Direc-
tive’s scope to large cattle farms and lower inclusion thresholds for other
livestock farms, the final Directive, negotiated amidst intensive lobbying and
pressure from conservative political groups,® excludes cattle (pending a 2026
review) and weakens the proposed threshold for inclusion of pig and poultry

farms.86

China

Over the past four decades, China’s meat consumption and production have
grown dramatically alongside increasing urbanization and rising income lev-
els.®” Today, China is not only the world’s largest consumer meat market®®
but also the largest livestock producer®® and importer of animal feed.>® While
the Chinese consume 27% of the world’s meat, per capita intake—excluding
fish—remains approximately half that of Americans.” Chinese demand for
animal-based food and animal feed creates significant extraterritorial impacts.

In New Zealand, for example, 15% of nitrogen and irrigation water use is
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attributed to feed used for livestock products exported to China.®? Similarly,
China was the largest importer of Brazilian soy—a major animal feed crop—
and responsible for 51% of CO; emissions embodied in the country’s soy
exports between 2010 and 2015.%

This enormous growth in production and consumption of animal products
is conditioned by the country’s “industrial meat regime” that emerged as part
of China’s late twentieth-century economic reforms: “a strategically managed
set of policies, discourses, relations, and resources enacted with the goal of
increasing commodity meat production, ‘modern’ forms of meat consumption,
and agribusiness profits.”* Food security is high on the Chinese government’s
agenda out of a concern for regime stability, and meat continues to symbolize
the nation’s progress against hunger.%

Chinese domestic meat production is concentrated in a small number of
corporations, many of which are supported by the state.”® These include WH
Group Ltd., the world’s largest producer of pork since its purchase of US-
based Smithfield Foods in 2013, dairy giants China Mengniu Dairy Company
Limited, Yili Group, and New Hope Liuhe Co., a leading producer of animal
feed, swine, and poultry. As of 2021, five Chinese companies were listed in
the top ten feed companies in the world ranked by volume.?” State-owned
COFCO—China Oil and Foodstuffs Corporation—is China’s largest agricul-
ture processor, manufacturer, and trader. COFCO plays a major role in the
trade of soy and palm oil, two commodities central to the destruction of the
world’s rainforests.”® An investigation by Global Witness and the Pulitzer
Center found that COFCO was purchasing from deforesters in Brazil and
Indonesia while simultaneously receiving sizable “green” loans from major
Chinese and European banks.?® Ironically, COFCO, as a trade agent of the Chi-
nese government, has publicly pledged to pursue sustainable soy and palm oil
sourcing. 1%

GHG emissions disclosure among Chinese meat and dairy companies is
extremely limited.'”* Although Scope 3 emissions (emissions resulting from
activities by assets not directly owned or controlled by the reporting organi-
zation, such as from supply chains) account for the majority of the sector’s
emissions, none of the twelve largest listed animal protein companies in China
report them comprehensively or have a target to reduce them.’® WH Group’s
Smithfield Foods has committed to become carbon negative by 2030, but
includes only its US operations in this pledge.'’® Smithfield Foods’ net-zero
commitment further relies heavily on converting pig manure into methane gas,
which is then sold as “renewable natural gas,” a term some critics have called
greenwashing. 1%

In its Nationally Determined Contribution submitted ahead of the 2021 UN
Climate Change Conference (COP26),1% China pledged to reach peak emis-
sions by 2030 and noted plans to reduce emissions from food production
overall, but did not include plans to reduce animal-based food consumption
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or production.’?® At times, the Chinese government has recognized the need
to reduce meat and dairy consumption: a 2016 semi-official dietary guideline,
for instance, recommended a 50% reduction in animal protein intake.'%” Yet
the government has continued to support the interests of industrial meat pro-
ducers, notably by setting ambitious growth targets for the livestock and feed
sectors in China’s 2021-2025 Five-Year Plan for animal agriculture.'®® Cur-
rently, there is little available evidence to assess whether and to what extent
climate obstruction within China comes directly from agribusinesses.

Brazil

Brazil’s agricultural GHG emissions have grown more than 160% since 1970.1%°
As of 2023, Brazil is the world’s number-one producer and exporter of soy-
beans, number-two producer and number-one exporter of beef and chicken,
and the world’s leading exporter of corn.'? Its growth in livestock and feed
production is considered the main driver of deforestation, land degradation,
and forest fires in biodiversity hotspots and carbon sinks including the Ama-
zon rainforest and the Cerrado savanna.''! Government policy, shaped by close
proximity with the agribusiness sector, has led to a continued expansion of
livestock and feed production in the Amazon region even after the 2015 Paris
Agreement.!!?

Since 2000, Brazil’s leading meat-processing companies—most notably
JBS, Marfrig, and Minerva''®*—have grown dramatically in terms of both size
and concentration of power.''* This is due in part to the Brazilian National
Development Bank’s “national champions” policy, which actively supported
internationalization by offering subsidized loans and purchasing shares and
debentures of selected companies from 2007 to 2013.*° This government
funding heavily benefited large Brazilian meatpacking companies, including
JBS and Marfrig.'*

A pro-agribusiness, cross-party voting bloc within the Brazilian govern-
ment, Frente Parlamentar da Agropecudria (FPA) has been a central force
in promoting the dismantling of environmental protections.!'” As of 2023,
more than half of the seats within the Chamber of Deputies and Federal
Senate are affiliated with FPA. This ruralist coalition, financed at least in
part through food industry conglomerates, is supported by the think tank
Instituto Pensar Agro (IPA), which emerged in 2011 as an informal coalition
between agricultural representatives from Mato Grosso and some members of
Congress.!18

De Olho nos Ruralistas, a Brazilian agribusiness watchdog, reports that the
growth of IPA—especially in the last decade—catalyzed the industry’s consol-
idation of influence and increased its political power. The IPA-FPA coalition
provided a space in which Brazil’s agricultural elites—including old and new
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agricultural associations together with domestic and international multina-

19 __could reconcile internal divisions to present a united

tional corporations
front at the Congress and Senate.’®® Tt has done so through an increasing
flow of resources and newfound strategic focus, allowing for the swift con-
struction of joint business-parliamentary positions.'*! The IPA-FPA coalition
has, for example, opposed the demarcation of Indigenous territories and
the creation of conservation units.'?? Moreover, the FPA’s submission of Bill
PL 3729/2004, as part of a trio of environmentally detrimental legislation
referred to as the “destruction package” by Brazilian NGOs and civil soci-
ety, risks weakening environmental licensing requirements.'** In addition to
these collective efforts, individual companies reportedly benefit from signifi-
cant access to key officials, facilitated by a revolving door whereby corporate
employees transition to government posts and vice-versa.!?*

An analysis of Brazilian newspapers’ climate coverage from 2002 to 2010
found that climate change was generally framed as an energy problem, even
though the country’s energy emissions are relatively small compared with
its land use and agriculture emissions. The study found that discussions of
meat production in the context of climate change were marginal—in the case
of some leading newspapers, less than 0.5% of climate coverage mentioned
meat—and often minimized the role of the meat industry in the climate

crisis.?®

POLITICAL AIMS AND STRATEGIES

In the next sections we detail common narratives that represent forms of
obstruction in the context of animal agriculture and the practices actors use to
disseminate these narratives. We divide practices into those aimed at (1) influ-
encing policy and politics, (2) shaping science and public perceptions, and
(3) building supportive coalitions.

Common Narratives

The climate impacts of animal agriculture are scientifically well-established,
but the livestock industry continues to contest the scale, severity, and very
existence of this problem. A key obstruction strategy is the creation of
doubt about and controversy over evidence of the negative impacts of ani-
mal agribusiness. Narratives deployed to obstruct action to mitigate ani-
mal agriculture’s climate impacts have positioned undesired interventions as
unscientific, ineffective, or harmful. Notably, shifting the parameters of the
debate toward technical interventions—away from measures such as herd
size reduction or dietary change—is a powerful, subtle way to maintain the
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status quo. While some of these narratives include overt denialism, the major-
ity of arguments are presented as seemingly objective scientific critiques or
constructive proposals for better, science-based solutions. In the section that
follows we summarize key narratives employed to counter progress toward
addressing the climate impacts of livestock production?® and briefly discuss
them in light of current evidence.

“Animal Agriculture’s Contributions to the Climate Crisis Are Uncertain or
Overstated”

This narrative includes claims such as (1) there is no scientific consensus on the
climate impacts of livestock, (2) fossil fuels are the real problem and deserve
sole blame for climate change, and (3) biogenic methane from livestock is
different—and less of a problem—than methane from fossil fuel sources. The
IPCC does assign fossil fuel methane emissions slightly higher metric values
than biogenic methane emissions (29.8 vs. 27.2 for their respective global
warming potential over one hundred years, or GWP100) because the CO; pro-
duced by the breakdown of fossil methane is considered additional.’?” This
difference is, however, relatively minimal. As discussed in the introduction,
livestock farming is estimated to contribute 11.2% to 19.6% of total global
GHG emissions. With methane being a short-lived but potent GHG, it has an
important impact on peak warming and the feasibility of remaining within

internationally agreed temperature limits.!?

“Livestock Production Is Essential and/or Good for the Climate”

The narrative that animal agriculture and its outputs are necessary for peo-
ple and the planet is used to justify business as usual, undermining attempts
to hold producers accountable for their climate impacts. It positions the con-
tinuation of animal-based food production at current rates as essential for
(1) food security and nutrition, (2) economic growth and farmer livelihoods,
and (3) responsible environmental stewardship (by emphasizing that animals
sequester carbon on grazed land, benefit soil quality, and/or serve as upcyclers
of human food byproducts). Related marketing of meat as “green” or “climate
friendly”—such as Brazen Beef, a product from Tyson Foods’ Climate-Smart

129__may serve to alleviate consumer concerns about high levels

Beef Program
of meat consumption.

Livestock companies are also promoting the message that biogas from
industrial livestock farms is an important source of renewable energy.!*° The
industry has embraced opportunities to profit related to climate change, such
as by selling soil carbon-offset credits, even though questions of how much

carbon can be sequestered in soil and for how long are yet to be resolved.'3!
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While food systems play an important role in climate mitigation and adapta-
tion, shifts toward more healthful, plant-based diets have been identified as a

key option for reducing GHG emissions while maintaining food security.'3?

“Any Climate Impacts of Animal Agriculture Can Be Addressed Through
Technical Fixes”

This narrative claim accepts that livestock farming affects the climate to some
extent, but suggests those impacts can be mitigated without reducing animal-
foods production and consumption through (1) changes in livestock farming
methods, and/or (2) technological interventions such as seaweed in cattle feed
and anaerobic digesters.'®® Claims that technological interventions will effec-
tively address the climate impacts of livestock are unfoundedly optimistic,
largely unproven at scale, and stand at odds with high-level assessments
that conclude that such measures alone are not sufficient without demand
reduction.’* Such claims often rely on their lower emissions intensity, even
where total emissions are predicted to increase with higher production levels.
Changes to farming practices—for example, switching from grain-finishing
feedlot systems to exclusively pasture-based beef production systems—are not
only infeasible at current consumption levels, but also unlikely to meaningfully
mitigate the climate impacts of livestock production.'®

“Regulating Livestock Emissions and/or Animal-Source Food Consumption
Is Unnecessary and /or Infeasible”

This narrative revolves around claims that undesired interventions will neg-
atively affect (1) farmers’ livelihoods, (2) food security and nutrition, and
(3) climate and the environment.'*® In this context, agribusiness is positioned
as an ally to farmers, governments, and civil society in tackling these issues.
The claim that regulation is not necessary often hinges on the argument that
agribusinesses are already voluntarily and proactively taking sufficient action

137 How-

to reduce their own emissions, or that technical interventions suffice.
ever, reducing production and consumption of meat and dairy, particularly
in high-consuming, wealthy nations, is considered essential to meet climate

138

goals,™® and adapting our food system to climate change will require a shift

toward lower-impact food production.™*

“Proponents of Reduced Animal-Source Food Consumption and for Livestock
Emissions Regulation Are Misguided or Extremist”

Focusing on discrediting the messenger, this narrative positions those who
support policies to reduce livestock emissions either as (1) unscientific and
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ideologically driven or (2) unrealistic.’*’ Claims that those supporting such
measures act from a place of emotion and ideology—as opposed to the
science-based approach of animal agribusiness and its allies—serve to under-
mine trust pre-emptively. Some evidence-based calls to adopt more sustain-
able diets are undermined using a straw-man argument implying that entire
populations would be forced into vegetarianism or veganism, invoking animal-
based food consumption as a cultural norm and animal farming as important
cultural heritage.

Common Practices for Influencing Policy and Politics

As noted above, actors with an interest in maintaining or expanding indus-
trial livestock production have impeded progress toward a more sustainable
food system, including by keeping reduced production and consumption off
policy agendas. In national and subnational settings, agribusinesses have lob-
bied, made campaign donations, and formally participated in policy processes
with the aim to counteract progress on climate mitigation. Research using US
lobbying reports, for instance, found that between 2000 and 2019, the ten
largest US-based meat and dairy companies spent a combined $109 million
on lobbying activities and $26 million on donations to federal political candi-
dates.*! The dairy industry also stood out as one of the most active sectors
in lobbying around Canada’s Healthy Eating Strategy, a roadmap for gov-
ernment action on more healthful diets.'*?> Though empirical investigations
of agribusiness’s political obstruction remain rare, it is clear that livestock-
related measures found in major initiatives such as the US Farm Bill, the EU
Industrial Emissions Directive, and New Zealand’s proposal to tax cattle emis-
sions have been subjected to pressure from animal agribusiness and allied
interests.

Investigative reporting suggests that obstruction has contributed to the
striking neglect of livestock’s climate impacts, and the mitigation potential
of sustainable diets, within global climate and food governance. Following
the Paris Agreement, the presence of the livestock sector in global climate
governance has grown consistently, with 120 meat and dairy delegates—
triple the number from the previous year—counted at the 28th UN Climate
Change Conference.'*® The summit, held in 2023, was hailed as the first
“food COP” where 134 nations pledged to transform food systems to address,
and adapt to, climate change.'** Livestock industry groups reacted positively
to the COP28 outcomes, welcoming the emphasis on production efficiency
over reduced consumption.*> COP28 was accompanied by the launch of an
FAO roadmap to address the climate crisis and end hunger.*® Described as
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a “music to our ears” by a livestock industry representative,"*’ the roadmap

emphasized the high GHG emissions associated with animal agriculture but
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omits from its list of 120 recommendations any interventions to reduce
meat production and consumption.'*® An accompanying FAO study has been
accused by scientists of using cherry-picked and misrepresented evidence
that served to underestimate the mitigation potential of reduced meat con-
sumption.'*® This follows accusations by former FAO staff of the UN agency
“censoring and sabotaging their work when it challenged livestock industry
positions.”1%°

The lack of global ambition on cutting livestock-related emissions and the
limitations inherent in inviting the same companies contributing to a problem
to develop its solutions were illustrated by the outcome of the 2021 UN Food
Systems Summit. The Summit, which aimed to drive food-systems transforma-
tion to achieve the organization’s Sustainable Development Goals, concluded
without a clear message on meat reduction.'>* A draft paper prepared by indus-
try representatives who formed the Summit’s “sustainable livestock” cluster
promoted intensified production, prompting criticism by scientists and NGOs.
Following the ad-hoc addition to the cluster of several independent experts, a
compromise solution ultimately saw three position papers published on live-

stock, only one of which mentioned reduced consumption.**?

More widely, the
Summit was seen to reflect a depoliticized approach to food systems trans-
formation that prioritizes corporate-friendly, technological interventions and
fails to problematize corporate power in food systems.'>3

Pressure by member states—which, unlike companies, have formal pow-
ers in intergovernmental decision-making—is central to efforts within the
UN system to obstruct the inclusion of targets and recommendations per-
ceived as threatening to animal agriculture. This influence was illustrated by,
for example, reports that messages supporting a shift toward more plant-based
diets were removed from the Summary for Policymakers and main report of
the IPPC Sixth Assessment Report mitigation working group under pressure
from Brazil and Argentina, countries with strong cattle and feed industries and

correspondingly influential lobbies.**

Common Practices for Shaping Science, Evidence for Policy, and Public Perceptions
Practices aimed at shaping science, the translation of evidence into policy, and
public opinion play an instrumental role in the obstruction of efforts to mit-

igate animal agriculture’s climate impacts, serving to undermine the case for
action and support alternative narratives.

Influencing the Conduct, Publication, and Interpretation of Science

In response to growing concern about the climate impacts of livestock pro-
duction, animal agribusiness has increased its sponsorship of research and
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scholarship. Industry-funded academics have repeatedly challenged or down-
played the scientific evidence establishing the livestock industry’s role in the
climate crisis (Boxes 4.1 and 4.2).1% Initial livestock industry funding of
individual academics and climate-related research has, in recent years, been
followed by much larger investments in researchers and university centers—
such as the UC Davis’s Clarity and Leadership for Environmental Awareness
and Research (CLEAR) Center and AgNext at Colorado State University—
whose activities include promoting industry-supported climate solutions and
producing policy analyses aligned with industry interests.'>® In 2022, an inves-
tigative journalist published documents showing that the CLEAR Center had
been formed from an agreement between UC Davis and the Institute for Feed
Education & Research (IFEEDER), an arm of the American Feed Industry
Association’®” whose members include many major animal agriculture compa-
nies.’®® The documents indicated that CLEAR’s industry funders “considered
its greatest benefit to be its ability—as an apparently independent, academi-
cally credible voice—to make a positive case to the wider world about meat and
dairy’s environmental impact.”**® Although commercial partnerships are com-
mon in agricultural research, the risks this poses are illustrated by cases where
undue influence is publicly documented. The Danish Centre for Food and Agri-
culture at the University of Aarhus, for example, withdrew a 2019 report on
the climate impacts of beef after it emerged that Danish Crown and an industry
association had cowritten it.'*°

The debunking of independent scientific consensus is a powerful strategy
to obstruct climate action, if we follow the argument that consensus is a more
crucial foundation for policy action than the quantity and quality of available
evidence.’®! One way of undermining an emerging consensus, then, is to foster
the appearance of an alternative consensus, illustrated by the Dublin Decla-
ration of Scientists on the Societal Role of Livestock. Launched in 2022 and
re-published in a 2023 special issue of the academic journal Animal Frontiers,
the Declaration describes the livestock industry as “too precious to society
to become the victim of simplification, reductionism, or zealotry.”*®? The
statement—which was coordinated by agribusiness consultants and report-
edly signed by more than one thousand scientists—was endorsed by the EU
Commissioner for Agriculture and shared with EU officials in an effort to
prevent the adoption of ambitious environmental policies.®®

Box 4.2: THE USDA-LAND-GRANT COMPLEX

During the first presidential administration of Donald Trump
(2017-2021), the US Department of Agriculture (USDA) suppressed the
term “climate change” in its communications and research reports.'**

Continued
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Box 4.2: CONTINUED

This minimization of the science and urgency of climate change to
advance a political agenda was not an exception but rather a manifesta-
tion of the agency’s long-standing role in promoting climate denial, and,
more broadly, boosting unsustainable agricultural practices.

In the United States, deep ties between agribusiness, federal agencies,
and the research community are strong and well-established.'®® Land-
grant universities and their extension arms are tightly linked to the
USDA via funding channels, joint appointments, revolving doors, and
co-location of labs.’®® This USDA-land-grant complex played a key role
in the development of the biological, mechanical, and organizational
innovations that formed the basis for the dramatic growth in concen-
trated animal feeding operations (CAFOs).'%7 Yet researchers at USDA
and land-grant universities who helped develop these technologies paid
little attention to their environmental effects.

USDA-administered public funding and conservation farm bill pro-
grams continue to be used to subsidize livestock production, perhaps
most notably through feed-crop subsidies, supplying livestock producers
with feed at a price below the cost of production.'®® The Environmen-
tal Quality Incentive Program, the largest USDA-funded conservation
program, is required by the US Farm Bill to use 50% of its funding for
livestock.'®® However, the NGO Environmental Working Group found
that little of the funding from such programs supported practices the
USDA considers climate-smart and “some of the practices that received
the most funding actually exacerbate the climate crisis.”*”° Thus, US fed-
eral policies to mitigate agricultural GHG emissions, particularly from
livestock, are based on voluntary, subsidized, and often ineffective or
counterproductive practices.’”

A recent example of how public money administered by USDA has been
used to obfuscate the climate impacts of livestock while purporting to
address them is the funding of $3.1 billion Climate Smart Commodities
public-private partnerships.’’?> The agency has not released specific and
detailed information on the beneficiaries of the funding beyond heav-
ily redacted grant agreements and has refused to fulfill public record
requests for information on how the money will be spent to protect “trade
secrets and commercial or financial information.”*”® Project summaries
show that projects involving beef and dairy products alone account for
over $1.3 billion in funding and involve companies such as Land O’Lakes,
Tyson Foods, Archer-Daniels-Midland Company, and Cargill. The pro-
gram lacks both a standardized methodology to assess GHG emissions
and standardized implementation monitoring.’’*

Such actions are not new. The 2008 Farm Bill included a provision to
exempt from Freedom of Information Act requests, and de facto shield
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from public view and researchers’ analysis, georeferenced USDA infor-
mation regarding farm payments.'” In 2011, the industry shut down
a proposed rule that would have required CAFOs to report basic infor-
mation to USDA; as a result, there is no national database on CAFO
locations, nor the pollution they generate.!”® High-profile USDA sup-
porters from both parties continue to argue that current policies are

sustainable and efficient.}”’

Influencing the Use of Science in Decision-Making: Metrics and Measurement

The choice of metrics for attributing responsibility is inherently political. How
we measure the climate impacts of meat and dairy products has implica-
tions for both how responsibility for climate change is understood and how
it is addressed by public policies. In the context of livestock, an alternative
metric to the commonly used GWP100—GWP*—has been embraced by ani-
mal agribusinesses operating in countries with historically large herd sizes.!”®
While GWP100 reports entities’ contributions to total global emissions accord-
ing to their current emissions, GWP* places more emphasis on methane’s
shorter lifespan and “considers an entity’s contribution to be its additions to
its own baseline, as measured in a past year.”?”® As a result, the use of GWP* can
result in proportionally greater animal farming CO,-equivalent (COje) emis-
sions being attributed to developing countries with historically low emissions
but growing herd sizes, while countries with historically high emissions but
stable or declining herd sizes benefit.?®°

Influencing Media and Public Perception

Growing attention to the environmental impacts of meat and dairy has been
met with public relations campaigns such as Meat and Dairy Facts (Ireland),
the European Livestock Voice’s Meat the Facts, as well as the US National
Cattlemen’s Beef Association (NCBA)’s BeefUp Sustainability and Masters of
Beef Advocacy programs.’®! In response to the Beyond Beef campaign, which
encouraged people to halve their meat consumption, the NCBA responded
with a countercampaign and the development of an elementary school cur-
riculum that emphasized cattle ranchers as stewards of the environment.!®?
It further questioned “the USDA’s commitment to US farmers and ranch-
ers” after the agency’s employee newsletter endorsed Meatless Mondays in
2012,'8 calling the effort an “animal rights extremist campaign to ultimately
end meat consumption.”*8* The USDA subsequently removed the post and said
it did not support Meatless Mondays. %

Media organizations have played a key role in shaping public perception
by amplifying industry messaging.'® More broadly, a now substantial body
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of peer-reviewed articles analyzing media coverage of the livestock-climate
connection indicates that media coverage has often focused on consumer
responsibility and choice rather than corporate responsibility and policy
change.'® In practice, this emphasis means that much coverage of agricul-
ture and climate change is concerned with meat-eating, veganism, or vege-
tarianism as individual dietary choices, whereas it rarely features livestock
corporations’ contributions to climate change and the role of government
policies—taxes and farm subsidies, for example—in promoting or hindering
sustainable production and consumption. An analysis by Faunalytics of one
thousand climate-related articles in top US media outlets in 2021 and 2022
found that only 7% mentioned animal agriculture and fewer discussed its con-
tributions to the climate crisis.'®® This paucity is reflected in limited public
understanding of livestock’s climate impacts.'®® For example, more than one
in five polled Americans do not think that meat and dairy production con-
tributes at all to global warming, and more than one in five said they do not

know.1%°

Coalition Building and Management

Efforts to obstruct mitigation of the climate impacts of animal agriculture
involve a wide range of actors, extending beyond those directly involved in
the production or sale of animal-based foods to other commercial actors from
adjacent industries including public relations, lobbying, media, finance, and
industry-supported nonprofit organizations.

Business and trade associations unite companies across sectors or regions,
playing a crucial role in coordinating and representing policy positions. In the
context of livestock, such groups include, for example, the European Livestock
and Meat Trades Union, the Istituto Salumi Italiani Tutelati, Beef+Lamb New
Zealand, and the Global Dairy Platform. In recent years, animal protein groups
have formed new industry organizations that focus specifically on climate-
related messaging. For example, in 2021, the Meat Institute (previously the
North American Meat Institute) and more than a dozen supporting compa-
nies and industry groups formed Protein PACT (for People, Animals & Climate
of Tomorrow), which promotes “animal agriculture at the center of global
solutions.”!%

Farmers occupy a pivotal role within food politics, and disaffected agrar-
ian communities are a driving force behind right-wing populist pressure
against policies aimed at reducing agriculture’s climate impacts (see Box 4.3).
A powerful political force in regions with high agricultural production, some
groups with the power to mobilize the political capital of farming, such as
Copa-Cogeca, have been a prominent voice in opposition to tougher climate
policies.
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Box 4.3: THE DUTCH NITROGEN CRISIS

On October 1, 2019, a caravan of tractors blocked more than a thousand
kilometers of highway in the Netherlands as they traveled into the capi-
tal, The Hague. Their anger had been sparked by a proposal issued by the
Dutch green-liberal party Democrats 66 to halve the national livestock
herd to address nitrogen pollution, responsible for significant damage
to the climate, ecosystems, and human health.!®? The nitrogen problem
had been neglected by governing parties for many years until a ruling
by the Dutch Council of State in May 2019 obliged the Dutch govern-
ment to conform to its own environmental goals and EU biodiversity
regulations.!®

The series of farmer protests that ensued from 2019-2023 represent
one of the highest-profile countermovements against European envi-
ronmental policy. The protesters engaged in tactics such as lighting
manure piles on fire,' threatening green campaigners and politicians,'®
and blocking roads, supermarket distribution centers, bridges, and har-
bors.'® Similar tactics were subsequently adopted by farmers in Belgium,
France, Germany, and Poland. This fight against nitrogen regulations,
rooted in allegations that agriculture is unfairly and wrongly framed as
a driver of climate change,'®” has been described as an attempt to gener-
ate enough political backlash to discourage any future political efforts to
reduce herd size.

While not all Dutch farmers believe in the need for continued growth

198 those who do received

and enhanced production of animal agriculture,
much support from animal feed and livestock processing companies.
For example, a Dutch newspaper revealed the role of the Netherlands-
based feed company ForFarmers, which provided Agractie, one of the
leading protest organizations, with financial, logistical, and communica-
tions support.'®® The investigative journalism platform Follow the Money
reported that a coalition of feed producers and meat and dairy processors
contributed to the protests by financing a lobbying platform called “Agri
Facts,” disguised as an independent fact-checker.”’”® Furthermore, key
players in the negotiations between protesters and government included
the dairy arm of the Dutch agriculture organization LTO Nederland and
anewly formed Agriculture Collective chaired by a former board member
of two animal feed companies.?*

In public, the farmers’ movement in the Netherlands presented itself
as the voice of traditional farmers whose livelihoods are threatened, an
image that has garnered public support across the country. Meanwhile,
the political negotiations sparked by these protests seemed to focus
largely on maintaining industrial animal farming and limiting nitrogen
policy to voluntary measures.?’? Initial negotiations between protesters

Continued
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Box 4.3: CONTINUED

and the government resulted in concessions toward industrial meat and
dairy production, with the agricultural minister promising that there
would be no reduction of herds.’®® Grievances that affect smaller farm-
ers, such as the adaptation of monitoring and reporting measures or the
possibility for farmers to choose the most appropriate mix of environ-

mentally friendly practices themselves, were not addressed.?**

Agribusiness interests often hire public relations and lobbying firms to sup-
port their efforts to influence policy and public perception. For example, the
Irish public relations firm Red Flag reportedly worked for Meat and Dairy Facts
to promote positive messaging around animal products.?*® Although the role
of think tanks and front groups in climate obstruction is studied mostly in the
context of fossil fuels, emerging research on European think tanks indicates
that such groups have also contributed to the creation of ignorance about the
connection between livestock and climate change.?’® New climate-focused ani-
mal agriculture think tanks and nonprofit groups continue to be formed and
promoted by the industry. For example, the US-based Center for Environment
and Welfare was launched in 2023 to “educate the public and corporate leaders
about animal extremists” and “to properly frame sustainability and environ-
ment issues.”?%’ The center is led by a partner at Berman and Company, a public
relations firm with a history of working on behalf of the carbon majors.?”®

As discussed earlier, several high-profile academics and academic centers
have served as contrarian voices in public and policymaking spaces, down-
playing the livestock sector’s climate impacts or undermining proposed policy
responses.

While major environmental NGOs invite significant reputational risk if
they partner with fossil fuel firms, agribusinesses continue to provide fund-
ing for environmental groups and boost their public images by partnering
with them. In exchange for vague corporate commitments, such NGOs have
played a role in facilitating agribusiness corporations’ environmental claims
(e.g., WWF’s promotion of responsible and sustainable food labeling schemes
with low standards?%®). The public-interest credentials of leading NGOs can
lend legitimacy to questionable climate commitments and the companies mak-
ing them, thus contributing to the narrative that the issue is being addressed.
For example, environmental disclosure group CDP gave JBS an A- rating
on climate, and the Nature Conservancy and Environmental Defense Fund
worked with Tyson Foods to legitimize the company’s climate-friendly beef

claims.?!°
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EFFORTS TO COUNTER OBSTRUCTION

The main form of response to animal agribusiness’ climate obstruction is
exposure: academic research, civil-society research projects, and investigative
journalism have together increased public understanding of the nature and
scope of animal agriculture-related obstruction efforts. Some of the obstruc-
tive narratives and practices documented in this chapter mirror those used
by other industries, including oil and gas.”'’ In 2020, the news platform
DeSmog, whose reporting has focused largely on the carbon majors, launched
an Agribusiness Database of companies and organizations that use climate
change in their messaging, lobby around climate action, and may have ties to
climate science denial.??

Climate change litigation focused on animal agriculture may emerge as a
significant driver of climate mitigation and adaptation efforts in the years
ahead.?’® There have been several attempts so far to formally sanction the
industry. For example, in 2021, three Danish NGOs filed a suit against Danish
Crown, one of the world’s largest meat producers, over claims that its pork
production is climate friendly, which the NGOs contend violate Denmark’s
Marketing Act. In response to the lawsuit, Danish Crown announced it would
end the use of the “climate-controlled pig” label on pork packaging.?*

Misleading climate-related claims are at the heart of other formal com-
plaints as well. For example, in 2021, the US-based nonprofit Physicians
Committee for Responsible Medicine petitioned the Federal Trade Commis-
sion, which regulates US advertising, to prohibit the NCBA from releasing
advertisements portraying beef as an environmentally sustainable product.?'®
In early 2023, the US-based nonprofit Mighty Earth filed a complaint with the
National Advertising Division of the Better Business Bureau over JBS’s issu-
ing of sustainability-linked bonds that were tied to its stated goal to achieve
net zero by 2040, and in early 2024 the New York Attorney General sued JBS’s
US subsidiaries for misleading climate-related claims (Box 4.4). In 2022, the
Dutch city of Haarlem became the world’s first municipality to adopt a ban on
meat advertising as part of an effort to reduce GHG emissions.?’ In 2023, the
UK-based environmental law charity ClientEarth submitted a complaint under
the responsible business conduct guidelines of the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) against US-based Cargill for failing
to adequately address its role in soy-driven deforestation and human rights
violations in Brazil.*!’

More broadly, transnational agrarian movements that promote food
sovereignty—"the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food
produced through sustainable methods and their right to define their own

»218

food and agriculture systems”**®—have emerged as a crucial force in
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countering the productivity-focused status quo and growing corporate control
of global food systems.?!® The concept of food sovereignty was introduced in
1996 by La Via Campesina, a global peasant movement that today continues
to represent groups such as small and medium-scale producers, Indigenous
people, and agricultural workers, advocating for sustainable, agroecological
approaches to farming underpinned by social-justice principles.

Box 4.4: ATTEMPTS TO HOLD JBS ACCOUNTABLE FOR
ITS NET-ZERO CLIMATE COMMITMENTS

The world’s largest meat company, JBS, issued $3.2 billion in
sustainability-linked bonds (SLBs) on US capital markets in 2021.
These bonds were tied to the company’s stated promise to cut emissions
and achieve “net zero greenhouse gas emissions across our entire value
chain by 2040.”?*° With more than 500 facilities and products sold in
190 countries, JBS is a leading emitter of GHGs. In 2020, the company’s
emissions exceeded those of Spain.?*

In January 2023, the NGO Mighty Earth filed a whistleblower com-
plaint at the US Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), alleging
that the company’s “net zero by 2040”-based SLBs were misleading and
constituted US securities fraud.??> The complaint alleged that the com-
pany’s representations concerning GHG emissions reductions were false
and misleading and that JBS failed to disclose to investors material infor-
mation needed to evaluate the truth of its emissions-related claims,
including data on the number of animals it slaughters annually and
the company’s Scope 3 supply-chain emissions, which are estimated to
account for an estimated 97% of its emissions overall.???

In a 2016 SEC filing, JBS had disclosed detailed animal-slaughter
figures by region but omitted these figures in its SEC filings since then,
reporting figures only for its processing facilities’ slaughter capacities.??*
This omission has allowed JBS to avoid independent verification of its
emissions claims and to reject emissions estimates that independent ana-
lysts extrapolated from the company’s slaughter capacity figures. The
Washington Post compared this strategy to “an oil company neglecting to
include emissions from burning the oil that it sells.”??

An assessment of JBS’s climate plans by the Corporate Climate
Responsibility Monitor 2022 also found no evidence of sufficient GHG
emission-reduction plans.??® In 2023, the US National Advertising
Review Board recommended that JBS discontinue using five chal-
lenged net-zero claims—including “JBS is committing to be net zero by
2040”—in its advertising because the claims communicate misleading
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messages and the company does not have a “formulated and vetted plan
at present” for achieving its goal.??’ In February 2024, the New York
Attorney General sued JBS’s US subsidiaries for misleading customers
over its climate goals and impacts.??® The lawsuit stated that JBS “has
had no viable plan to meet its commitment to be Net Zero by 2040.”%%

RESEARCH NEEDS AND INFORMATION GAPS

Compared with research on the fossil fuel sector, scholarship examining the
nature and significance of climate obstruction related to animal agriculture is
still nascent and sparse. To date, investigative journalists at outlets such as
InsideClimate News, the New York Times, DeSmog, and Unearthed have played
an instrumental role in uncovering and analyzing climate deception related to
animal agriculture, as have NGOs such as IATP.

As discussed earlier, a significant amount of research on climate change
and animal agriculture is conducted at universities that receive agribusiness
funding. There is much need for independent environmental science and social
science research about the linkages between animal agriculture and the climate
crisis produced by research institutions unburdened by financial conflicts of
interests and long-standing industry ties. Research needs and opportunities
include:

+ Investigations of corporate interactions with—and capture of—relevant
government agencies and international standard-setting bodies, including
efforts to shape the use of metrics. More broadly, research on the role of
governments and state-owned enterprises in climate obstruction, including
within the UN system and through trade negotiations.

+ Investigations of the actions, internal knowledge, and choices of compa-
nies, trade associations, and their financial backers related to impeding
climate action and supporting the continuation and expansion of emissions-
intensive agriculture systems.

+ Peer-reviewed quantification, tracking, and attribution of emissions related
to industrial agriculture, including for feed companies. Emerging satellite
and artificial-intelligence technologies hold the potential to help overcome
the lack of comprehensive public GHG databases of dairy and livestock
operations and to improve accountability.23°

+ Examinations of the overlap between the animal agriculture climate change
countermovement and obstruction in other sectors such as oil and gas,
tobacco, and ultra-processed foods, in terms of both strategies and support-
ing organizations, such as public relations firms and think tanks.
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CONCLUSION

Reducing emissions from animal agriculture can contribute significantly to
limiting climate change and maintaining a livable planet, whereas failing
to act will render reaching current climate goals unfeasible. Effectively and
justly reducing the climate impacts of animal agriculture will require dramatic
changes in how we produce, consume, regulate, and subsidize livestock prod-
ucts, particularly in high-consuming countries. Although reducing production
and consumption of animal-based products in these countries is considered
necessary, the limited commitments and policy actions to date have focused
predominantly on financial incentives for technical interventions with limited
proven mitigation potential. Efforts aimed at effectively reigning in livestock-
related emissions have been slowed or obstructed repeatedly by actors with
vested financial interests in maintaining or expanding industrial animal agri-
culture. A better understanding of such obstruction, backed with rigorous,
peer-reviewed evidence, will be a crucial step toward better safeguarding of
climate and food policy from undue influence.
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INTRODUCTION

The political complexity of climate obstruction has increased in recent years,
with conservative and far-right movements playing interconnected yet dis-
tinct roles. While each movement actively resists climate policy at national
and international levels, their respective philosophies and tactics differ signif-
icantly. Understanding these similarities and differences is critical to forming
a more complete understanding of climate obstruction globally.

This chapter untangles and reveals the overlaps in these intertwined nar-
ratives, highlighting the increasing power of far-right movements in climate
obstruction and presenting research on ways these movements seek to dis-
mantle international governance and cooperation to hinder meaningful global
action on climate change. As these movements grow and as neoliberal conser-
vatism continues to be a deregulatory force in global politics, it is important
to carefully catalogue their similarities, differences, and impacts. The chapter
begins by examining climate obstruction efforts within contemporary conser-
vativism, focused on its anti-regulatory roots in the United States before turn-
ing to a global analysis of its organizational, financial, and cultural linkages.
Here we describe how mainstream conservatism has successfully obstructed
climate policy by advocating for deregulation of free markets, defending pri-
vate property rights, and challenging the veracity of scientific consensus.
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Next, we consider the role of the far right in global climate obstruction today,
a movement rooted in antipathy toward multiculturalism and cooperation
among nation states and in support for ethnopluralism. While often shar-
ing neoliberal conservatism’s goal of climate obstruction, the far right tends
to take a more radical approach. As we show, the far right’s major problem
with climate change is not necessarily the science per se, but rather the alleged
attempts by elites and global powers to use climate science and climate policy
as a Trojan horse to expand global governance and undermine ethnic heritage,
cultural identity, and national sovereignty. Finally, we present research on its
specific tactics before offering avenues for future research on this evolving
global movement.

CONSERVATISM

A network of organizations and advocacy groups has promoted approaches to
environmental management that emphasize local control, private property,
and individual rights. Over time, these efforts have expanded globally through
coordinated initiatives and partnerships focused on shaping public policy and
climate discourse.

“Wise Use” Roots

Along history of right-wing anti-environmental ideology, activism, and polit-
ical action in the United States continues to play a role in the contemporary
opposition to effective global climate policy. Nonprofit organizations and their
front groups have fought against federal and state environmental regulations
protecting everything from wetlands and waterways to endangered species.
These organizations have been supported by corporate funders who have an
interest in weakening or eliminating environmental regulations' and tend
to adopt a property-rights-based counternarrative against federal and state
environmental regulation.

For example, a landmark event in this history is the Sagebrush Rebellion of
the 1970s-1980s, a battle over federal-versus-state land management in West-
ern states that was emblematic of a policy debate over public-versus-private
control of nature. Named for the contested land (the sagebrush steppe), the
“rebellion” was part of a growing conservative movement that advocated for
commercial use if not outright privatization of land under government con-
trol and mobilized against federal environmental laws and environmentalism
generally.? The “wise use” concept emerged from this movement, emphasizing
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local stewardship and broad individual rights to use nature for human benefit.
The Wise Use Movement was founded in 1988

out of fear that George Bush Sr. was going to live up to his campaign pledge to be
“the environmental president.” This cabal of anti-environmental activists, orga-
nized by federally subsidized industries dependent on public lands, issued a natal
document, the Wise Use Agenda. It called for, among other things: drilling the
Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, logging Alaska’s Tongass National Forest, open-
ing wilderness to energy development, gutting the Endangered Species Act, and

privatizing national parks.’

Mirroring the strategies of environmental movements, wise use organiza-
tions succeeded in mobilizing a wide range of conservative constituencies. For
example, the movement in 1994 succeeded in blocking US ratification of the
international Convention on Biological Diversity.*

This anti-environmental, property-based “guardianship” agenda spread
beyond the United States to countries including Canada (with the formation
of organizations such as Canadian Women in Timber, Share Canada, etc.) and
Australia (Forest Protection Society, etc.).” The global expansion also included
financial support and promotion of the Wise Use Movement by the Reverend
Sun Myung Moon’s Unification Church.® In addition to advancing wise-use
arguments, the conservative conservation movement during this period began
to associate environmental activism with terrorism, and contemporary fram-
ing of “last generation” climate activism as “eco-terrorism” echoes these earlier
versions of that narrative.’

Organizational Linkages

The climate policy landscape includes a broad range of think tanks and non-
profit organizations with diverse secular and religious backgrounds. Many of
these groups are connected through shared funding sources and networks,
forming a transnational civil society that engages in coordinated efforts to
shape climate governance through a variety of strategies and approaches.

Think Tanks

Conceptual overlap exists between the rhetoric of “free markets” and concepts
of “wise use,” stewardship, and subsidiarity. US-based think tanks are signif-
icant curators and amplifiers of opposition to scientific evidence related to
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climate change and related policy action such as legislation and regulations.?

Outside of the United States, these organizations work within a universe of
think tanks operating across countries—sometimes connected under large
umbrella organizations such as the global Atlas Network, the European Stock-
holm Network, and the Epicenter Network—to produce and distribute policy
reports and otherwise attempt to influence politics and politicians on the issue
of climate change.

Most of these organizations and figures oppose ambitious climate policy,
in particular the close international cooperation and coordination required
to create and implement such policies. Through information dissemination
including not just policy reports but also research papers, conferences, and
other branded activities, think tanks present quasi-academic positions on the
best approaches to tackling the climate crisis. Many of their positions are
grounded in the same narrative: positioning climate change not as a science-
based issue but as an inherently political topic. Underlying this way of thinking
is an economic philosophy of individual liberty and economic and political free-
dom expressed in a triad of values: property rights, cost-benefit analysis, and
local mandate.’

Think tanks focused specifically on climate denial—such as the US-based
Heartland Institute, the UK-based Global Warming Policy Foundation, and
South Africa’s Free Market Foundation'®—challenge the veracity of climate
science and attack environmental activists and nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs). Other think tanks involved in climate-obstructing activities
emphasize market-based mechanisms as a solution to most contemporary
social and political problems. According to this worldview, private initiative
and the vital role of business will stimulate both a free-market economy and
a free-market environmentalism of ideas!! that will help solve the world’s
biggest challenges. Some right-wing think tanks in the climate space, such as
the Heritage Foundation, promote traditionally conservative values. Others,
such as the Mises Institutes, advocate a more libertarian position.'? Yet all have
a fundamental commitment to influence policy and public opinion in favor of
economic and political freedoms with limited to no government intervention.

The Atlas Network

The Atlas Network is an important US-based umbrella organization for the
neoliberal free-market movement (or “Freedom Movement”*®), which includes
numerous climate obstructionist groups around the world. Founded in 1981
by Antony Fisher, the organization (then named the Atlas Economic Research
Foundation) coordinated think tanks Fisher had helped to set up and sup-
ported efforts in numerous countries to found new think tanks modelled after
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the British Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA), which had been the first think
tank founded by Fisher, in 1955.1* Fisher established these and other think
tanks on the advice of economist Friedrich August von Hayek. Both were
members of the Mont Pélerin Society of neoliberal intellectuals, which Hayek
founded in 1947 and that continues to serve as a pipeline for the board and
staff members of Atlas Network partners.®

Most think tanks involved in this free-market advocacy network share
a basic anti-collectivist and anti-regulatory ideology, which in many cases
includes opposition to environmental and climate policymaking. For example,
research has revealed the close links between fossil fuel capital, Rupert Mur-
doch’s media empire, and Australian neoliberal think tanks that are part of the
network.'® Recent investigative journalism has documented the role of Atlas
Network partners in various countries in a strategic mobilization to criminal-
ize climate justice movements.'” To this end, Atlas think tanks from diverse
regions that have a long history of opposition to the environmental movement
have deployed similar strategies and media-savvy campaigns. These tactics
have included ad-hominem attacks against climate leaders such as Greta Thun-
berg, organizations such as Greenpeace, and protest tactics such as sit-down
blockades that liken activists to terrorists or Nazis. Atlas partners have also
used such “strategy mobility,” similar to “policy mobility,” to prevent or oppose
climate mitigation policies across borders.'®

Right-wing conservatism remains central to contemporary climate obstruc-
tionist mobilizations beyond the United States, and key organizations in the
history of the anti-environmental movement!® (such as the American Legisla-
tive Exchange Council) are also partners of the Atlas Network. Atlas is also
home to think tanks strongly emphasizing property- and property rights—
based forms of conservation such as the Property and Environment Research
Center. In 2020, Atlas partner the Austrian Economics Center, in collabora-
tion with two recently founded conservation groups in the United States and
the United Kingdom,?° radicalized the right-wing conservation approach with
their book Green Market Revolution: How Market Environmentalism Can Protect
Nature and Save the Planet. Remarkably, the authors suggest that post-Paris
climate policy development is moving in the right direction thanks to the
increasing use of market-based instruments, although the book suggests that
the privatization of nature must be a precondition of global warming mitiga-
tion.?! Another evolving campaign in Atlas Network circles is the “alternative
solution” free-market advocacy of foundation president Rod Richardson, suc-
cessor of one of the early funders of Atlas think tanks around the world.?
Richardson created the “clean capitalism without borders” concept, which
advocates giving tax breaks for “green” investments secured in international
treaties.”® The Ludwig von Mises Institute, based in the US state of Alabama,
is another far-right/libertarian force in climate obstruction that has evolved
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into a global network of think tanks.?® Several Mises Institutes in different
countries have been active in the Atlas network; according to the results of two
global surveys of both networks, about one-quarter of the individuals affiliated
with Mises Institutes are also affiliated with Atlas think tanks.?®

In turn, leading intellectuals involved in Mises Institutes around the world,
including economist Hans Hermann Hoppe, founded the Property and Free-
dom Society. The Society advocates a new version of far-right neoliberalism
that opposes almost any state interventionism and supports radical privatiza-
tion and decentralization. The group’s rejection of global policy coordination
under the umbrella of the United Nations is similar to that of the anti-systemic
far right. Property and Freedom split away from the Mont Pélerin Society in
2004; the latter supports both culturally progressive and conservative varieties
of neoliberalism and, in the context of climate change, is home to supporters
of global economic constitutionalism and both supporters and opponents of

international policy coordination.?”

Discourses of Delay

Beyond their free-market rhetoric, a wide range of think tanks has developed
other discourses of climate delay,”® including promoting nontransformative
solutions and advocating limited responsibility for addressing climate change.
These strategies include the growing emphasis on achieving net-zero emis-
sions, a focus on carbon sequestration rather than de-carbonization, and an
emphasis on “discounting” in economic models (which asserts that mitigation
can wait because it will be less expensive in the future). These delay-focused
forms of discursive obstruction have not only been integrated across the
political and corporate policy spheres, but also accepted in the public mind.?

These narratives have been echoed by individual members of these think
tanks, who spread these ideologically supported positions on climate change
via public-facing media appearances.® Murdoch media regularly feature con-
tent from both free-market conservative and hard-right climate denialist think
tanks, companies, and funders in North America, particularly those based in
the United States®! (e.g., the Heartland Institute). They also spotlight speak-
ers and content from think tanks based in Canada (Frontier Centre for Public
Policy), Australia (Institute of Public Affairs, Centre for Independent Studies),
Europe (Institute of Economic Affairs, the Austrian Economics Center), and
South Africa (Free Market Foundation, South African Institute of Race Rela-
tions), for example. Consequently, partisan think tanks have ultimately been
able to guide “public opinion, political debate, economic discourse and even
academic discussions on climate change mitigation” in several countries and

policy arenas.?
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Financial Linkages

Scholarly research on the relationship between conservative foundations and
climate obstruction began with a seminal quantitative 2014 analysis of the
US Climate Change Countermovement (CCCM).3® The CCCM is a network of
organizations (including think tanks), individuals, and activities dedicated to
preventing ambitious climate policy. Since then, research on philanthropic
financial support within the political economy of climate obstruction has
revealed three themes.

The first theme is opacity: reliable data on foundation support are difficult
to obtain. When such data are gathered, it can be difficult to discern the intent
and influence of this type of financial support. For example, 74% of dona-
tions made through donor-advised funds come from unidentified sources.>*
To learn more about funding patterns, it can be helpful to trace funding flows
and board membership. The Dunn Foundation, for example, has funded sev-
eral think tanks involved in climate denial, including the Heartland Institute
and the Cato Institute. Between 2002 and 2017, the latter received more than
$7 million from the Dunn Foundation;*® a foundation member also serves on
Cato’s supervisory board.

While some such think tanks in the United States reportedly benefit from
untraceable contributions from conservative family donations and the liber-

t,3 others lack even limited transparency

tarian/conservative Donors’ Trus
when it comes to their funding sources. Recent research has documented the
funding patterns established by brothers Charles and David Koch of corporate
giant Koch Industries, who discreetly fund the climate change countermove-
ment by directing money through their family foundations (the Charles Koch
Foundation and the David H. Koch Charitable Foundation). The beneficiaries
are a network of conservative think tanks and advocacy groups that actively
promote climate change skepticism and oppose environmental regulations,
often funneling the funds through “dark money” organizations such as Donors
Trust to obscure the source of these donations. (This network is sometimes
referred to as the “Kochtopus” due to its extensive reach and influence.)?”

The second theme is concentration. Despite the fact that many contribu-
tions to obstructionist think tanks and civil society groups are made anony-
mously, research has found that a small group of foundations tends to provide
the bulk of financial support for organizations involved in climate obstruc-
tion efforts:*® “The top 1% of grant makers account for 67% of grants, and
the top 10% of grant makers account for 95% of grants.”® In Europe, the
number of foundations involved in promoting and/or funding climate change
denial is smaller than in the United States. To compare the two regions, one
can examine the foundations supporting think tanks that are partners of the
global Atlas Network. Many Atlas think tanks are involved in climate denial
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and other forms of obstruction, as discussed earlier. While there is no infor-
mation on foundation funding in Europe comparable to that available in the
United States, a recent survey found forty-eight foundation representatives on
the boards of Atlas think tanks in Europe, compared with almost three hun-
dred individuals representing more than two hundred foundations who served
on the boards of Atlas think tanks in the United States.?’ A few European
foundations in the survey sample are notable for funding Climate Counter-
movement organizations in Latin America, including the Fundacién para el
Analisis y los Estudios Sociales in Spain, and the Friedrich Naumann Founda-
tion, for example, funds them in Germany. Both European foundations fund
Latin American think tanks. The European arm of the Atlas Network, the Inter-
national Policy Network, was involved in channeling US funding to European
denial organizations.*!

The third theme is heterogeneity. Scholars have noted the variety of the cli-
mate obstruction actors funded. Foundation support flows to many different
organizations, with varied levels of focus on climate change; thus, scholars face
a challenge in isolating the impact of these flows on climate obstruction when
it is one among many issues of concern within the neoliberal and conservative

movement.*?

Cultural Linkages: The Role of Religion

Many major religions embrace ambitious environmental action and endorse
climate mitigation, out of concern over, for example, protecting God’s cre-
ation. There are also some religious linkages to climate obstruction, especially
among rank-and-file adherents whose traditions are more closely aligned with
right-wing politics.*> In the United States and Australia, for example, reli-
giosity has been found to be a key factor in the popularization of climate
science skepticism.***> Research on spirituality on the Netherlands has mir-
rored American patterns.*® Other types of religious organization have been
involved in climate obstruction, notably the US-based Cornwall Alliance for the
Stewardship of Creation. Its founder, E. Calvin Beisner of the Catholic Acton
Institute, described the group as a “network of evangelical theologians, sci-
entists, and economists.”*’ Its activities have included organizing a seminar in
Rome with the Acton and Heartland institutes to mobilize against the language
of “environmental crisis” in Pope Francis’s encyclical Laudato Si.*®

Like the Cornwall Alliance’s, many of the best-studied Catholic denial-
ist activities have been traced to the United States. Their main themes are
reflected in the prominent blog and forum Catholic Answers: climate change
is natural, not anthropogenic; anthropogenic climate change is “prudential
judgment” (i.e., belonging to the scientific sphere, which is not infallible); cli-
mate concern reflects pantheism and neopaganism; support for subsidiarity
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(the principle of opposing regulatory state centralization); and environmen-

tal stewardship (versus ecological thinking).*°

Because information on religion
and climate obstruction is more abundant for the United States than for other
nations, the chapter will next consider the phenomenon in other regions and
countries that underline the need for more attention to the intersection of

religion and conservative climate obstruction across the world.

Russia and Romania

In Russia and Romania, denial of anthropogenic climate change can be encoun-
tered among Orthodox believers, parties, and political movements such as the
Alliance for the Union of Romanians, which claim to ground their ideology in
the Orthodox tradition.”® Though not officially endorsed by the Orthodoxlead-
ership, such views are expressed on Orthodox, nationalist, and conservative
websites and through the social media accounts of various Orthodox public
figures. Both Romanian and Russian Orthodox ultra-conservative platforms
including R3Media, Activenews, Russkaya Narodnaya Liniya, and Tsargrad
have spread conspiracy theories about climate change. Playing on the anti-
semitic “world domination” tropes in the fictional document “The Protocols
of the Elders of Zion,” Russian Orthodox media have referred to global climate
policy strings being pulled by Western interests (“Protocols of the Overseas
Wise Men,” “Protocols of the Ozone Wise Men,” and so on).°! Thus, while
Orthodox dogma and its followers seem to agree that pollution in general is
bad, its believers diverge in that they regard climate change as a lie fabricated
by “globalist elites” to impose a worldwide dictatorship.

The Russian Orthodox Church has also addressed the ecological crisis in
The Basis of the Social Concept of the Orthodox Church, its official document of
social doctrine published in 2000. The doctrine blames greed and the mod-
ern “spiritual crisis” for “an unprecedented and unjustified growth of public
consumption” that has brought the Earth to “the verge of a global ecolog-
ical disaster.”? But since then, Russian bishops have seldom spoken about
the ecological crisis compared with the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew
I of Romania. Other than Pope Francis there may be no religious leader
more devoted to environmentalism and the fight against climate change than
the Ecumenical Patriarch, whose consistent ecological activism earned him
the nickname “the Green Patriarch.”®® In stark contrast with Bartholomew’s
preaching, the Russian bishops make no specific mention of climate change in

>4 neither acknowledging nor denying it.

their discourse,

In Romania, religious bloggers and social-media influencers rely for their
content almost exclusively on conservative and libertarian English-language
sources and on conspiracy theories collected from English language websites

such as Natural News, The Gateway Pundit, and Zero Hedge. These articles
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are then translated into Romanian and published on right-wing Orthodox
websites such as Cuvantul Ortodox and those mentioned earlier.”® They also
quote renegade scientists such as climate change-denying physicists John
Clauser and Victor Manuel Velasco.*® Such views occasionally find an echo even
within the Church hierarchy. For example, in a pastoral letter from 2022, one
Romanian bishop stated that “planned pandemics” and “exaggerated climate
obsessions” are both instruments of “the great reset.”’

Latin America

In Latin America, research on religion and climate change is still in its early
stages. There currently exist no comprehensive studies on the transnational
dimensions of climate denialism among right-wing religious groups in Latin
America. A few studies focus on local networks of religious climate denialism
in Brazil and these groups’ relationships with the government of Jair Bol-
sonaro, which utilized climate denialism to foster a populist ideology.”® Much
of this work tends to focus on the linkages between recent conservative polit-
ical movements and the rise of Pentecostal and neo-Pentecostal evangelical
movements.”® In Brazil, for example, the Bolsonarist right-wing movement
is supported politically and financially by a conservative network including
many Pentecostal evangelicals (a sector that has grown dramatically since the
1990s and today represents around 37% of the population). But the “strategic
role of climate denialism” in “blocking processes of environmental governmen-
talization in Brazil”®® has also involved the publication and distribution of
translated books by small Catholic publishers with ties to agribusiness.®* Indi-
vidual government members, such as former Foreign Minister Ernesto Aragjo,
have used religion to deny climate change.®? Both Pentecostal and Catholic
groups have reinforced the broader climate countermovement in Brazil; for
example, the government refused to host COP 26, the annual international
UN climate conference, and withdrew key decision-making power from the
country’s environmental and climate governance institutions.%

The ideology behind such right-wing religious obstructionism in Latin
America lies at the intersection of markets and nature, postulating that “God
is in control,” meaning environmental issues should not be a concern for
Christians because the Earth’s fate is predetermined. Furthermore, the free
market is seen as a channel allowing people to “wisely use” nature, which in
its undeveloped state is considered savage. The denial discourses of Brazil’s
religious obstructionists thus differ only slightly from those in the United
States and Europe. However, the former is characterized by a stronger focus
on discrediting IPCC research and promoting the idea that environmen-
talism is a communist conspiracy that aims to destroy Western Christian

civilization.®
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THE FAR RIGHT

Revolutionary far-right movements obstruct climate policy not to preserve
the status quo, like mainstream conservatism, but to destabilize global coop-
eration entirely, often as part of broader ethno-nationalist or accelerationist
goals.

Attacking and Obstructing Systems

Unlike mainstream and politically empowered conservative movements, for
whom climate obstruction is a strategy to maintain the neoliberal, free-market
status quo, revolutionary far-right movements often seek to obstruct national
and international climate policy as a strategy for disrupting all international
policy and cooperation.

There is no single definition of the “far right” because, unlike conservatism,
its ideological content is heavily dependent on historical and geographical con-
text. One common characteristic of the far right, however, is that it tends
to focus on the mystification of race/ethnicity and to promote violence as
a movement tactic.’® Thus, in contrast to conservatism’s essential qualities,
far-right actors and movements tend to lack a coherent ideology, favoring a
system-attacking stance. Ironically, this position can create strange bedfel-
lows: depending on the setting, far-right positions can resemble conservatism
(e.g., anti-equality) or progressivism (e.g., anti-corporate). A common feature
of right-wing populism is hostility to compromise and balance. The poli-
tics of resentment and a perceived antagonism between “good people” and
“bad elites,” between those who are thought to legitimately belong to the
community and others who do not (migrants, the unemployed, minorities,
etc.), increasingly overrides the traditional concerns of centrist conserva-
tives. In other words, traditional conservatism—especially its twenty-first-
century neoliberal manifestations—is more conceptually straightforward,
often focused on anti-regulatory policy obstruction. Far-right culture can be
more complex because it is contingent upon the system it is attacking. Thus,
any empirical analysis of its actors and movements must be inherently rela-
tional and attuned to the specific field on which climate policy is viewed as
threat worthy of obstructing.5® The revolutionary far right today takes its cues
from the European New Right that arose in the 1960s. Today’s far right is
fundamentally “system attacking,” or critical of both mainstream liberal and
conservative ideologies, which they see as operating within a neoliberal con-
sensus.®’ In contrast to the forces of mainstream climate denial, far-right
movements use climate obstruction as part of a broader isolationist program
driven by conspiratorial thought and ethno-nationalist goals. For example, in
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the United States since the 1990s, research shows that the mainstream Repub-
lican Party has continually sowed climate skepticism in order to maintain a
free-market status quo.®® In contrast, the far-right or “alt-right” movement
sees “the anti-environmentalism of the present conservative movement as
nothing but a modernist, capitalist . . . [and] Jewish conception that has found
fertile ground in the hands of billionaire plutocrats wiping out nature all over
the Earth for the sake of higher profit margins.”®

In the United States, the mainstream right consistently supports inter-
national cooperation in military, corporate, and humanitarian affairs, with
the exception of climate change. The European spectrum of conservative and
right-wing parties tends to be more diverse, but center-right parties typically
embrace international climate cooperation whereas Europe’s revolutionary far
right sees increased international cooperation negatively, advocating instead
for a disintegration of global solidarity.

Multiculturalism and Ethnopluralism

The revolutionary far right envisions a world grounded in “ethnopluralism,” in
which distinct racial or ethnic groups live in separate regions, preserving their
unique identities and rejecting global community connectivity.”” The slogan
of Arktos Media, “Making anti-globalism global since 2009,” succinctly cap-
tures how the revolutionary far right today expands on the idea of ethnically
homogeneous nations, as seen in contemporary movements such as Indian
Hindutva and Japanese Shinto nationalism. Arktos is known for distribut-
ing the work of figures in the global far-right movement and has published
books by the prominent American alt-right figure Richard Spencer, the Rus-
sian ultra-nationalist Aleksandr Dugin, Alain de Benoist of the French New
Right, and Brazilian right-wing philosopher Olavo de Carvalho.”* The rela-
tionship between these revolutionary far-right actors and climate obstruction
should thus be thought of as a rejection of the terms of the debate: the global
cannot exist.

The authors of the revolutionary far right are united in their critique
of what they see as an increasingly “multicultural” world, one where ethnic
and national distinctions have become less clear-cut. Eschewing a class-based
critique—which for many in the farthest reaches is seen as Marxist ideology
invented to sever people from their natural ethnic consciousness—the revo-
lutionary far right turns to cultural explanations for what they see as a trend
toward an indistinguishable and homogenous global community.”?

For many global far-right movements, the supposed threat of a multicul-
turalist global community is often argued against using some variation on
the “Great Replacement Theory,” the belief that there is a deliberate effort by
obscure global elites, often imagined as Jewish and referred to as a “cabal,” to
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replace white populations in Western countries with non-white and/or immi-
grant populations. Today, a wide range of multisectoral actors—from Fox
News in the United States to the AfD party in Germany—have propagated
this belief.”® In recent years the revolutionary far right has linked the imag-
ined set of “Great Replacement” actors and relationships with climate change,
considering it to be one of the many artificial panics and false flags allegedly
precipitated by elites. In other words, the charge is no longer that science isn’t
right, but that climate change itself is part of a conspiracy. Additionally, the
basiclogic of replacement has found resonance beyond Western contexts. Sim-
ilar narratives have surfaced within the right-wing Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh (RSS), based in India, for example.”

Extremist Goals

Beyond advancing replacement theories, the broad global swath of far-right
actors exhibits varying responses to anthropogenic climate change. One such
approach is “accelerationism,” a radical theory of change advocating the delib-
erate intensification of forces that will destabilize existing systems and pre-
cipitate societal collapse, thereby hastening social transformation in line with
accelerationists’ own ideology and vision of society.” Accelerationism is a
strategy adopted by radicals on both the left and right. Far-right and neo-
fascist accelerationists view climate collapse—ideally, cultural collapse—as a
means of transformation facilitating a return to traditional, often authori-
tarian, social structures. For example, a section of the manifesto released by
a mass shooter in an attack on two mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand
in 2019 is titled “Destabilization and Accelerationism: Tactics for Victory.” It
attempts to justify the murder of fifty-one people as part of a strategy to trigger
broader conflicts and speed change. Similarly, a recent study from West Point’s
Combating Terrorism Center notes that multinational neo-Nazi groups like
The Base and Atomwaffen employ accelerationist strategies using extreme vio-
lence with the aim of destabilizing and toppling the US federal government.”®

Extremist groups have always exploited vulnerabilities to shape grievance
narratives, but recent research suggests that climate crises (and local gov-
ernmental responses) provide new avenues for extremist exploitation. For
example, a recent study on climate-induced violent extremism in North Africa
found that

violent extremist (VE) groups such as Boko Haram and the Islamic State exploit
crises and conflicts resulting from environmental stress to recruit more followers,
expand their influence and even gain territorial control. In such cases, climate
change may be described as a ‘risk multiplier’ that exacerbates a number of conflict

drivers.”
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These extreme perspectives thus diverge ideologically from climate obstruction
asitis typically understood on the mainstream right, which often employs it to
maintain the status quo, especially with regard to the regulatory environment.
Instead, the revolutionary far right has begun to integrate climate change into
a broader political ideology aimed at promoting far-right ecologies.

For the revolutionary far right, the problem lies not with climate science
but with its practical consequence: the need for more coordination between
multinational corporate capital and international policymakers. In their logic,
the existing resource extraction and distribution networks of global capital-
ism will lead to a dystopia that will destroy all local ethnic connections to land
(“blood and soil”) and usher in a New World Order in which sovereign nations
are replaced with a totalitarian global government. In addition to examining
nonstate extremist actors, such as those involved in the Christchurch attack
and a similar 2019 race-based massacre in El Paso, Texas, research has also
examined far-right policy platforms related to climate change.”® Perhaps the
most famous example is the rise of “blood and soil” nationalist identities, such
as in Nazi Germany, which used the Reich Ministry of Food and Agriculture to
anchor an extremist ideology in agrarian connections to nature, place, and the
environment. Today, the link between the environment, climate, and nation-
alism still figures heavily in the rhetoric of French politician Marine Le Pen’s
Le Front National (FN), especially its emphasis on preserving environmental
heritage, or “patriotic ecology,” which it frames as a holistic approach to halt-
ing the collapse of the French way of life. In a 2022 debate, Le Pen emphasized
the urgency of environmental concerns, criticizing globalization for its detri-
mental impact on the planet and animal welfare and advocating “localism” and
“economic patriotism” to enhance the production and consumption of French
products.

Strategies and Tactics

An important distinction between mainstream right-wing social forces and
revolutionary far-right movements lies in their political strategy and tac-
tics. Whereas mainstream right-wing groups engage directly in policy pro-
cesses to obstruct climate action, revolutionary far-right movements are often
relegated to “metapolitical” strategies, leveraging online platforms, “news”
stations, and political spectacles such as rallies to foster skepticism toward
international cooperation and climate policies and thereby influence politics
indirectly. Internet-based metapolitical obstruction is not merely rhetoric:
such far-right ideology has inspired violent attacks on particular groups and
activists.

For example, the aforementioned El Paso massacre was a metapolitical spec-
tacle that illustrates how the system-attacking nature of the revolutionary far
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right has become entangled with environmental ideologies in ways that ideolo-
gies of the mainstream right have not. In a manifesto published online before
the attack, the shooter wrote:

The inconvenient truth is that our leaders, both Democrat and Republican, have
been failing us for decades . . . the decimation of the environment is creating a
massive burden for future generations. Corporations are heading the destruction
of our environment by shamelessly over-harvesting resources . . . The government
is unwilling to tackle these issues beyond empty promises since they are owned
by corporations . . . that also like immigration because more people mean [cheap

labor and] a bigger market for their products.”

Although revolutionary far-right movements differ substantially across the
globe, two lessons can be gleaned from a survey of their shared characteris-
tics: (1) science skepticism and climate policy obstruction are not necessarily
linked; and (2) environmental concern is present, albeit in very different
forms, across the conservative political spectrum.

CONCLUSION

The chapter’s survey of the right is anchored by the role of neoliberalism, high-
lighting climate obstruction within public-facing institutions often backed by
hidden funding from fossil fuel and agribusiness interests. We traced the his-
tory of neoliberal narratives linking the early conservation rhetoric of wise
use as an alternative to public regulation to present-day rhetoric of free-
market environmentalism. We also considered the far right, conceptualized
as a revolutionary movement, sometimes at odds with both neoliberalism and
conservatism, that attempts to obstruct climate policy as part of alarger effort
to disrupt international cooperation itself. The chapter emphasizes the impor-
tance of civil society in right-wing obstruction, focusing on the network of
actors collaborating through think tanks, foundations, and other organiza-
tions. While right-wing narratives differ, civil society networks have offered
spaces where the various factions of neoliberalism and other far-right forces
intersect. Turning to European and global climate governance and the notion
of shared responsibility, we then pointed to the revitalization of reactionary,
nationalistic ideologies shared by the diverse sectors of the right.

Religion and spirituality also play a significant role in climate obstruction
when they are mobilized against scientific evidence and scientifically grounded
policymaking. Here we provided the case studies of Eastern Europe and Latin
America to demonstrate how religion can reinforce climate obstruction ideol-
ogy, despite that many leaders of world religions have made addressing climate
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change a theological imperative. Finally, we demonstrated how, despite their
differing ideologies and goals, the actors and organizations on the right are
to some degree unified under “big tent” groups including the Atlas network
and the International Democratic Union, amplifying their messages via media
outlets that reach successfully across space and time.

Topics for Future Research

Scholars are increasingly focusing attention on the far right and, within that
arena, a literature on the relationship between the far right and the environ-
ment is growing rapidly.** However, much less work is being done on the role
of the far right in climate obstruction. This is a critical gap; this chapter lays the
groundwork for a basic research program on the subject, which must be under-
taken separately from—but in conversation with—the tendency to focus on
more traditional, neoliberal conservative climate obstruction efforts.

However, scholars should continue to study the ways in which various
movements converge and interact. Far from a sign of weakness or fragmen-
tation, the right’s diversity and network overlaps have engendered a growing
variety of options and strategies for climate obstruction that coincide with
dedicated efforts to communicate across the broadening spectrum. While
there are important ideological differences between the more recent far-right
obstructionist groups and older right-wing conservative and neoliberal groups,
big-tent think tank networks such as Atlas offer an arena in which this synthe-
sizing research might be conducted.

Cultural influences on obstruction also deserve more scholarly attention.
While the chapter has focused on the far right’s opposition to multiculturalism
and the preference for “natural” ethnopluralist enclaves, the role of religion
is still largely understudied, especially its more diffuse aspects beyond the
institutions and organizations considered here. Researchers should attempt
to quantify, or tease apart qualitatively, the influence of causal mechanisms
in the relationship between religion and climate obstruction, with a particu-
lar focus on the relative importance of political ideology or religious belief in
driving outcomes. The role of global religious communication channels such as
the Eternal Word TV Network® deserve closer attention in conjunction with
other commercial right-wing media outlets.

Researchers would do well to expand beyond the focus on examining specific
religions or denominations to explore religion’s noninstitutionalized forms.®?
For example, beliefs and orientations toward time and temporality (cycli-
cal versus linear; finite versus eternal) and the concept of nature’s inherent
“sacredness” can have dramatic impacts on the perceived urgency of climate
action as well as the level of perceived need to obstruct ongoing climate efforts.
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Finally, there is very little research on the organizational and financial

linkages between the far right and climate obstruction efforts. The decentral-

ized nature of this movement makes such study difficult, but in addition to

examining the organizational and financial networks of national far-right par-

ties, scholars should begin to piece together regional and subnational linkages

between movement actors to gain a clearer picture of potential coordination

among them.
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Introduction: Steering Obstruction

In the lead-up to the international treaty on climate change known as the Paris
Agreement, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) released
its fifth report, describing the causes of climate change in unequivocal terms.
Anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions (GHGs), “together with those of
other anthropogenic drivers, have been detected throughout the climate sys-
tem and are extremely likely to have been the dominant cause of the observed
warming since the mid-20th century.”* In 2017, New York Times opinion writer
Bret Stephens challenged those who claimed the “complete certainty” of cli-
mate causes. His piece was not meant “to deny climate change of the possible
severity of its consequences,” he wrote. “But ordinary citizens also have a right
to be skeptical of an overweening scientism.” Such framing may be perceived
as presenting a “balanced” opinion; it is also a way to retain skepticism as an
acceptable response to the climate crisis.

Since atleast 2004, the pretext of balance in media coverage of global warm-
ing has exacerbated the disparity between scientific and public understandings
of climate change.? Research published in 2004 examining peer-reviewed cli-
mate science found that experts had reached agreement (consensus) that
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humans contribute to climate change.? Another 2004 study found that 53%
of news articles published between 1988 and 2002 in major American news-
papers told a so-called “balanced” story whereby some scientists found that
humans contributed to climate change while others continued to argue that
humans’ role was in doubt.? This study—and many others since then—offer
explanations for the outsized gap between scientific knowledge and public
understanding: the inappropriate deployment of the journalistic norm of bal-
anced reporting combined with the outsized influence of industry groups who
use anti-climate action think tanks and other strategies to shape public sto-
ries and those quoted in them.® While this disparity has diminished (but not
disappeared) in these sources since then,® it exposes one way in which casting
doubt about anthropogenic climate change is a form of climate obstruction.”
To be clear: the ongoing disparity between scientific and public understand-
ings of climate change is not a matter of happenstance. Oil and gas producers
and their collaborators actively work with legacy news (television, newspapers,
radio) as well as social media platforms and public relations and advertising
firms to promote disinformation that stymies climate policy. The deliberate
production and promotion of climate disinformation and climate obstruction
appears via news coverage, journalistic practices, public relations (PR) and
strategic influence campaigns, and social media posts as well as in other modes
of communication (e.g., blogs, instant messaging) in the public arena. Financial
motivations are part of the problem as a result of the corporate control of main-
stream media and the importance of advertising revenue to media companies’
bottom line.® This chapter synthesizes research that explains how climate dis-
information circulates through media and contributes to climate obstruction
that benefits carbon-based industries and status-quo actors at the cost of soci-
ety and the environment (see Chapters 5 and 7). It focuses on the discourses
and structures that shape the terrain of these practices and then points to areas
where this disinformation and obstruction can effectively be countered.

Contrarians in the Mediated Public Sphere

A growing—at times cacophonous—chorus of climate-contrarian voices has
gained prominence through multiple media platforms and modes of com-
munication. Contrarian views are promoted by a network of obstructionist
organizations and actors with aligned ideological and cultural inclinations
(see Chapter 1).° These movements often gain attention to their outlier
views through media channels.'® At least four arguments for climate delay
can be observed in media communications: (1) shifting the responsibility
for climate action; (2) arguing that mitigating climate change is impossi-
ble; (3) advancing nontransformative solutions; and (4) emphasizing the
downsides of any climate solution.™ Captured in media portrayals, advertising
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and PR campaigns, these discourse types demonstrate the growing tendency
among disinformation actors to move from overt denial of climate change
and its anthropogenic causes to more subtle tactics of delegitimation of cli-
mate solutions. Choices about how to frame communications through media,
advertising, and PR—shaping perceptions of responsibility and solutions, for
example—can channel public attention and action in important ways. In many
cases, this agenda setting can foster preferences for system preservation over
structural transformation.'> Mass media enable the formation of political
structures and norms that condition public responses to climate change. Ulti-
mately, such obstruction efforts seek to advance special-interest goals and
objectives to maintain the status quo or to distract from, delay, and/or deny
science—effectively obstructing climate engagement and action.

How Disinformation Spreads in the Mediated Public Sphere

The deliberate circulation of climate disinformation is partly enabled by
the unprecedented economic and social power of the global media system.
Power structures were further consolidated during the COVID-19 pandemic
when many independent and local newsrooms were shuttered as digital
media expanded and consolidated.’® Boosted by new digital technologies and
legacy/social media, disinformation campaigns can now operate at greater
scale and expanded scope, influencing human experience with increasing con-
trol and precision.'* Technology companies and their platforms allow pow-
erful actors to shape cognition and actions in ways that lack accountability.
The use of artificial intelligence (AI) and communications technologies in
political campaigns has had profoundly negative consequences for global cli-
mate mitigation, even when climate policy obstruction was not an explicit or
direct aim.'®

New media technologies can boost longstanding patterns of control and
socioeconomic inequality that are harmful for the environment. Social dispar-
ities, a lack of democratic practices, and environmental destruction tend to
reinforce one another.!® To address the problem of disinformation and how it
shapes climate and environmental outcomes, it is vital to broaden the scope
of what we commonly think of as climate and environmental policy. Collective
goals in the name of the public interest, such as democracy, environmental
protection, and socioeconomic equity, are threatened by the concentration of
ownership and corporate control of communications and digital technologies
and how information then becomes subject to financial and political incen-
tives. This concentration is enabled by current policies in the United States and
many other countries that are determined by the wealthiest and most power-
ful players.'” The concentration of media control in relatively few news outlets
and internet companies is a global phenomenon—though concentration can

STEERING THE CLIMATE DISCOURSE [163]



look different depending on ownership types and styles of concentration.'®

These conditions have the potential to produce sociodigital worlds that not
only intentionally spread disinformation but also foster values and worldviews
that maintain inequality as well as public disempowerment and compliance,
thwarting the emancipatory potential of mass communications and digital
technologies.

With this backdrop in mind, this chapter explores the political-economic
conditions and networks of actors engaged in producing online modes of cli-
mate information and disinformation in order to better delineate the scale and
scope of the problem and identify possible pathways forward. The authors trace
how journalists and other media makers are hampered in their efforts to eluci-
date climate obstruction and examine how climate obstruction finds visibility
through media and PR endeavors, effectively amplifying as opposed to inves-
tigating and holding to account contrarian and related outlier perspectives in
the public arena. The chapter also notes how journalists and other media actors
are responding to these challenges.

OVERVIEW OF ACTORS, SECTORS, AND ORGANIZATIONS

Across national contexts, commitments to economic growth and carbon-
intensive industry, along with deeply entrenched technological optimism, have
influenced discussions of climate change in the public sphere. A recent study
uncovers relationships among conspiratorial beliefs, conservatism, and cli-
mate skepticism across nations, concluding, “The greater the vested interests
in resisting change, the more incentive there is to engage—and believe—in
ideologically driven campaigns of deliberate disinformation about the reality
of anthropogenic climate change.”® A related study of climate contrarianism
(here interchangeable with “climate skepticism” or “climate denialism”) across
twenty-five countries found that “political cultures have emerged that encour-
age citizens to appraise climate science through the lens of their conservative
ideologies.”” In the United States in particular, the relationship between
conservative (or political) ideology and climate contrarianism is “unusually

”22 The authors also observed that nations with the

strong and consistent.
strongest relationships between right-of-center ideology and climate contrari-
anism “tend to be those whose economies are relatively highly reliant on fossil
fuel industries.””® This finding is consistent with research in Canada, Brazil,
and Australia.*

Climate obstruction is conducted by traditional/legacy media as well as
online.”® Online networks mirror offline climate obstruction networks and
patterns of behavior, connecting disinformation efforts by networks of fossil
fuel-supported think tanks and foundations, lobby and PR groups, multi-
national corporations, “influencers” from scientific and political fields, and
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media organizations. While most of these networks originated in the United
States, in recent years they have expanded to several other countries and
have included transnational coordination across China and countries in Latin
America, Europe, and Southeast Asia.?

Contrarians and other climate obstructionists who gain attention in the
United States, China, Germany, Brazil, and in other country contexts have
been profiled demographically.?” Paradoxically, heterogeneous members of cli-
mate obstruction networks have also been associated with movements to limit
economic growth by evoking climate change as a justification for other issues
such as preventing immigration.”® Research in the Norwegian context found
associations between climate skepticism and right-wing nationalism, noting,
“Climate change denial is but one facet of a more general complex of resistance
to various societal issues such as economic growth, environmental conserva-
tion, globalization, governance and relationships to other social groups” (see
Chapter 5).%°

The relationship between climate obstruction organizations and climate
contrarianism has been studied extensively in the US context, in part because
of the influence of carbon-based industry at the interface of science, policy, and

).3° Emerging analyses of climate coverage in lower- and

society (see Chapter 1
middle-income countries suggest that climate-skeptic views are granted much
less coverage and credibility in these locales. Among the larger and most stud-
ied nations, China, India, and Brazil make few references to climate skepticism,
for example.®! In some cases, the focus may be less on fossil fuel emissions
and more on carbon pollution from agriculture and other land-use practices.
Research on climate coverage in Brazil found that beef production, which has
been linked to more than half of Brazil’s emissions, was a nearly taboo topic
in Brazilian newspapers. Researchers have also looked across Brazil, China,
France, India, the United Kingdom, and United States and found that news
coverage of skepticism is largely limited to the latter two countries.*” Else-
where, disinformation in the Global South has been found to be an ongoing
problem (see Chapter 8).3

In the Global North, climate obstruction in both public and political
spheres is networked across environmentally damaging industries and pollut-
ing sectors. With this structure comes asymmetrical power and influence in
national politics and policymaking. Advertising campaigns as well as PR efforts
have long played a role as the glue joining carbon-based industries, media
organizations, and economic sectors, using coalitions, campaigns, and other
coordinated processes to question the efficacy of science, news, and political
institutions engaging climate-related issues.3* Fossil fuel PR is embedded in
a wide ecosystem of influence that includes trade associations, industry and
science advisory councils, think tanks and research institutes, NGOs and foun-
dations, chambers of commerce, and organizational boards.*® PR firms play
several key roles in this network. Among them, there is (1) cross-industrial
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strategic management, where PR agents engage in intelligence-gathering in
the environmental community, at government agencies and in other organiza-
tions that influence public policy on environment, climate, and energy issues;
and (2) industry-friendly research, public-opinion polling, and data collection
to promote clients’ viewpoints in the media, in addition to producing scien-
tific, legal, or technical expert material for media circulation. One way various
agencies, think tanks, boards and associations are tightly bound with PR firms
is through a revolving door strategy (e.g., former government agency admin-
istrators are hired by PR firms, former PR firm employees are hired as trade
association administrators, and so on).

Media communications aiming to advance climate denial and opposition
often amplify existing patterns of polarization.*® A study of polarizing tweets
on X (Twitter) during United Nations climate (COP) summits identified five
styles of climate contrarianism, from outright denial (“@COP26 You have been
lying to the public and mocking them for decades with your climate scam”)
to (untrue) rejection of climate solutions (“China is not going to COP26.
So what’s the point?”).?” In 2022, the Third Working Group of the United
Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Sixth Assessment Report
pointed to “public discourses of media and organized countermovements” as
fuel for polarization, with damaging potential for climate action.®® The tech-
nical summary noted that “accurate transference of the climate sciences has
been undermined significantly by climate change countermovements, in both
legacy and new/social media environments through misinformation.” It also
noted that “on occasion, the propagation of scientifically misleading informa-
tion by organised countermovements has fuelled polarisation, with negative
implications for climate policy.”*’ Further linking obstruction activities and
polarisation, the report mentions “political polarisation leading to erosion of
environmental governance” (see Chapter 10).4!

Digital platforms have also been identified as sources of climate disinfor-
mation. Meta (Facebook), for instance, has overridden the determinations of
its independent fact-checkers for climate science, allowed fossil fuel compa-
nies to purchase misleading ads, and limited the transparency and usefulness
of its data sharing tool, Crowdtangle, relied upon by journalists and academics
to analyze engagement with content on the platform.?? There are claims that
Meta’s own Climate Science Center is underequipped to serve its purpose.
One report estimated that Google alone received $23.7 million between 2020
and 2022 from the five largest oil companies in the world (ExxonMobil,
British Petroleum [BP], Chevron, Shell, and Aramco) to promote their advertis-
ing.*3 The nonprofit coalition Climate Action against Disinformation (CAAD)
has found that the major tech platforms (TikTok, Meta, YouTube, and X)
have become “complicit” actors in the spread of climate denial, since “dis-
information is now a guaranteed byproduct, if not a central part, of social
media companies’ business models.”** Among several findings in the study,
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X ranked last among platforms for its absence of policies on climate disin-
formation, lack of public transparency mechanisms, and failures of effective

policy enforcement.*®

POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC AIMS, ALLIANCES, AND STRATEGIES

Climate disinformation disseminated through media content, platforms, and
formats such as legacy news coverage, social media posts and discussions,
advertising campaigns, and corporate promotional strategies often mask the
original source and coordinated efforts of these actors.*®

Macro-Scale Influences

At the macro scale, questions of representation in, differential access to, and
regulation and ownership configurations of media systems are crucial fac-
tors in climate policy obstructionism in and by both alternative and main-
stream news media. These are multifaceted processes through which dominant
assumptions, beliefs, values, and election outcomes are shaped, often facili-
tated by public policies that allow private concentration of ownership of media
and associated technologies with limited public oversight and participation.*’
Efforts to shape public opinion via media systems, old and new, influence how
publics perceive polluting companies and activities. Corporate-funded media
tend to privilege certain discourses and make highly unequal access to (and
pollution of) environmental resources seem natural and inevitable, even where

they are irrational and detrimental to the public interest.*?

One particularly
problematic phenomenon is the increased funding of social media influencers
by fossil fuel companies to spread a positive image of their sector with the help
of PR firms.* Research by the international research team DeSmog found that
more than one hundred influencers have been hired by public relations firms
such as Edelman and ad agencies including EssenceMediaCom (owned by WPP,
the largest marketing communications services group in the world) to promote
oil and gas clients Shell and BP internationally since 2017, from the United

States to Malaysia and the South Pole.>°

Meso-Scale Factors

At the meso scale, research has considered how multiple organizations have
influenced environmental and climate politics over time. As other chapters in

this volume attest, the political power of intermediaries such as trade asso-
ciations, foundations, think tanks, and universities and research institutes
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contribute to the maintenance of the corporate political power of fossil fuel
producers. These organizations, operating worldwide, have helped to harness
the collective power of business and free-enterprise ideology from at least
1970 through the present day. Such power networks wield influence through
both discursive and financial means. Many major national and global media
companies depend on money from advertising, including from fossil fuel com-
panies.’ Media ownership is no longer in the hands of just a few wealthy
moguls, as was the case some decades ago. The need for capital has pushed
media companies to seek multiple sources of investment, leading to more
differentiated ownership (still largely within the confines of private owner-
ship groups, distinct from community- or state-owned media).>* Still, the
general reliance by media companies on an advertiser-based business model
inhibit more hard-hitting and investigative reporting required to uncover
the root causes and impacts of climate change as well as to illuminate the
different methods and means of climate obstructionism.>® To give but one
devastating example, climate reporters Amy Westervelt and Matthew Green
investigated how seven major news organizations—Bloomberg, The Economist,
the Financial Times, the New York Times, Politico, Reuters, and the Washington
Post—featured content and hosted events favorable to fossil fuel companies.
In some cases, the media companies even used their internal brand studios to

create the content in-house for the fossil fuel corporations.>*

Micro-Scale Aspects

At the micro scale, discourse and behaviors at the individual level shape these
spaces of interaction.®® Most forms of media have an original author as well
as an editor who oversees content. These individuals may be influenced by
incentives within the media organization or many other factors. Harassment
of scientists, journalists, researchers, and climate communicators is also a sig-
nificant problem.*® In addition to the suppression or even criminalization
of NGO and activist actions, academic researchers and others investigating
climate obstruction are experiencing online and offline threats to the con-
tinuation of their work. The Guardian, a British newspaper, reported in 2023
on “striking similarities in the way governments from Canada and the US
to Guatemala and Chile, from India and Tanzania to the UK, Europe and
Australia, are cracking down on activists trying to protect the planet.”>’ Often,
harassment attempts to leverage commonly shared democratic values such
as freedom of speech, open debate, and due process to legitimate harmful
statements or delay regulatory actions. Politicians and influencers associated
with the circulation of disinformation attempt to frame as censorship initia-
tives such as fact-checking, labeling of content, and enforcement of platform
policies on content moderation. Contrarian claims feed journalistic pressure
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to supply attention-getting, dramatic personal conflicts. Such conflicts draw
attention toward decontextualized individual claims-making and away from
critical institutional and societal challenges to carbon consumption that call
collective behaviors, actions, and decisions to account.

OBSTRUCTIVE DISCOURSES, NARRATIVES, AND THEIR
COMMUNICATION

Studies of journalism and climate obstruction tend to focus on how climate sci-
ence is covered and how this coverage may confuse the impacts and causes of
the climate crisis. Journalism scholars illuminate how climate contrarians have
long been featured alongside climate scientists in mainstream national news
media, such as the BBC in the United Kingdom and CNN in the United States,
in the name of balance and fairness.”® News media, particularly business
presses, continue to legitimize climate denial by allowing fossil fuel companies

access to mainstream platforms.59

Media and Journalism Influences

Climate journalism is prone to an events-based model of reporting that decon-
textualizes the climate crisis. Extreme heat, floods, and storms tend to be
reported as close-ended events as opposed to a part of an unfolding and long-
term crisis.®’ This representation prevents a fuller understanding of climate
change by cutting out historical contexts, causes, and long-term impacts.5!
Moreover, climate change is not always mentioned in stories of intense storms,
violent floods, and severe heat. In some contexts, this may serve to limit recog-
nition of the immediate as well as long-term risks of the fast and slow violences
of climate change.5?

Reporting on the climate crisis tends to apply apocalyptic and/or fatalist
framings that prevent deeper considerations of an array of possible responses
to climate change proposed by different stakeholders and community mem-
bers. Like events-based reporting, apocalyptic framing may obscure the root
causes of the crisis and obstruct more comprehensive action.®® This type of
media reporting on climate change has the potential to effectively conjure
images of “sacrifice zones” and “sacrificed people,” often portrayed as poor and/
or from the Global South.®* Historically marginalized people are rarely fea-
tured in mainstream news coverage of climate change in the Global North and,
when they do appear, they are often represented as victims or cast in a negative
light, as was the case with anti-fracking activists in the United Kingdom.®

Partisanship plays a role in climate denial by linking denial with
conservative identities. For instance, climate denial and opposition are often
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propagated by the same social media accounts that spread anti-vaccine senti-
ment, denial of genocides, or other conspiracy theories and foment disapproval
of so-called social and climate justice warriors. Climate denial was supported

by the MAGA movement and the closely aligned QAnon movement.®®

Shaping Ambition

One variety of climate obstruction promotes consensus and compromise.
Indeed, some of the most effective undermining of environmental science has
come from businesses claiming to work alongside scientists or public policy-
makers to promote the public interest. PR specialists in particular are trained
in how to reach consensus and compromise.®’ Their goal is to influence people
by aligning their clients’ messages to public values and beliefs in order to create
legitimacy for the organization and trust in the message. PR consultants will
create public—private partnerships or sponsorships between their clients and
environmental organizations or develop benchmarking systems, accounting
systems, or certification programs for companies, as indicators of their com-
mitment to environmental protection. One such system, the GHG Protocol,
described as a tool to help countries and cities track their climate goals, is con-
ceived, built, and maintained by an alliance of high-carbon industrial multina-
tional organizations, nongovernmental industry-friendly organizations such
as the World Business Council on Sustainable Development, and “green” PR
experts. Industry also uses the GHG Protocol to communicate that it is self-
regulating and sustainable, which helps to ensure that governments are less
likely to regulate them.

Examples like the GHG Protocol are important because they force us to
move away from conventional definitions that try to classify specific state-
ments or frames as misinformation or disinformation. Portraying themselves
as climate-friendly solutions, such efforts weaken the impact of scientific
claims that call for a rapid reduction in the causes of climate change; and they
reduce trust in the policymaking process, which is made to appear overly strin-
gent, too complicated or economically infeasible (see Chapter 2). The result is
weak regulation, if any.

EFFORTS TO EXPOSE/PUSH BACK ON CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION
IN THE MEDIA

Researchers have developed typologies and other cataloguing systems for
disinformation that not only promote greater awareness of disinformation
tactics but also generate disinformation literacy among various publics.®®
A well-known strategy to address climate obstruction in the media is to
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monitor, document, and report on it, often through exposure of misleading
narratives, malign actors, or bad behavior. Climate disinformation has been
tracked at significant levels by the network analysis firm Graphika and by the
environmental nonprofit organization Friends of the Earth.®® Scholars across
many fields and several media observatories have integrated climate into their
operations, including the European Digital Media Observatory. This work
informs strategies to “detect and correct” or to “name and shame” and have
aided fact-checking by journalists, litigation against corporate actors, labeling
of misleading content on platforms, and the identification of coordinated
and inauthentic behavior online, and has at times informed governmental
deliberations and hearings.”

Increasingly, computational models are being used to classify and catego-
rize climate contrarian topics and themes. Early work in this area relied on
topic-modeling approaches to examine contrarian discourse in large corpora
of texts and network analyses of key elements of the denial countermovement
or media coverage of important events.”* More recently, techniques have been
adopted to measure specific frames, claims, and narratives in large datasets
of online media.”” Research that tracked the dynamics of key themes in a
sample of key North American conservative think tanks and blogs found that
while claims that “outright deny the existence and severity of anthropogenic
climate change have remained stable or have declined in relative terms
in recent years,” claims that offer pseudo-scientific explanations or other
alternative explanations for scientific findings, are prominent.”® Others
have demonstrated the link between conservative foundation funding and
contrarian discourse.” One of the most important benefits of this research
is its longitudinal approach. Researchers have developed an extensive tax-
onomy of specific contrarian claims, as well as an approach for classifying
these claims, then applied their computational model to provide a detailed
history of climate disinformation over a roughly two-decade period.” This
research points to the need for specific public education efforts targeted less
at overcoming strict denialism than at recognizing false solutions and other
industry-sponsored compromise positions.

Moving beyond monitoring climate disinformation, there are important
efforts to respond to, or debunk, disinformation on the ground. Media and
information literacy—generally understood as the ability to access, analyze,

and critically evaluate media messages and their sources’®

—can prevent the
susceptibility of individuals to disinformation and fake news.”” In practice,
this means raising awareness of the importance of fact-checking climate news
stories, critically evaluating the sources of stories and one’s “media diet,” and
providing resources to check facts and identify climate disinformation.”® Pro-
ducers and consumers of news now have valuable resources at their disposal to
help check climate facts, from general websites such as Full Fact or PolitiFact

to specialist fact-checking organizations such as Climate Feedback. Individuals

STEERING THE CLIMATE DISCOURSE [171]



can also draw on websites such as Skeptical Science to learn about specific
climate myths and best practices in the academic literature for debunking and
“prebunking” (“inoculating against”) climate disinformation. “Prebunking”
means preemptively correcting disinformation by pointing out and refuting
disinformation before it is disseminated (see Chapter 7). Organizations are
working to put insights from media literacy and debunking into practice. On
the other hand, emergent forms of Al ratchet up the production of climate
disinformation and related efforts to weaken environmental protection.
Researchers are anticipating the use of “deep fakes,” powerful Al tools that can
create fake video scenes or impersonate trusted authorities such as particular
politicians and scientists.”” Balancing the potential of these technologies to
serve public interests as well as controlling the dangers they pose depends on

immediate measures to wisely and effectively govern their features and use.®

Accountability

Accountability is another important tool to address climate denial and delay
in both legacy media (newspapers, television, radio) and social media. Legacy
media organizations include influential outlets such as the New York Times,
Fox News, and BBC. Social media platforms such as Meta, X, TikTok, and
YouTube help the spread of disinformation online (including Al-generated
disinformation) and holding these platforms accountable is a key mechanism
for reducing online exposure.®! A broad coalition of corporations, media
companies, and civil society groups are actively calling on the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change and CEOs of major social media
platforms to adopt a universal definition of climate disinformation and recog-
nize the threat that disinformation on social media plays in derailing climate

negotiations (see Chapters 10 and 13).5

While some progress has been made
(e.g., TikTok adopted a program to develop educational content to combat
climate misinformation in 2023%), many platforms continue to fall short
on adopting policies to effectively counter disinformation.®* Maintaining
pressure on social media platforms to strengthen and enforce their policies
can help to remove climate disinformation.®> Importantly, further critical
attention must be paid to how people, corporations, and other institutions use
and govern these technologies in ways that may also exacerbate the negative
effects of human-induced climate change.®

Public Awareness

Another strategy for addressing obstruction involves public awareness efforts.
This takes many forms, including shaming brands and platforms running
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digital ads that monetize obstructionist content; calling out blatant examples
of greenwashing by fossil fuel companies on social media through “greentrol-
ling”; and identifying specific organizations and important actors within those
organizations (see Chapter 7).87

Climate shaming has perhaps contributed to the surge of greenwashing as
obstructionist actors promote their alignment and support of climate action
policies without corresponding shifts in behavior.®® Researchers have found
pervasive evidence of greenwashing by technology companies such as Apple,
Google, and Amazon, which propose decarbonized supply chains, “restora-
tive” carbon removal funds, or the development of “carbon-free energy” (see
Chapter 2).%% Market and securities regulators have undertaken studies, orga-
nized public comments, and moved to update their guidance, rules, tools,
and enforcement actions to deal with the situation, including requirements
for mandatory and standardized forms of public disclosure around emissions
and net-zero claims. These are often hotly contested. For instance, the Secu-
rities and Exchange Commission (SEC) proposal to require Scope 3 carbon
emissions disclosures from industry has generated extensive pushback and
amplified anti-ESG communication from businesses as a climate obstruction
strategy.90

Investigations

While corporate shaming is often intended to bring actors into alignment
with norms for acceptable climate action, it contributes to wider investiga-
tive efforts to improve accountability in the public sphere. Such efforts also
serve to expose and delegitimate obstruction.”* ExxonMobil claims that they
communicated openly about climate change, but the research suggests other-
wise.”? Other researchers identified a German-based think tank, EIKE, and its
spokesperson as part of obstructionist efforts by think tanks.”

As one broad review of climate litigation efforts surmises, the success of
legal challenges requires a shift in widely held societal perceptions regard-
ing the causes of climate harms and role of law in addressing them, or
what they call a “superstructure narrative” (see Chapters 7 and 12).* As a
result, research into climate misrepresentations and obstruction is finding
its way into complaints and publicity strategies, and some research explic-
itly links industry communication to strategies for undermining litigation.”
These efforts have included hearings and complaints that seek to hold PR
and strategic consultancies accountable. In addition, systemic media misrep-
resentations around climate risk are cited in the legal complaint brought
by municipalities in Puerto Rico against several carbon majors.”® The US-
based Climate Investigations Center maintains a list of ongoing climate
lawsuits.”’
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Rapid Attribution

Rapid attribution of misleading content and corrective measures to stem
disinformation through coordinated research efforts are important to address-
ing obstruction.”® This process may lead to diminished trust in transgressive
sources as well as lower consumption and belief in their news products. There
are daily advisories, weekly and monthly digests, and explainers and reports
of climate disinformation, including descriptions of the most frequent narra-
tives, actors, and organizations available online. CAAD has developed back-
grounders and synthesized research into guidance on preparing for obstruc-
tionist strategies including typologies of common claims, strategies and actors;
an archive of profiles of recurrent actors is maintained by DeSmog blog.”
CAAD also developed an advanced rapid response capability to monitor the
information environment for the COP summit for disinformation threats in
recent years, issuing daily advisories throughout the meeting to assist journal-
ists in covering stories. Amy Westervelt’s Drilled podcast provides an archive
of information about climate disinformation.

One of the more effective techniques for addressing climate obstruction in
advertising and PR has been to spotlight companies that advertise on websites
promoting denial or obstruction and pressure them to stop. Action campaigns
by organizations such as Clean Creatives, Check My Ads, and Sleeping Giants
have been especially effective in challenging companies to remove ads from
disreputable sites and news organizations, including some organizations that
circulate climate disinformation, and reports that call out platforms like Meta
and Google have generally resulted in action by platforms.

INFORMATION GAPS AND RESEARCH PRIORITIES

Efforts to expose and push back on climate obstruction in the media are
underway in many countries around the world.’® Early efforts by investiga-
tive journalists to uncover the ways in which obstructionists use the media to
undermine climate science and solutions have evolved into coordinated action
to fight the spread of climate disinformation in both legacy and social media.
A diverse coalition of journalists, civil society groups, activists, and academic
researchers has developed resources for monitoring and exposing deliberate
climate disinformation, from online news outlets that specialize in uncov-
ering climate obstruction to open-source databases of the individuals, orga-
nizations, corporations, and public relations firms that are fueling climate
obstruction in the media and lobbying elected officials (see Chapter 13).1
While the obstructionist playbook is well known in terms of its goals,
key actors, usual frames, common rhetorical strategies, and funding and
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distribution networks, there is still low knowledge in several domains. For

instance, we lack an understanding of choices made regarding communica-

tion platforms used to obstruct climate action in the public sphere. Additional

considerations include:

« the scope of PR and strategic consultancy involvement in these networks;'*?

+ the cross-platform circulation of obstructionist content including the role of
influencers;

+ user engagement with such content; and

+ the advertising technology systems that monetize this content.

Further research will also need to closely examine the use of generative Al and
how to curtail its use for disinformation, including and beyond the problem of
climate change.

Additionally, there is a need for research into public and audience engage-
ment with obstructionist content. At present, emphasis is placed on the
identification and labeling of deceptive content and its cognitive-behavioral
implications. This approach has shaped efforts to prebunk, debunk, and other-
wise help individuals avoid some of the logical fallacies or persuasive appeals
of disinformation. These tools are valuable but applied most easily to instances
of science denial in media education and classroom settings. Other aspects of
the media ecosystem are not as easily parsed into true or false statements,
including strategies of policy delay, which are often presented as opinions,
and image-based or highly emotive communication that limits the effective-
ness of logical counterclaims. Importantly, there remains a significant gap in
research looking at how climate journalists and activists working in the Global
South create different media narratives that may contest these exclusionary
ones circulated in the Global North (see Chapter 8).1%% There is also concern
that artificial intelligence (AI) tools will facilitate the translation and spread
of deliberate disinformation into other languages given the ease, rapidity, and
low cost of generating content with these tools.

As our understanding improves about how climate obstruction networks
engage in destructive strategies of disinformation in the areas of social media,
PR, advertising, and legacy news, more work is needed. Ongoing research
must push beyond the detection of highly coordinated or inauthentic activ-
ity (which is valuable) to a broader understanding of how climate obstruction
can be amplified in more informal and everyday ways through accidental re-
circulation of anti-climate rhetoric, infiltration of community groups, or social
media “activists” sowing discord, complicating the usual way that obstruction-
ist communication is identified, labeled, and delegitimated online. %

Data-driven approaches to monitor obstruction, particularly in social
media, often draw on key findings from academic research.'® For example,
leaked documents have suggested that obstruction tactics and networks are
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extensive and have played decisive roles in electoral success of environmental
policy-hostile far-right candidates in countries around the world, including the
United States, United Kingdom, and Brazil (see Chapter 5).1% In short, climate
researchers as well as practitioners now have a sophisticated suite of tools to
monitor and expose climate disinformation in social and legacy media, but this
does not preclude the necessity for more systemic, political-economic change.

CONCLUSION

There are many ongoing efforts to improve media representations of climate
change, including investigative studies into the communication strategies of
carbon-polluting industries and their enablers, solutions-based journalism
that highlight routes toward a “just” green energy transition, and pro-climate
advertising and PR campaigns. By extension, some scholars are emphasiz-
ing flashpoint events or moments of strategic visibility that can hold out-
sized importance in processes of social change. Arguably, this has been the
approach of obstructionists in targeting key people and moments, especially
IPCC reporting or moments of crisis.

Reflecting a broader imbalance in studies of global environmental politics,
the great majority of analyses of news coverage of climate change have focused
on the largest historical polluting countries in the Global North, in particular
the United States and other high-income Anglophone countries.’®” The news
media’s role in shaping the climate policy agenda in developing countries is
thus less studied and understood.'%®

Going forward, climate change media discourses—across legacy and social
platforms—must be analyzed in a global context, including the Global South,
with attention to particularities of national and regional politics and interests.

As a note of caution, singling out disinformation as well as climate obstruc-
tion through media, advertising and PR can run the risk of overlooking
shortcomings of institutional structures as well as broader challenges of infor-
mation, literacy, education, and communication that also deserve careful
consideration. As we hurtle forward in a dynamic and rapidly changing world,
analyses of media portrayals must continue to adopt a broad scope that
includes the political economy, cultural and social systems, and dynamics of
power, fostering critical analyses of ownership and control of current media

systems and of the increasingly integral and powerful Al technologies.'%®
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INTRODUCTION: UNDERSTANDING THE CAUSES AND CONSEQUENCES
OF CLIMATE MISINFORMATION

Journalists, academics, and politicians have devoted considerable attention
to misinformation since at least 2016, when false information about the
US presidential election and the UK Brexit campaign spread rapidly through
social media. These developments highlighted how quickly and effectively
false information can be disseminated through our digital information ecosys-
tem and the consequences of that spread. Given the urgency of effectively
addressing climate change, preventing and addressing misinformation about
climate-related issues has become an urgent task.

Misinformation can be defined as false and misleading information, most
often spread without the intention to deceive. Disinformation is false and mis-
leading information spread on purpose.’ Given that intention is very difficult
to assess, we use “misinformation” to refer to any falsehoods about climate
change, whether or not they are spread with an intent to harm. Misinforma-
tion matters because it can influence attitudes and behavior of both the public
and political elites. Public opinion is of particular importance in democratic
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societies because it provides a link between what the people want, their elec-
toral behavior, and what politicians do on their behalf. The idea of democratic
representation is therefore predicated on knowing and understanding public
opinion. Misinformation, as part of broader information disorder, can distort
and manipulate public opinion on a given issue, affecting not only beliefs and
attitudes, but also voting and policy. Misinformation tends to flourish during
elections and other events that increase the salience of politics and political
action, especially in countries like the United States where political polariza-
tion is high, peoples’ identities are shaped by partisan attachments, and many
Americans process information through a political lens.

Global warming and climate change have been the subject of well-funded
misinformation campaigns to cast doubt on climate science and scientists and
subsequently to delay climate action.? These campaigns have historically been
funded by conservative foundations as well as fossil fuel industry and other
interest groups with the goal of denying scientific findings regarding human-
caused climate change and downplaying the need for mitigation and otherwise
addressing the problem.?

These campaigns have been found to be at least somewhat effective in mak-
ing people question the existence of human-caused climate change, especially
in the United States.* It is unsurprising, then, that the United States is home
to the highest proportion of climate deniers and skeptics in the world.” There is
thus an urgent need for investigations into effective communication strategies
to help combat climate change misinformation campaigns, especially in the
ever-changing information environment where social media play an increas-
ingly significant role. In the United States, for example, just over one-quarter
of Americans got news from social media in 2013. But by 2023, almost half
of the population did. In Peru, Thailand, and Kenya, for example, about one-
third of the population of each country gets their news on TikTok.® In this
social media-centric world, where the role of the traditional gatekeepers has
been replaced by an algorithm tailored toward virality, it is especially impor-
tant to understand the dynamics of climate misinformation and its impact on
public opinion.

In this chapter, we focus on how public opinion is shaped by misinformation
about climate change. Historically, research on this topic has focused explicitly
on climate denial, but recently, the umbrella term “climate obstruction” has
emerged, highlighting aspects of these efforts beyond explicit climate denial.
Although most of the work we have reviewed does not discuss climate obstruc-
tion per se, it is still highly relevant because it identifies the core psychological
and ideological drivers of public opinion formation and the ways in which
public opinion tends to be formed.

Much of this work to date has focused on the United States; thus, many of
the examples we cite are from that nation. We do, however, try to capture as
broad a view as possible, noting important examples from the Global South.
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Box 7.1 on Bolsonaro’s Brazil offers a case study of some of the dynamics we
discuss in this chapter.

We first discuss the political, ideological, and psychological underpinnings
that drive public opinion formation on important societal issues. We outline
why people tend to believe what they believe, particularly when it comes to
climate change, and demonstrate how and why climate obstruction strate-
gies can be successful. We discuss not only the historical use of climate denial
as obstruction, but also show how messages rooted in explicit climate denial
have evolved to focus on attacking climate mitigation efforts. We then dis-
cuss climate misinformation specifically, centering our analysis on the five
key climate beliefs and five key climate disbeliefs, again emphasizing the shift
from obstruction via explicit climate denial rhetoric to attacks on mitigation
efforts. We ground this discussion in the FLICC framework (which uses fake
experts, logical fallacies, impossible expectations, conspiracy theories, and
cherry picking), describing common techniques used in disseminating climate
misinformation. We then discuss the concrete impacts of climate misinfor-
mation in terms of forming climate beliefs as well as the broader, systemic
consequences that make it difficult to act politically and socially to address
climate change. We conclude by discussing how the climate misinforma-
tion problem can be addressed through communication and education-based
interventions.

DRIVERS OF PUBLIC OPINION ABOUT CLIMATE CHANGE

Despite the prevailing scientific consensus on climate change, certain seg-
ments of society disbelieve it, denying the mere existence of climate change
or its anthropogenic origin.”® Remarkably, these opinions are occasionally
expressed by individuals of esteemed scientific reputation (including Nobel
Prize laureates), particularly when their expertise does not encompass the
discipline of climatology.® Thus, even possessing scientific expertise does not
shield individuals from climate change misinformation.

That reality may be partially explained by communication study models
such as the elaboration likelihood model (ELM) of attitude change.’® The model
assumes that people are motivated to hold correct attitudes and opinions.
However, this tendency is at odds with the limited cognitive resources of
an average citizen,'! as the depth of thought possible depends on individual
traits and situational factors. One should be able to think deeply about an
issue when one is motivated and can process the information at hand—a sit-
uation in which new information will be evaluated based on its merits. This
ideal scenario is rarely the case for climate change. Although climate change
potentially affects a significant portion of Earth’s population, thus motivat-
ing individuals to seek relevant information, they often do not have the skills
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or other information to process it correctly and in an unbiased way. There-
fore, ELM would predict that climate change information will be processed
shallowly, with recipients focusing not so much on the arguments’ accuracy
but on peripheral features such as the information’s source or the emotions it
evokes.

Public opinion can be shaped by a variety of factors, depending on the
person and the topic. People respond to different arguments based on per-
sonal experiences, issue salience, knowledge of the issue, values, partisanship,
and a multitude of other forces. In this chapter, we will pay particularly close
attention to the impact of elite cues, ideology, the news media, and other
relevant factors that scholarship has found play a role in climate opinion
formation.

The forces that shape public opinion can be broadly characterized as bottom-
up and top-down. One perspective on dissemination of climate change misin-
formation is that it operates in a bottom-up fashion, originating in the minds
of individuals and then spreading through their social networks. Bottom-up
misinformation typically arises from genuinely held beliefs rather than an
intent to deceive, which can be the product of psychological biases such as
confirmation bias, causing people to cherry-pick information that confirms
their existing beliefs.'> An alternative view is that climate change misinforma-
tion spreads from the top down: here, vested interests—such as the fossil fuel
industry and their affiliated political elites—engage in messaging on climate
change that influences the public. Importantly, these top-down and bottom-up

approaches are not mutually exclusive.'®

Public Opinion on Climate Change

The top-down process by which climate misinformation is spread gained
widespread prominence with the publication of the book Merchants of Doubt
by the historians Naomi Oreskes and Erik Conway,** although other scholars
have also described such processes.’® The authors argued that the US climate
skepticism movement was originally spearheaded by three high-profile Amer-
ican physicists with strong anti-socialist views. Although they represented a
small minority within the scientific community, their voices were magnified by
the support of various climate change countermovement organizations (e.g.,
think tanks and other advocacy organizations). In the early 2000s, an analysis
of ninety-one such organizations revealed annual funding of just over $900
million, much of it tied to the fossil fuel industry.'®” The pro-business, anti-
government rhetoric spread by these organizations resonated mostly among
US Republicans and were featured prominently in targeted advertisements and
business-oriented publications. That messaging was further amplified by con-
servative media in the United States. The result was an integrated campaign of
misinformation.
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Climate change became a more salient issue as scholars produced more
research about global warming and its consequences. As it entered both polit-
ical and cultural discourse, polling on it became more commonplace and
scholars began to investigate factors driving climate attitudes. Public opin-
ion on climate change in the United States in the 1980s and early 1990s
reflected a largely uninformed populace that was generally unaware of the sci-
entific consensus on climate change or the greenhouse effect and had heard
little about the issue in news media or from political elites.'®'° By the late
1990s and early 2000s, polling data indicated that substantial segments of
the American public held misinformed rather than uninformed views about
the existence of climate change, its causes, and its risks. Moreover, these
views were most common among Republican voters, who by the mid-2000s
have been far more likely than Democrats to reject the scientific consen-
sus on climate change and oppose action on mitigative emissions-reducing

policies.?%:%

Ideology

By the mid-2000s, the major predictor of climate change opinion among
Americans was partisan identification—Democrats accepted scientific consen-
sus whereas Republicans largely did not—and this political polarization was
particularly pronounced among highly educated respondents, who generally
tend to be more attuned to their respective party positions on issues.??:?3:24
These were the decades during which climate science was drawn into culture
wars that describe and prescribe what it means to be left or right in one’s
politics.

Americans aligned with the Republican party are considerably more skepti-
cal of climate science today than they were in the 1990s. This left-right divide
in attitudes toward climate change has been identified in several other coun-
tries (although not as starkly as in the United States).”> Some scholars have
identified ideology, values, and general worldviews as the root causes of this
polarization of climate attitudes along political lines.?®:?” Their approaches
tend to be rooted in psychological research on motivated reasoning?®?° that
suggests people are motivated to reject messages from scientists and experts
if they do not conform to their values and identities and even to seek informa-
tion from contrarian sources to find supporting evidence for these values and
identities.3%-31

A core aspect of political conservatism, for example, is suspicion of “big gov-
ernment,” and resistance to regulation of individuals and markets.*? In the case
of climate change, the policy implications of global warming are not compati-
ble with a laissez-faire philosophy.>*3* Those with an implicit moral suspicion
of government regulation therefore find climate science inconvenient because
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the solutions to climate change frequently imply government intervention.
Thus for some conservatives, it might be cognitively easier to reject climate sci-
ence than to accept its proposed solutions. Indeed, meta-analyses suggest that
free-market ideology is one of the biggest predictors of climate denial, suggest-
ing an ideological underpinning to the political divide over climate change (see
Chapter 5).%°

Over time, ideologically driven beliefs about climate change among mem-
bers of a group can become a collective identity overlaid with moral and
political significance. That climate science has become a contested intergroup
issue is concerning because it can lead to self-reinforcing and difficult-to-break
cycles of intergroup polarization that can hinder action.?¢-3”

However, it is difficult to explain the political divide in willingness to believe
misinformation about climate change as being driven exclusively by bottom-up
ideological concerns. Many Americans are not ideologically consistent, fail-
ing to understand “what goes with what” politically and holding views that
strong ideologues may view as contradictory.’®:3 A powerful example of this
phenomenon in the context of climate change is that market-friendly ways
to reduce carbon emissions, such as via carbon pricing and carbon taxes,
are considerably less popular among Republicans than among Democrats.*
Furthermore, ideological explanations struggle to account for the fact that con-
servatives and Republicans once held views on climate change very similar to
those of liberals and Democrats.*!

Finally, the left-right divide in beliefs about climate change is not universal.
There is nothing inherently conservative about climate denial, and in fact, for
many years the Republican party has been an outlier on climate change among
conservative parties in Western democracies.*> A more precise typology sug-
gests that in nations where the economy is heavily dependent on fossil fuels
(e.g., the United States, Australia, Brazil), belief in climate change tends to be
politically polarized, but in nations in which the economy is less dependent
on fossil fuels, the left-right divide is weaker or nonexistent.** In Germany,
for example, mainstream parties across the political spectrum subscribe to
the scientific consensus on climate and have become global leaders in the
transition from fossil fuels to renewables (albeit this unity has recently been
challenged by the growth of the far-right AfD party).** That political polariza-
tion is most pronounced in nations that have the most to lose economically
from the energy transition away from fossil fuels suggests that polarization
around climate change is not only a result of bottom-up ideological considera-
tions, but also is shaped by top-down campaigns from economic vested inter-
ests and political opportunists. In other words, economic interests invested
in protecting the status quo play an important role in shaping public opin-
ion on climate change and ultimately fostering society-wide polarization on
the issue.
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Elite Cues

In seeking to explain how polarization on climate change has shifted over
time and across nations, some have focused on the notion of elite cues: that
people’s beliefs about climate change are influenced by the messages con-
veyed by senior or high-profile figures within their political communities. For
example, aggregates of US polls conducted in the 2000s showed that climate
change concern was influenced by top-down messaging (e.g., Congressional
press releases from Republicans and Democrats or messages about climate
change from political actors transmitted via the mass media) and that these
messages were more influential than scientific communication published in
academic journals—or even than people’s own observations of climate change
effects.*>*¢ In Australia, polling data over ten years showed that climate skep-
ticism varied reliably as a function of political support for conservative political
parties.’” Furthermore, experiments have shown that when assessing climate
policies, people rely on their source of information rather than on the specific
content of the policy—thus confirming the so-called party over policy effect.*®
Both Democrats and Republicans tended to more strongly support specific
environmental solutions (such as cap-and-trade or carbon tax policies) when
they were told that the policy was proposed by representatives of their own
palrty.49

Elite cues, like messages from trusted political leaders, play an important
role in shaping public opinion about climate change, following top-down mod-
els of attitude formation. Public opinion research has consistently shown that
public opinion follows the opinions of political leaders, and climate change is
no different.”®>! As noted, during the 1970s in the United States, Republican
and Democratic political elites shared similar views on environmental issues
and were able to pass many environmental bills with bipartisan agreement—in
several cases with near-consensus or supermajorities.”>>? But politicians from
both parties diverged on this issue over time.

Elite divergence on climate change after the Kyoto Protocol saw an asym-
metric shift in which Republican politicians began explicitly to deny the
existence of climate change, question the validity or consensus of scientific
findings supporting it, or claimed that climate change was natural and not
affected by human activity.** Concurrently, segments of an uninformed public
that had heard little about the issue became misinformed as Republican vot-
ers turned to trusted in-group elites as sources of information.”>¢ In cases
where Republican elites have changed course or presented pro-climate change
stances, Republican voters have seemed to show more alignment with the sci-
entific consensus on climate change or increased their support for climate
policies.””*® However, such cases have been rare or politically costly for Repub-
licans who take such stances: for example, after advocating a bipartisan carbon
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tax, former Representative Bob Inglis was defeated in the 2010 primary for
his seat in the US House of Representatives . Elite cues have also been found
to shape public opinion about climate change outside of the US context, for
example in the European Union.*

In addition to in-group elite messaging effects, out-group cue-taking
(responding to messages from opponents) has contributed to the spread
of skepticism and misinformation about climate change among Republican
voters. Since the 2000s, while Republican elites have largely denied or under-
mined facts about climate change, Democratic elites have emphasized climate
change as central to their policy agenda. As prominent Democratic elites—
most notably former Vice President Al Gore and other Congress members such
as Senator Bernie Sanders and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez—
have increasingly supported the validity of climate science, the urgency of
climate change, and mitigative policy solutions, there has been a backlash from
Republicans (particularly those who are better educated or more attentive to
news media), who have sought to distance themselves from the views of the
opposing party.®

The effects of such elite messaging and mass-media framing are greatest
in the United States, where scholars have identified large and persistent gaps
between supporters of the Republican and Democratic parties in their views
about climate change. In other countries and regions that do not see the same
extent of polarization among elites on climate change, partisan gaps among
the public on climate misinformation belief and endorsement are smaller.
However, left-right ideological divisions are still evident in much of West-
ern Europe, where conservatives/respondents who hold strong right-wing
worldviews are much more likely to dispute climate science or endorse other

misinformation.®!

News Media

The news media play an important role across any society in informing the
public about issues that matter. Especially on scientific issues that are difficult
to understand, the media are an important mechanism through which knowl-
edge passes on to the public, given that most members of the public do not read
peer-reviewed academic journals. Of course, the public can and does experience
the effects of climate change, but the links between extreme weather events
and other climate effects need to be pointed out for people to understand the
connection.

How the news media cover the issue of climate change is therefore very
important. But news organizations have not always provided high-quality
coverage of climate that draws these connections. Early work on this topic
has shown that the positions of the “merchants of doubt,” the networks of
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fossil fuel advocacy groups and conservative think tanks, garnered traction in
the news media. These groups used their political clout to support contrar-
ian scientists in casting doubt on climate change in both their research and
in the media.52:63:64% Because of the importance of being seen as unbiased,
many journalists were inadvertently complicit in amplifying these contrarian
voices in news stories about climate change by providing “balanced” cover-
age to satisfy professional journalistic norms that give equal weight to various
sides of an issue.%®:%” More recent analysis suggests, however, that coverage
of climate change has improved since these studies first appeared.®® At the
same time, explicitly conservative news outlets frequently spread messages
from these groups in order to undermine the public’s confidence in climate
science.®

More recent work, however, highlights that when the coverage of climate
change became the most salient (after the release of the 2006 documentary
An Inconvenient Truth), coverage of the merchants of doubt wasn’t particu-
larly robust. Instead, the American media became increasingly partisan. The
news media in the United States focused primarily on Democratic messages
on climate change, which tended to be consistently pro-climate science. At
the same time, Republican climate messages have been less voluminous and
more ambiguous until recently (with more straightforward climate skepticism
and denial surfacing after the emergence of the Tea Party, a populist right-
wing movement within the Republican Party, in 2009). This research suggests
that the news media amplified partisan cues, and in the polarized context of
American politics, Republican voters took cues from Democratic elites to reject
climate science (see Chapter 6).7°

A synthesis of the above perspectives suggests that in the spread of misin-
formation is a collaboration between vested interests at both the individual
and collective levels.”* On the one hand, science has been manipulated by
forces that have coached and convinced some conservatives that there is no
consensus around climate science (or the solutions to climate change). On the
other hand, these misinformation campaigns would likely not be successful if
individuals were not motivated to believe them. Individuals also have vested
interests—whether they be economic, ideological, or identitarian—that make
them prefer certain messages over other messages.

The pernicious influence of misinformation on climate change attitudes,
combined with willingness of some societal actors to spread it, creates obsta-
cles that stall climate action. Of course, majority support for a specific policy is
no guarantee that said policy will be implemented by the government (see, for
example, the lack of policy action on gun control in the United States despite
overwhelming support among the American public for policies such as univer-
sal background checks). But when coupled with pressure on politicians to act,
public support is an important mechanism through which political change can
be achieved in democratic societies.
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Different Publics

To design effective communication campaigns, understanding the varied audi-
ences for one’s message is crucial. Communication scholars and practitioners
have long advocated for the development and use of public-segmentation
strategies that help classify the broader population into similarly minded
groups.”>"

Thus, the creation of the typology of disinformation-susceptible publics
may be an important step in helping to address climate change misin-
formation.”* The typology is a theoretically grounded classification of the
broader population into one of four groups: those who are (1) disinformation-
immune, (2) disinformation-vulnerable, (3) disinformation-receptive, and
(4) disinformation-amplifiers. Drawing on the situational theory of problem
solving, scholars have proposed and tested the typology of disinformation-
susceptible publics on the issue of climate change.”

The central feature of the typology of disinformation-susceptible publics
is that individuals who are highly motivated about an issue, hold extreme
attitudes about it, and are knowledge-deficient about it (i.e., have previously
accepted false information about the topic) can be classified as lacuna publics
or disinformation-amplifying publics.”® Disinformation-amplifiers are con-
ceptualized not only to accept misinformation messages but also to actively
amplify and share them with others. Although disinformation-amplifiers are
typically very small in number, they tend to be the loudest voices about an issue
around which they are motivated.”” Any efforts to convince disinformation-
amplifiers otherwise will likely not be successful. On the other end of the
spectrum are disinformation-immune publics, or those who are neither knowl-
edge deficient nor hold extreme attitudes about a topic, in this case climate
change. Disinformation-immune publics may benefit most from prophylactic,
or preemptive, “inoculations” to forearm them against future climate change
misinformation efforts.”®

Much of the population, however, tends to fall into the categories
of disinformation-vulnerable and disinformation-receptive. Disinformation-
receptive publics comprise individuals who are knowledge-deficient about an
issue and display either high levels of motivation or extreme issue attitudes
around it, making them highly susceptible to misinformation. Disinformation-
vulnerable publics are conceptualized to be at moderate risk of accepting misin-
formation and may be the focal point for communication campaigns designed
to reduce the negative effects of climate change misinformation. Thus, the
typology of disinformation-susceptible publics may provide climate commu-
nicators with a starting point to help design interventions to address climate
change misinformation. Indeed, it has been noted that “a well-constructed
typology can advance other aims of science including prediction, explanation,
and understanding, and can offer practitioners insight into how to craft
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more effective public communication,” and the typology of disinformation-
susceptible publics has the potential of fulfilling this promise.

Several recent studies also identify other individual-level belief systems and
biases that appear to complement and amplify the effects of other factors pre-
viously discussed. Anti-intellectualism—or a generalized mistrust of scientific
experts—plays an important role in fostering belief in misinformation about
climate change. While mistrust of scientific experts is not new and has been

79,80 anti-intellectual

well documented across various American political eras,
attitudes have become more prevalent among the general public as these views
have converged with more populist sentiments®* and the emergence of pop-
ulist leaders/political figures in countries such as the United States or Brazil,
during the past decade.®? These populist attitudes are typically associated with
a distrust or rejection of scientific experts, and individuals who hold such
worldviews also show a greater tendency to seek or disseminate information
from nonexperts on climate change and other scientific issues.?384:8 These
processes may be further amplified by populist rhetoric, which exists across
ideological and partisan lines and is prevalent in multiple country contexts.®®
Of course, sometimes mistrust of scientists’ statements can be justified, as in
the case of eugenics. However, when a consensus is reached through the appli-
cation of the scientific method, as is the case with climate change, the weight
of evidence is squarely on the side of science.®’

Attitudes about race and gender also shape public views about climate
change, motivating both explicit denial of climate change and opposition
to mitigation efforts. Multiple processes appear to play a role in this phe-
nomenon. Within the United States, race may have become more strongly
associated with climate change through a “spillover effect” during the Obama
presidency for voters who frequently viewed Obama and his policy agenda
through a racialized lens®® and through increased awareness or consideration
of environmental justice issues in climate action.®” Gendered differences have
also become more salient in a range of country and regional contexts via both
conservative elite and media messages that have disproportionately attacked
women climate advocates such as Greta Thunberg® and amplified gender dis-
parities in the perceived costs of climate mitigation in wealthier nations like
the United States or the United Kingdom.”*

These biases have been amplified by individuals who perceive climate action
as a threat to existing capitalist, racial, and gendered hierarchies, and by far-
right populist movements in several countries that have also emphasized
anti-egalitarian views while dismissing climate change.’>9%:% Consequently,
a range of studies now documents a growing association between individuals’
racialized and gendered biases and belief in varying types of misinforma-
tion about climate change. While they have become increasingly associated
with far-right political parties and populist elites in the United States, Brazil,
and parts of Western Europe, such as Spain,® % these biases are evident
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across partisan and ideological divides and may help explain the prevalence
or persistence of climate misinformation in a range of country contexts.

Another dimension of public responses to climate change is explicated in
research that explored three types of climate denial: (1) literal (rejection of
the existence of climate change), (2) interpretive (downplaying its severity or
anthropogenic causes), and (3) implicatory (accepting the basic facts of climate
change but ignoring their implications).?” While literal and interpretive denial
involve rejecting the reality of human-caused global warming and the corre-
sponding impacts,”® implicatory denial describes more subtle psychological
responses such as a disconnection between environmental behavior (or lack
thereof) and its implications for climate change.

Climate considerations, in other words, interact with many other cultural
and political identities and commitments that all citizens have. Ultimately,
effectively communicating climate messages to the public and policymakers
requires framing that information skillfully in order to consider audience
beliefs and identities that might potentially interfere with accepting accurate
scientific information.

CLIMATE MISINFORMATION ARGUMENTS

Surveys of climate attitudes have identified five key beliefs about climate
change: (1) global warming is real, (2) it is human-caused, (3) experts agree on
these two first points, (4) climate impacts are harmful, and (5) there is hope
that we can avoid the worst impacts of climate change.” Of particular note
is the perceived scientific consensus, which has been identified as a gateway
belief influencing the other key climate beliefs.!” However, these positively
framed beliefs are mirrored by negatively framed misinformation arguments.
As noted in the previous section, a recently developed taxonomy of contrar-
ian claims about climate change has revealed that climate misinformation can
be grouped into five main categories, paraphrased as: (1) global warming isn’t
real, (2) it isn’t human-caused, (3) climate impacts aren’t bad, (4) climate solu-
tions won’t work, and (5) experts are unreliable. These five themes have been
described as the five key climate disbeliefs.

The researchers found that from 2000 to 2020, contrarian arguments
showed a long-term transition from science-based to solutions-based mis-
information. The newer forms negate not so much the existence of climate
change, but rather the necessity of swift and decisive action.!?%102103 This new
trend goes under many names: climate delayism, response skepticism,'®* or
secondary obstruction.’®® All of those terms describe a new form of climate
change misinformation intended to challenge the efficacy of action to address
the problem. It comprises four major arguments: denying that climate change
may be solved, emphasizing the downsides of mitigating actions, redirecting
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responsibility for climate change to others, and advocating nontransformative
solutions. This new form of climate change misinformation may be chal-
lenging to neutralize, as it is often used to “greenwash” the actions of GHG
emitters, such as by conducting pro-environmental campaigns while with-
drawing from the European Green Deal.'*%7 (Greenwashing is a strategy of
misleading public opinion to present entities in a deceptively positive light
in terms of their actions on behalf of the environment.) The fifth category
of climate misinformation—attacking scientists—is particularly prominent
on social media, with 60% of climate misinformation tweets on Twitter/X
containing conspiracy theories or ad-hominem attacks on climate actors.**®

The five climate disbeliefs are content-based in that they describe the
content of contrarian arguments. Another important lens through which
to understand climate misinformation is the technique-based or logic-based
approach, which seeks to understand the misleading rhetorical techniques and
reasoning fallacies used in spreading misinformation. A useful tool for under-
standing this approach is the FLICC framework, which describes five tech-
niques of science denial: (1) fake experts, (2) logical fallacies, (3) impossible
expectations, (4) cherry picking, and (5) conspiracy theories.'” While these
techniques can be deployed as intentional strategies to deceive, they can also
result from genuinely held psychological biases. For example, people tend to
ascribe greater expertise to those they agree with, which can result in reliance
on spokespeople with no expertise or whose expertise is in a nonrelevant
domain.™? People’s susceptibility to immediate cues such as warmer or cooler
local temperatures make them vulnerable to anecdotal arguments.''* The dif-
ficulty in distinguishing genuinely believed misinformation from intentionally
deceptive disinformation means that care must be taken when attributing
deceptive motives to misinformation sources.

NEGATIVE IMPACTS OF CLIMATE MISINFORMATION

Climate misinformation is associated with specific negative impacts on pub-
lic opinion about climate change. Just a few misleading statistics can lower
people’s acceptance of the reality of climate change.!’? Misinformation cast-
ing doubt on the scientific consensus on human-caused climate change—a
gateway belief—has been found not only to reduce the degree of consensus
someone perceives but also to negatively affect other climate attitudes such
as acceptance of the reality of human-caused global warming and support for
climate action.!3

Misinformation has also been found to cancel out attempts to commu-
nicate accurate information. When participants received information about
the 97% scientific consensus on human-caused climate change along with
misinformation casting doubt on the consensus, there was no significant
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change in the participants’ perception of consensus, showing that the consen-
sus message was neutralized by the misinformation. Similarly, when positive
frames urging action on climate change appeared alongside a denialist counter-
frame, belief in the reality of anthropogenic climate change as well as support
for reducing carbon emissions decreased.''* However, the conditions under
which factual information is canceled out by misinformation are contextual—
one experiment found a canceling effect when misinformation was encoun-
tered after the factual message was received, but the factual message was
effective if it came after the misinformation was received.!®

The impact of climate change misinformation isn’t limited to the beliefs and
attitudes of individuals. For example, misinformation can have detrimental
effects on the scientific community itself, by “seeping” non-knowledge-based
considerations into scientific research and debates.''® Similarly, most of the
public who are concerned or alarmed about climate change fail to talk about the
issue with friends and family.*'” The predominant driver of self-silencing about
climate change is pluralistic ignorance—the misconception that most people
don’t care about climate change.™® Unfortunately, this process results in a self-
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reinforcing “spiral of silence,” ™ a consequential outcome given that building

social momentum is an important component for building overall momentum

for collective action on climate change.'?

Box 7.1: CASE STUDY: BOLSONARISM IN BRAZIL

Much of this chapter has been built on scholarship findings from the
Global North, and particularly the United States. Future work should
expand the focus of this research into different political and cultural con-
texts, especially in the Global South. In this section, we provide a case
study of the spread of climate misinformation as a form of obstruction in
Brazil under the Bolsonaro administration.

Bolsonarism refers to the political ideology and movement associated
with Jair Bolsonaro, who served as president of Brazil for four years (2019
to 2023). Climate denialism in the country during this period did not
merely consist of orchestrated disinformation campaigns by Bolsonarist
groups on social media platforms. Instead, it can be better understood as
aheterogeneous set of practices and discourses. Those networks extended
from the digital environment to formal spaces occupied by government
authorities in ministries, representatives in the Legislative branch, and
reached the groups that took to the streets to defend the government.
These actions fundamentally shaped the politics of what many have called
the “post-truth” as an authoritarian project of producing ignorance.

Bolsonaro was supported by a coalition of parties and organizations
that unified more traditional conservatives, anti-establishment groups,
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ultranationalists, anti-environment groups, and pro-military sectors.
Bolsonaro took advantage of a feature of populism, namely that it is
tied to neither the left or the right end of the political spectrum, but
instead is motivated by mistrust of “elites” and the superiority of “the
people.”'?! Misinformation in the Bolsonaro government was also dis-
seminated through “digital populism”—a way of building charismatic
power and mobilizing the masses through the circulation of mislead-
ing memes and narratives that included climate change misinformation
linking it disapprovingly with globalist left-wing ideologies.'?” Climate
change denialism found broad acceptance within that worldview, and Bol-
sonaro’s coalition granted it credibility and ultimately made it a part of
the government’s official discourse and policy on environmental issues.

One researcher has argued that the climate denialism apparatus did
not emerge in Brazil with Bolsonarism, but rather found new conditions
for growth and the exercise of power within this political movement.!??
Climate denialism first appeared in Brazil in 2007, presenting itself as a
conservative discourse in response to the growing concern about climate
change as a result of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s
(IPCC) Fourth Assessment Report establishing climate change as a scien-
tific fact, the release of Al Gore’s documentary An Inconvenient Truth,
and the first national study by the National Institute for Space Research,
which had led to a nationwide effort to promote the development of cli-
mate policies. Despite the extensive dissemination of scientific findings
in the media, some Brazilian newspapers provided a platform for a minor-
ity with opposing opinions that challenged the scientific evidence and
promoted climate denialism.

In May 2007, writer Olavo de Carvalho published an article in the
Didrio do Comércio newspaper titled “Science or Charade?” in which he
criticized Al Gore’s film. In one of the earliest records of climate mis-
information in the national media, Carvalho asserted that it was all a
“hoax” and associated climate change with “leftist activism” infiltrating
international organizations.'?* In 2009, during the political process of
reformulating the Brazilian Forest Code, climate denialists José Carlos de
Almeida Azevedo (of the University of Brasilia)and Luis Baldicero Molion
(of the Federal University of Alagoas) participated as researchers in pub-
lic hearings organized to discuss whether climate change was related to
deforestation and should be considered in debates about the new For-
est Code. On that occasion, de Almeida Azevedo, a physicist, addressed
the issue, stating that it is “impossible to predict, let alone alter anything
related to the climate”; that instead of warming, we are heading for a
“new ice age”;'* and that “the Earth’s climate is governed by the Sun,”
therefore, “carbon has no influence on these astronomical phenomena.”
He also stated that “climate legislation will affect the country” and that

Continued
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“what matters to Brazil is what is done here, not what the English or any-
one else will tell us to do.” In essence, his argument was that the issue
of global warming was actually a geopolitical and economic matter filled
with scientifically baseless information.

Another line of climate denialism in Brazil pertained to the forma-
tion of Christian-conservative political ideology, widespread during the
Bolsonaro regime, that encouraged resistance to scientific information.
One author has noted that this created a complex situation given that
different Christian traditions held different views on politics and the
environment.'?6 Brazilian authors of denialist books have argued that the
IPCC is a political-economic platform that uses scientific fraud for the
implementation of what the authors call a “new global order.”*?7:128:129
According to these authors, the formation of this new global order is
expressed in the form of a “trade war” between industrialized countries
and less developed countries.

Another mechanism through which Bolsonarism spurred the growth
of climate misinformation was the installation of climate denialists in
strategic ministries for climate policy, including the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs (Itamaraty) and the Ministry of the Environment. As some of his
initial administrative actions, the minister of the environment closed the
Secretariat of Climate Change and Forests and, in a joint decision with
Itamaraty, withdrew Brazil’s offer to host the UN Climate Change Confer-
ence (COP25) in December 2019. The former foreign minister, Ernesto
Aragjo, publicly supported a theory of “left-wing globalism” during his
tenure and referred to climate change as a global conspiracy he called
“climatism.”*30

Events in Brazil from July 2019 through COP25 later that year high-
light how climate change denialism is not just a discourse or misinfor-
mation strategy but can guide institutionalized practices that undermine
environmental policy and science. After Itamaraty sent a diplomat to
participate in a conference with climate denialists organized by the Heart-
land Institute think tank in Washington, D.C., a telegram circulated
within the ministry stating “they are putting our way of life at risk. The
debate is not about climate change or carbon dioxide. It’s not about cli-
mate or science. It’s about socialism versus capitalism.” Then, at COP25,
the Brazilian delegation was small, hesitant, and without a clear mis-
sion.'®! Unlike at previous meetings, Brazil aligned itself with countries
including the United States, Australia, and Saudi Arabia in an attempt
to obstruct negotiations. With this decision, the Brazilian delegation
declined to continue its position of leadership among developing coun-
tries and to demand ambitious CO, emissions reduction targets from
developed countries.'®?
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As demonstrated, the phenomenon of climate denialism in Brazil under
Bolsonaro cannot be reduced to “misinformation” or “ignorance.” And
its consequences are not limited to opinions and attitudes. Under Bolse-
naro, deforestation of the Amazon reached a record high, and funding
for environmental enforcement was cut.’®® In this context, understand-
ing the complexity and underlying motivations of climate denialism is
crucial for promoting an informed and effective debate on environmen-
tal issues across the Global South and addressing the challenges posed by
an informational and political landscape mired in misinformation.

COMMUNICATION AND EDUCATION-BASED INTERVENTIONS
TO COUNTER MISINFORMATION

Research on climate misinformation and how it shapes public opinion has
focused on mapping said misinformation and showing the linkage between it
and public views on climate change. But there has also been growing interdis-
ciplinary work on fighting climate misinformation.

One option for resisting climate misinformation is to use communica-
tion strategies that reduce the motivation for conservatives to embrace it. In
nations where the debate on climate action is highly politicized, this means
making a conservative-friendly case for such action. The literature reveals sev-
eral examples of how this can work. For example, if one states that we can
respond to climate change using free-market-friendly techniques, then Repub-
licans are less likely to reject the science.'® If one frames mitigating climate
change as something that can help promote “green” technologies, then skep-
tics are likely to display more pro-environmental intentions than if one just
presented the evidence that climate change is real.’®

Other studies show that when messages about mitigating climate change
are framed as a matter of obeying authority or demonstrating patriotism, then
conservatives are more likely to think in pro-climate ways than if more tradi-
tional messages are used.’®®137 A field study examined the effectiveness of a
one-month campaign that used spokespeople who referred to action on climate
change as consistent with their conservative values. The campaign increased
Republicans’ understanding of the existence and causes of climate change by
several percentage points.’*® These examples use what is described as “jiu
jitsu persuasion”—presenting scientific messages in ways that are congenial
to people’s underlying motivations and using those identities to capture their
attention and leverage change.'*’

Corrective or debunking efforts may also be more effective when the mes-
senger shares a political identity with the targeted audience. Experiments with
American survey samples have shown that Republican Party sources may be
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more effective in correcting climate denialism and increasing overall environ-
mental concern among other Republicans than other political or scientific
sources.'® However, other studies show corrective effects may also be rela-
tively limited in their ability to shape policy preferences: such respondents
may be more likely to agree with scientific facts about climate change after
being presented with fact-checking, but do not correspondingly update their
preferences for mitigative policies.**!

Finally, simple solutions that promote individual resistance to climate
change misinformation may not be sufficient to mitigate the pernicious effects
of misinformation on public opinion. Institutional actors such as the fos-
sil fuel industry or conservative think tanks run anti-climate change-related
campaigns.’*? Additionally, the funding for anti-environmental campaigns is
extensive. The fossil fuel industry is estimated to allocate ten times more
funds to lobbying than pro-environmental activists and renewable energy
representatives combined.!*3

Therefore, combating climate change misinformation requires focusing on
two tasks: (1) enhancing individual immunity to misinformation, and (2) insti-
tuting systemic changes that make it harder for misinformation to spread and
thrive.'** These tasks are especially urgent given that fossil fuel companies
often engage in actions promoting individual pro-environmental behaviors
even as they resist more systemic forms of change in, for example, the law
or financial regulations (see Chapters 2 and 3).1*> Even when we accept the
inoculation metaphors, people need to be convinced to get inoculated.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, we first discussed the various forces that shape public opin-
ion on climate change to provide a broad perspective that could help elucidate
why public opinion on climate change might be vulnerable to different forms
of misinformation. As such, we have focused on the psychological and politi-
cal dynamics researchers have identified as major forces affecting beliefs and
opinions about climate change, such as elite cues, the importance of the news
media, and political ideology. We discussed the history of explicit climate
denial as a major focus of obstruction and how these messages have evolved to
focus on attacking climate mitigation efforts.

Moving on to discussing climate change misinformation specifically, we
rooted our analysis in the five key climate beliefs and how misinformation
can be summarized by five key climate disbeliefs, again emphasizing the
shift from explicit climate denial rhetoric to attacks on mitigation efforts.
We complemented this discussion with the FLICC framework, describing
misinformation techniques. We then moved on to discussing concrete effects
of climate misinformation in terms of climate beliefs, but also broader,
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systemic consequences that make it difficult to act politically and socially
to address climate change. Finally, we concluded by discussing how the cli-
mate misinformation problem can be addressed through communication and
education-based interventions.

Much of the research on which we have relied in this chapter comes from
the WEIRD countries: western, educated, industrial, rich, democracies.'*® That
reality likely limits the generalizability of these findings to other cultural and
political contexts. In order to address this caveat, we presented the case study
of Brazil, which has parallels with the United States (in terms of the rise of
right-wing populism), but also show considerable differences.

There is still much to be done in researching issues pertaining to climate
misinformation and obstruction, as well as the ways in which these societal
problems can be addressed and alleviated. As we noted throughout the chapter,
future research needs to focus on non-WEIRD countries, including replicat-
ing existing studies and typologies in the cultural and political contexts of the
Global South. More explicit examination of greenwashing strategies as a form
of misinformation should also be the focus of future work.

Another area for future scholarship is the rapid changes to the information
environment including the increasing use of social media as a major source
of information. Such research will be particularly important in countries that
primarily rely on messaging apps such as WhatsApp, which are not the focus
of US researchers because the platform is not as widely used in America as in
other countries. Relatedly, artificial intelligence (AI) and large language mod-
els (LLMs) will likely continue to play an ever-growing role in generating and
exacerbating misinformation. Future work should investigate how these tools
affect the problem of climate misinformation, as well as the ways in which they
might be used as a tool for understanding and responding to misinformation.

Finally, purveyors of climate misinformation increasingly place a strong
emphasis on ad-hominem attacks and rely on conspiracy theories, but these
methods are understudied in the climate misinformation literature. Future
work should draw on insights from the robust literature on conspiratorial
ideation and character attacks.

The suggestions in this chapter, along with its explication of the roots and
nature of climate change misinformation as a form of obstruction—especially
the deeper psychological and political dynamics that allow this phenomenon
to affect public opinion—will, we hope, provide a starting point for societies
to resist it.
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INTRODUCTION: DEFINING THE GLOBAL SOUTH

The Global South refers to countries, societies, and political economies situated
in the “periphery” and “semi-periphery” of global capitalism in the regions of
Asia, Africa, Latin America, and Oceania. A shared feature of these countries
is their economic and political marginalization compared with their counter-
parts in the Global North (i.e., the “core” countries in North America and
Europe).! Although the most common conceptualization of the Global South
is a narrow scholarly and policy definition focusing on the nature and dynam-
ics of development in those countries, the term also encompasses geopolitical
power relations.? Scholars have argued that the Global South “functions as
more than a metaphor for underdevelopment. It references an entire history
of colonialism, neo-imperialism, and differential economic and social change
through which large inequalities in living standards, life expectancy, and access
to resources are maintained.”

Culturally and politically, the Global South countries are non-Western
(multicultural and multinational) societies with different trajectories in state
formation. Most countries in the Global South are former colonies of West-
ern powers, and they are usually either excluded from key international
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decision-making processes or play significantly less powerful roles in post-
1945 multilateral institutions such as the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund. The term often expresses commonality among developing
countries in terms of their conflicting interests with the industrialized coun-
tries of the Global North. This North-South conflict feature also applies
to global climate governance and politics.* However, contemporary political
dynamics in the area of global climate governance demonstrate that the Global
South countries are socially, politically, and economically diverse, thus mak-
ing the Global South a fragmented entity.” The Global South should therefore
be viewed “as a complex and changing set of relations reflecting shifts in
the historic world order, and dynamics specific to the contemporary climate
regime.”®

Climate obstruction and delay in the Global South manifest in qualitatively
different ways from that in the Global North. State actors in the Global South
tend to set climate governance and policy agendas that reflect their structural
and economic positions in relation to global climate governance and poli-
tics. Many countries in the Global South defend their less ambitious climate
actions by invoking arguments underpinned by unequal historical emissions of
GHGs and differentiated responsibilities as set out in the 1992 United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). This position is fur-
ther entrenched by their strong commitment to the “right to development”
to ensure energy security, encouraging other actors and organizations in core
economic sectors to support policies and actions that fall far short of address-
ing the climate crisis. Furthermore, the failure of advanced industrial countries
of the Global North to deliver their repeatedly promised financial support has
created a policy context in the Global South whereby obstructive actors raise
the need to fulfill this commitment before they can undertake much-needed
climate action. Civil-society actors also invoke narratives of “climate injustice”
to draw attention to such failures and, in so doing, indirectly support climate
obstruction.

The remainder of this chapter is organized into four sections and a conclu-
sion. It begins by explaining major considerations that distinguish the Global
South from the Global North in ways that affect these countries’ approach to
dealing with climate change, and how these approaches lead to obstruction.
Next, we identify key actors and organizations undertaking climate obstruc-
tion activities in core economic sectors of the Global South. The next section
examines the political aims of these actors, their alliances with other actors and
organizations (including those based in the Global North), and the strategies,
tactics, and narratives they deploy to undermine climate-related legislative
and policy actions. This analysis is followed by a brief discussion of the role
of civil-society actors and social movements in contesting the policies and
actions of government agencies and carbon majors in the Global South. It also
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emphasizes the challenges they face in achieving rapid climate action. Finally,
the chapter summarizes our key findings on climate obstruction in the Global
South and discusses research gaps and policy lessons.

MAJOR CONSIDERATIONS AFFECTING CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION
IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH

This section argues that there are five major considerations affecting climate
obstruction in the Global South. This section reviews these five different areas
and considers what this means for our understanding of climate obstruction
in the Global South.

Variations in National Climate Commitments

The Global South countries are heterogenous in terms of their policies to
address climate adaptation and mitigation. There are sharp disagreements
among stakeholders regarding what constitutes a just transition toward a sus-
tainable energy future, as illustrated by the variety of commitments outlined
in the Paris Agreement. Many countries in the Global South are at a disad-
vantage in terms of economic growth, development, and social justice. These
concerns are often given primary consideration in making climate and energy
policies. For example, some African stakeholders consider addressing energy
poverty at any cost to be a top priority. Decarbonization, in their view, is not
an urgent matter for many African countries. Indeed, balancing the goals of
ensuring energy security to meet the desired goals of high economic growth
(and improving human development) with the need to take climate action
is a dilemma for many countries in the Global South. There is also a divide
between the elite and the masses in terms of preferred policy choices to address
the climate crisis. For example, most people in Colombia support the govern-
ment’s strict measures to combat climate change by moving toward renewable
energy systems. However, the elites within and beyond the current ruling class
under the Gustavo Petro administration defend the continued use of oil and
gas reserves.’

Countries in the Global South also differ in their positions on global cli-
mate governance negotiations. Although they remain committed to advancing
a common goal, power differentials and national interests have created rifts
among them. Similarly, although this chapter presents examples of climate
obstruction from various regions in the Global South, they also manifest in
distinct ways. This reality points to the fact that the Global South is not just
a geographical category; but more importantly, a geopolitical and political
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economic category whose members can be differentiated by their wealth and
resources and by their structural position in the world economy and in global
governance.

Unequal Vulnerability to Climate Change

While Global South countries are least responsible for the historical rise in
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, scientific evidence shows that countries in
the Global South are the most vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate
change.® Yet many of these countries bear significantly less responsibility for
the problem’s causes than countries in the Global North.? At the same time,
wealthier countries in the Global North have disproportionately exploited nat-
ural resources and damaged institutional capacity in these countries.’? The
consequences of this exploitation have made many such countries more vul-
nerable than those in the Global North to the effects of climate change. Nations
of the Global South also suffer from inadequate resources and technical capac-
ity to counter these historical and ongoing harmful practices. In response to
the structural conditions imposed by the Global North, some countries in
the Global South have prioritized centralized models of economic develop-
ment focusing primarily on government-led allocation and development of
resources that often lead to the sidelining of climate and other environmental

policies.'?

Differentiated Responsibilities in the International Climate Arena

Despite their limited historical role in causing the climate crisis, Global South
countries are entitled to send delegates representing their interests to the
annual UNFCCC negotiations and to participate in decision-making on global
climate governance strategies.'”> Moreover, all countries in the Global South
except Iran, Libya, and Yemen have signed the Paris Agreement committing
themselves to Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs), which require
their governments to make self-determined pledges detailing their intended
actions to help mitigate and adapt to climate change.'®

Acknowledging the discrepancies between countries’ past roles in ris-
ing GHGs emissions and their current capacities to address them, the
UNFCCC introduced the concept of “fair share” and “differentiated respon-
sibility” for GHG reductions (Articles 3 and 4). This nonbinding approach
to ensuring equity, as laid out in the Paris Agreement, accounts for coun-
tries’ historical emissions, current resources, and development needs in
determining their response to climate change (Article 4). In this way, the
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process considers how Global South countries differ from those in the
Global North, and accordingly suggests their expected contributions moving
forward.

Given that countries across the Global South are more vulnerable to climate
change than the Global North and have less capacity to respond to it, they
have called on the international community to supply specific types of eco-
nomic and financial aid and technology transfer to support their adaptation
and mitigation efforts.!* In recent years, “loss and damage” has emerged as a
“third pillar” of global climate governance.’ The Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) describes loss and damage as “harmful impacts or risks
that can result from climate change-related slow onset hazards and extreme

weather events,”'®

and refers to “the unavoidability and irreversibility of cer-
tain climate change impacts and the role played by constraints and limits to
adaptation as drivers of adverse outcomes.”'” However, the implementation
of this policy has been plagued by the failure of countries in the Global North,
which actively sought to avoid such financial obligations, to limit the scope
of what is considered loss and damage, and to stall negotiations by aiming to
achieve word-perfect policy proposals.'®

Furthermore, to meet global climate treaty commitments, a just transition
and the development of sustainable economies in the Global South must be
a priority. In practice, appropriate climate policies in these countries would
require implementing, for example, “green” finance initiatives such as green
bonds to fund renewable energy projects to help phase out heavily polluting
alternatives while also maintaining economic growth. Moreover, this type of
climate action “must seek fairness and equity with regards to the major global
justice concerns such as (but not limited to) ethnicity, income, gender within

both developed and developing contexts”®

while also minimizing the impacts
of climate change. Unfortunately, while the Global South countries claim to
recognize the significance of decarbonizing their economies, most of them had
not done so by 2019, as illustrated by the absolute rise in their GHG emissions.
However, it is important to note that this rise was not distributed equally

among countries in the Global South.?

The Role of Structural Issues and Geopolitical Shifts in Climate Politics

The existing political, social, and economic conditions in many countries
of the Global South have created a complex policy agenda that facilitates
climate delay, such that the implementation of policies aiding the energy
transition has been slow and its scope is limited. This agenda is driven by tradi-
tional notions of development influenced by the market-fundamentalist and
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neoclassical economic concepts of progress,*

which in turn shape climate
delay by dismissing the urgency of climate action. This ideology also includes
the belief that higher levels of environmental degradation due to industrial
development will increase economic growth and ultimately empower Global
South countries to mitigate GHG emissions and adapt to the impacts of cli-
mate change.?” While this ideology is popular in many Global South countries,
discourses of sustainable economic development and post-development also
exist. These discourses have served as both a critique of market fundamental-
ism?® and a defense of the neo-developmentalism emerging in some Global
South countries, which sees an active role for the state in addressing both
development and climate change and prioritizes social advancement and inclu-
sivity.”* Yet a common factor in these various ideologies is the continued use
and sometimes expansion of extractive industries for economic development
that fail to mitigate the impacts of climate change.

The above discourses are also linked to contemporary geopolitical shifts,
as the rise of new development-cooperation mechanisms has lessened the
Global South’s dependence on the Global North for trade and investment.? For
example, the BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa)
have the potential to reshape global economic governance in light of the cli-
mate crisis.?® More specifically, emerging environmentally friendly technology

t,>” and the “new devel-

in BRICS countries, intra-BRICS trade and investmen
opment bank”?® are changing the model of modernization and development
advanced by Western countries.?’ New challenges loom with the expansion of
the BRICS+ group, which now includes Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates,
Iran, and others. Most importantly, the historical reliance on and the influence
of the Global North are fading in these nations. These conditions have changed
the landscape in which GHGs emissions have continued to rise over the past
one hundred years: emissions in the Global South countries are now increasing,
driven by alternative development models, industrialization, and geopolitical
relationships. The Global South countries have also caused intentional or unin-
tentional climate obstruction, most often in the name of maintaining their
right to economic growth and development, as we will discuss in detail later.

OBSTRUCTIONIST SECTORS, ACTORS, AND ORGANIZATIONS

Various extractive and heavily polluting industries exist across the Global
South, with some generating large economic profits for a small monopoly of
corporations and/or state actors. This section identifies these key sectors in
which powerful actors and organizations play a critical role in shaping climate
obstruction.
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Multinational Corporations and State Actors

Multinational corporations and state-based actors play a dominant role in cli-
mate obstruction activities in the Global South. Across Latin America, the
agribusiness sector is one of the most significant contributors to the rise
of GHG emissions (see Chapter 4). For example, between 1990 and 2018
agricultural development in carbon-dense tropical forest areas was greatly
expanded, driving up emissions from agriculture, forestry, and other land
uses (AFOLU) and becoming one of the largest contributors to overall GHG
emissions in the region.?° This ongoing expansion is happening despite that
lower-carbon alternatives are already available and/or hold potential to be
developed. These conditions align with the activities of climate obstruction
actors in the region. For example, in Brazil, the agribusiness sector and
other “land-grabbing” enterprises have been key players in Brazilian climate
obstruction, delay, and denial.®! Specific actors include the recent Bolsonaro
administration (2019-2023) which oversaw the dismantling of the structures
and mechanisms for environmental protection constructed over the previous
several decades to boost agricultural development in the Amazon Rainforest.>?

Rising GHGs emissions in the Global South are also linked to aggressive
crude-oil extraction in the Middle East and in North and Northwest Africa,
including in several member countries of the Organization of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries (OPEC).3®> OPEC serves to unify petroleum-producing
countries by activating, coordinating, and aligning petroleum policies that aim
to stabilize and protect international oil markets so that they remain secure
and efficient.** Given the UNFCCC’s substantial role in determining global
energy trends, its actions and the implementation of global mitigation tar-
gets can potentially restrain OPEC members’ crude-oil extraction and, as a
result, various climate obstruction activities have emerged in these countries
(see Chapters 2 and 10).

Asian countries have historically made one of the lowest contributions to
rising GHGs emissions. However, between 1990 and 2019 their net emissions
expanded exponentially.®*® Due to population growth and an increase in eco-
nomic activities, the region is expected to continue to increase its share on pace
with further industrialization, the expansion of agriculture, and increased con-
sumption patterns. In certain cases, some of these countries, such as China and
India, are established coal users and will remain so as they continue to phase in
coal-powered power plants.3® The reliance on and expansion of extractive sec-
tors in many of these countries also lead to delaying the shift toward renewable
energy and robust climate action.

Notably, most of the countries phasing out coal are in the Global North
and those countries phasing-in coal are in the Global South, particularly in
Asia.®” For example, Indonesia is now one of the world’s top contributors to
global GHG emissions. Its extractive and agro-extractive activities, specifically

[218] Climate Obstruction



coal mines and oil-palm plantations, perpetuate an “extractive regime.”*® In
Vietnam and the Philippines, coal remains the primary source of energy, par-
ticularly for the electricity sector. Electrification efforts have increased coal
consumption in several Southeast and South Asian countries.** The share in
Vietnam rose to almost 50% before declining since 2021.%° In the Philippines,
coal use continues to rise; its growth has already exceeded 45%.%" In the South
Asian region, Bangladesh has significantly increased the share of coal as a pri-
mary energy source for its electricity generation capacities.*? India’s electricity
sector also remains a major consumer of coal. More than 48% of its installed
power-generation capacity comes from coal-fired power plants.** A complex
domestic political economy involving mining corporations, public utility com-
panies, and coal-job-dependent communities keeps India as a major consumer
of coal, notwithstanding its promise to move toward renewable energy.**

In the African continent, South Africa is one of the major economies most
dependent on coal for electricity generation, with the energy sector account-
ing for some 80% of its GHG emissions. Yet despite calls for a transition to
renewable energy as early as 1999, wind and solar power remain a small part
of South Africa’s electricity supply.

In essence, development and industrialization in the Global South are at
odds with important elements of climate action. While the use of fossil fuel
offers a pathway forward as part of these countries’ development, this policy
choice is incompatible with the goals of the Paris Agreement and what science
shows is needed to ease the climate crisis. Furthermore, it has created a form of
carbon lock-in: manufacturing industries, power plants, and economies based
on fossil fuels have led to a pattern of investments that cannot easily be
altered without a significant impact on development in Global South coun-
tries.*8 Ultimately, the entanglement between the fossil fuel sector and these
countries’ economies serves to restrict robust climate action and a just green
transition.

Industry Lobbyists and Business Associations

There is also evidence that industry lobbyists and business associations have
influenced climate obstruction in some Global South countries. For example,
while the perspectives of industry lobbyists working to undermine or slow
progress at the UNFCCC negotiations are often considered authoritative views
on various policies, the demands and concerns of environmental and social
activists, Indigenous peoples, and subnational actors attending these nego-
tiations are typically ignored or weakened, thus also weakening their abil-
ity to influence the proceedings.*’ The industries’ authoritative views often
align with those of government leaders seeking to protect polluting and
extractive activities and are reiterated in national and global forums. The case
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of Indonesia provides a good example, wherein corporate influence is exercised
through business-sector associations, notably the Chamber of Commerce, and
industry-wide associations, such as the Indonesian Coal Mining Association
(APBI-ICMA).*® In Bangladesh, an industry group, the Bangladesh Indepen-
dent Power Producers’ Association (BIPPA) downplays the role of renewable
energy resources and advocates for more fossil fuel-based power plants to
meet the economy’s growing energy demands. State agencies operating in an
environment characterized by state-business collusive relationships*® have
favored BIPPA’s views and offered them various financial incentives denied
to entrepreneurs involved with renewable energy projects, thus creating a
policy context that obstructs climate actions enabling a transition toward a
sustainable-energy future.”® In India, also, state—business collaboration con-
tributes to “the transition to more fossil fuel energy” in a policy context char-
acterized by “talk renewables, walk coal.”>* Although less-expensive renewable
power has begun to undercut the price of coal-fired power, India “face[s] resis-
tance from a coal lobby which controls vast budgets and employs millions.”
The relationships and interests shared by industry lobbyists, business asso-
ciations, and the state guide the narratives that play out in the UNFCCC
negotiations, diminishing the positions of environmental and social activists,
Indigenous peoples, and other actors who seek to accelerate decarbonization.

Labor Movements and Unions

Labor movements and unions in the workplace also play a role in climate
obstruction in some Global South countries. For example, in 2018, the orga-
nized labor movement in South Africa reversed its positions of support for
the implementation of a Renewable Energy Independent Power Producers
Procurement Program (REIPPPP), which used auctions to select builders of
renewable-electricity plants under long-term power purchase contracts. The
labor movement represents one of the largest and most important social bases
of the African National Congress (ANC), South Africa’s social-democratic polit-
ical party, which played an essential role in anti-apartheid struggles of the
1990s. While labor initially supported climate action in 2011, they eventually
resisted the implementation of the REIPPPP because it specified that electric-
ity generation should be controlled and managed by the public sector rather
than via the proposed outsourcing program to private organizations. This posi-
tion was partly ideological and partly based on a conviction that only the
public sector could maintain high-quality and well-paying energy jobs at scale.
With comparatively few jobs available in the renewables sector at that time,
organized labor in South Africa reoriented to protecting existing coal mining,
transport, and power-generation jobs.>
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POLITICAL AIMS, ALLIANCES, AND NARRATIVES

Actors and organizations engaged in climate obstruction in the Global South
have a variety of political aims. Depending on the nature of these goals,
they form alliances with other actors and organizations and deploy various
narratives to stall climate mitigation efforts. These aims, alliances, and narra-
tives are concerned primarily with maintaining the relationship between fossil
fuel-dependent extractive industries that shape domestic policy decisions and
building transnational relationships to increase economic development and
maintain energy security. This section presents cases from different regions
of the Global South to elucidate the political aims and strategies of climate
obstruction actors in the sectors discussed earlier and the narratives they
deploy to advance their climate obstruction agenda.

Extractive Industry and the Pull of Development Rhetoric

Southeast Asia has embraced the rhetoric of commitment to climate change
mitigation goals. Yet there is doubt whether such rhetoric will—or is intended
to—be transformed into concrete strategies and actions. For example, climate
delay in Southeast Asia is generally shaped by the urgency of development.
This ambition includes efforts to bring electricity to whole populations and
must contend with the high cost of electricity, the unreliability of transmis-
sion, and the problem of power interruptions. Continuing to exploit traditional
fossil fuels to meet these growing needs means that the adoption of alter-
native sources of energy to match the urgency of decarbonization may be
sidelined. Climate delay is also shaped by the huge scale of investments needed
to develop renewable and sustainable energy sources in the Global South.>* In
parts of Africa, political leaders and the carbon majors continue to echo dis-
courses of climate delay at local and international forums. They assert that the
African continent is best equipped to determine how to meet its climate com-
mitments and has the right to chart its own energy path and decide how to
balance economic development with sustainability to deliver a better future to
its people.” This type of obstruction also includes the renegotiation of con-
tracts to procure greater profits from the carbon majors currently operating
within their borders, as in the case of Tanzania.”®

Given that extractive industries are portrayed as the primary tool for
development in the Global South, particularly in the elite narratives of gov-
ernments and corporate executives, it is not surprising to see these narra-
tives implemented in various forms of climate obstruction. One example is
the consolidation of South-South cooperation programs. Such programs con-
nect countries in the Global South through knowledge sharing, trade and
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investment, aid/financial assistance, and technical collaboration.>” The prac-
tice is also promoted as a way to advance sustainable development and
challenge their historical dependence on the Global North.”® Yet it has also
opened opportunities to delay decarbonization and accelerated mitigation
efforts.

One such example of South-South cooperation is the Belt and Road Ini-
tiative (BRI), a Chinese investment project designed in part to incorporate
sustainability strategies into fast-growing economies to help align them with
member states’ NDCs. The project has succeeded in developing new industries
and expanding existing ones in many Global South countries.>® Because the
BRI “is not explicitly a sustainable development project that prioritizes cli-
mate change and environmental protection,”®® however, there has been little
movement on renewable energy projects while extractive industries have been
expanding. Significantly, the top ten recipients of Chinese finance for coal-
fired power plants are in Eurasia, including Indonesia, India, Vietnam, and
Pakistan. Moreover, in Bangladesh, which has received both Japanese and Chi-
nese financial and technical support, policymakers and climate change experts
consider using coal power to be a viable policy to move toward a low-carbon
development path, with the government seeking to ensure its energy secu-
rity by obtaining climate finance from the international community to build
more coal-fired power plants.®! Therefore, while coal may not be considered a
low-carbon-development fuel, it is promoted as a viable “transition fuel.” The
success of such initiatives is likely due to their business-as-usual approach to
coal compared with the strict measures taken by several Western countries
to phase out coal. In other words, these South-South corporation programs
become attractive opportunities because they both expand economic devel-
opment and opportunity in Global South countries and create pathways to
reduce the dependency of the Global South on the Global North, which rep-
resents the continuing legacy of colonial and imperialist power. Furthermore,
they also provide the opportunity to counter the perceived or realistic lack of
capacity from renewable energy sources and tangible policy support for renew-
able energy development.®? As such, these investment programs protect their
national economic interests, which is portrayed as the best option to reconcile
underdevelopment and historical structural inequalities with current climate
mitigation responsibilities.

Energy Poverty and Climate Action
The development narratives associated with energy-transition mechanisms

have played an important role in creating and facilitating business oppor-
tunities, global partnerships, and green financing in the Global South.
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For example, in Argentina, carbon-intensive industries such as agriculture,
mining, and shale gas development have been discussed as pathways to solve
the country’s structural economic issues. Moreover, gas is considered to be
a transition fuel, contributing to the global decarbonization process even

.52 However, this view contradicts the stance of

as it supports developmen
the International Energy Agency that gas can serve only a limited role in a
renewables transition.®* Rhetoric similar to Argentina’s was presented by the
former chief executive officer of the Nigerian Petroleum Corporation and for-
mer OPEC Secretary General, Mohammad Sanusi Barkindo, during the COP26

meeting in Glasgow in 2021:

The delicate balance between reducing emissions, energy affordability and secu-
rity requires comprehensive and sustainable policies, with all voices being heard,
and listened to. Focusing on only one of these over the others can lead to
unintended consequences, market distortions, heightened volatility and energy
shortfalls. We need to ensure energy is available and affordable for all; we need
to move towards a more inclusive, fair and equitable world in which every person
has access to energy, aligned with SDG [Sustainable Development Goal] 7; and we

- 65
need to reduce emissions.

In this way, attempts to balance socioeconomic needs and climate action serve
as a form of obstruction.

Trade Relations and Transnational Influence

While South-South cooperation programs are expanding, the development-
focused narratives discussed earlier support the continuation and growth
of Global North-Global South financing, influence, and free-trade relation-
ships that result in climate obstruction. Several countries that continue to
export, consume, and phase in coal are in the Global South.®® Therefore, for
some countries in the region, choosing to expand coal use or other heavily
polluting industries is a priority to ensure economic growth, sometimes in
unsustainable ways, because of its importance for global trading partnerships.
For example, in Indonesia, coal and palm oil are important commodities for
both domestic consumption and for export. Due to deforestation concerns,
European markets no longer support palm oil-based biofuels, creating the
EUDR (European Union Deforestation Rule), which forbids the sale of several
tropical commodities if grown on deforested land; the Indonesian government
has interpreted the rule as a form of trade war and a threat to its national
sovereignty.®” Thus, while some countries maintain trading relationships
based on commodities, such as coal and palm oil, that contribute to expanding
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extractive sectors, resistance from powerful transnational forces such as the
EUDR serves to partially offset the expansion of these sectors.

Another way the Global North exerts a transnational influence upon the
Global South is within the policy sphere. Scholars have identified several mem-
bers of a coalition of think tanks active within some Global South countries
that engage in climate obstruction.%® Several of these think tanks were part
of the now-defunct Civil Society Coalition on Climate Change (CSCCC);*
a network of organizations formed by a US-based group to challenge the
scientific consensus on climate change by creating counterproposals to inter-
national efforts and producing media materials to promote climate delay.
Located in several countries in the Global South, organizations associated
with these think tanks produced op-eds, articles, and policy papers advo-
cating climate delay, mostly reprinted and translated from materials written
by US-based authors. One example is the Peruvian think tank Andes Libre,
which had previously cited and utilized the work of US-based authors affiliated
with Global North organizations considered to be obstructionist.”” Another
example is the Brazil-based Instituto Liberdade, which reproduced the work
of the Coalition’s first international report in 2007.”* Similarly, the Nigerian
Initiative for Public Policy utilized the work of the CSCCC and promoted the
same narratives of climate delay promoted by Global North think tanks noted
for climate obstruction (see also Chapter 5). Historically, some of the discourse
in these materials was associated with more traditional forms of denialism.”?
More recently, the positions articulated by these think tanks and their affili-
ated organizations in the Global South have shifted somewhat to frame climate
change as best addressed through a free market and decentralized economy

with little or no government intervention.”

Green Financing and Infrastructure Development

Green financing provided by the Global North to the Global South has oper-
ated as a useful tool for some renewable energy development projects. Yet
some projects have faced resistance from within these countries due to their
seeming incompatibility with achieving climate goals. In Brazil, Ferrogrio, a
planned railway line and infrastructure project connecting a series of ports
along the Amazon River, was the first project to be approved by the Climate
Bonds Initiative (CBI).” This project opened up a green-investment pipeline
within the framework of a partnership between Brazil’s Ministry of Infras-
tructure,” and the country’s National Development Bank, with the latter com-
mitted to financing up to 70% of the costs. The project was widely promoted
at international investor roadshows, kindling the interest of several foreign
banks and financial institutions.”® While Ferrogrio was envisioned as a more
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sustainable alternative to the existing transport highway, the railway would
cause significantly more emissions through extensive deforestation,”” con-
travene international law (specifically the ILO Convention 169, also called

),’® and ignore the rights of
79

the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention
Indigenous peoples by failing to consult with them about its developmen
Ferrograo illustrates how the domain of green finance is filled with out-
side actors developing and implementing plans that may not be compatible
with domestic government structures, policies, and interests. These plans also
ignore or fail to adequately consider other environmental impacts,®® which
may result in inseparable ecological and social impacts. Moreover, the case
shows that green finance can be controversial, leading some Global South
countries to resist the influence of the Global North as they attempt to shape
international climate mitigation efforts that affect them.

Climate Vulnerability and Mitigation Responsibility in Global Talks

Historically, climate negotiation forums such as the UNFCCC have been used
by some member countries of the Global South as a collective opportunity
to stall measures to mitigate the climate crisis. In this obstruction tactic,
delegations present their positions in the negotiating process at the UN cli-
mate change conferences to spread discourses of climate delay. For example,
India’s delegation at COP21 in Paris in 2015 argued that less-developed coun-
tries like India should be allowed to continue emitting large amounts of carbon
to grow their economies, characterizing its position as “climate justice.”®! How-
ever, research on the Indian government’s actions at home show no evidence
of prioritizing the needs of economically poor and socially marginalized com-
munities, whose lives have become more precarious over a quarter-century
of steady economic growth that has increased domestic economic inequali-
ties.®? Indeed, many countries in the Global South have adopted the UNFCCC’s
Common But Differentiated Responsibilities (CBDR) principle (Article 4) as a
strategy to delay climate action under the rubric that mitigation (and decar-
bonization) is the primary responsibility of the Global North. Furthermore,
because global climate negotiations require binding pledges from both the
Global North and South, leaders of the Global South, citing principles of
CBDR, fairness and equity, and/or climate justice, may use the pressure of
commitment-making as a strategy of climate obstruction (see Chapter 10).
The international climate forums provide a vital opportunity to disseminate
the accurate narrative that many climate-vulnerable countries in the Global
South bear little or no responsibility for addressing carbon emissions because
of their historically lower contribution to global warming than advanced indus-
trial countries. However, national delegations from these countries often
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support their continued reliance on fossil fuels and lack of interest in increas-
ing renewable energy by citing its intermittent nature or their lack of access to
new technologies. Such positions have also led to disagreements within nego-
tiating groups representing Global South countries, such as the Group of 77
and China (G77 + China)—especially between major emitters including China,
South Africa, India, and Brazil, and the Least Developed Countries and the
Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS), which regard climate change as an
existential threat.®® That is, countries in the Global South are heterogenous,
yet share a narrative of economic underdevelopment and poverty.®* There-
fore, while their climate obstruction narratives and actions differ depending
on their national interests, some shared interests remain; these can lead to
the formulation of arguments that can intentionally or unintentionally stall
progress on international climate negotiations.

Climate Policy Agendas and the Public-Elite Divide

In Global North countries, a documented gap exists between public opinion
favoring climate action and state-corporate activities to address it. Conse-
quentially, while a public appetite exists to transform the energy sector and
act on climate change, the vested interests of corporate actors and national
governments serve to obstruct policies, thus undermining the public inter-
est.®> Similar conflicts between the public and elites or between government
and industry over the best actions for mitigating climate change and accel-
erating decarbonization exist in some Global South countries. For example,
in response to high levels of deforestation, Colombia has seen a resurgence
of government efforts to reduce deforestation and improve governance and
security issues in affected rural areas.®® On the other hand, the Colombian
energy sector, particularly the coal industry, remains powerful and is advanc-
ing faster than the transition to renewable energy sources.®” Moreover, while
Colombia declared at COP27 that it planned to stop developing oil and gas,®
unresolved conflicts remain with conservative lawmakers and the state-owned
Ecopetrol company, who defend the use of fracking and the maintenance of
oil and gas reserves to protect against the projected loss of thousands of jobs
and reduced foreign investment, claiming this is a pathway to decarboniza-
tion.® This elite narrative challenges the public consensus in Colombia. In
2023, a survey conducted by the European Bank noted that 91% of Colombians
believe that the government should implement effective measures to combat
climate change, with an overwhelming majority preferring renewable energy
development.*®

Another caveat to this conflict between the public and elites is the justifica-
tion of climate inaction on the basis of sovereignty and energy independence.
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This narrative, promoted by governments and elites in Global North countries,
advocates climate policies designed primarily to protect national interests,
sometimes even by expanding the national/domestic-based extractive sec-
tor.”! A similar narrative has been adopted by some countries of the Global
South, despite public support for climate action. As in the case of Colombia,
this type of conflict ultimately creates a stalemate that delays a coordinated
international effort to address the climate crisis.

Violent Conflict and lllicit Markets in Fragile States

The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) considers how environ-
mental degradation and climate change interact with peace and security
issues.%? Addressing environmental and climate crises requires erecting mea-
sures to protect the environment as well as to promote peace in politically
complex and fragile contexts. In such contexts, denial or delay of climate
action is not necessarily purposeful. Rather, as priorities shift, addressing cli-
mate change may seem less urgent. For example, recent research on Yemeni
conflict showed that “while the parties involved in the conflict encounter
climate-related issues, they put it in the back seat to take the so-called ratio-
nal path to first and foremost arrive at a political arrangement and dissolve
the conflict.”® In such scenarios, policymakers in countries such as Yemen,
South Sudan, Congo, and Syria are unable to pursue climate mitigation poli-
cies. While the argument that these are obstruction activities is tenuous, the
failure to implement climate-related and energy-transition policies in fragile
and conflict-ridden political contexts can delay climate action within certain
regions or territories.

In addition to conflict-prone and fragile political contexts, illicit markets
can contribute to delaying climate change action in the Global South. For
example, legitimizing environmental crimes has been a key feature of climate
obstruction in Brazil. Such illicit actions have become socially accepted, with
criminal actors occasionally counting on corrupt individuals in key institu-
tional positions to grant them amnesty. This trend began in the 1970s during
the military dictatorship under Brazilian armed forces (1964-1985), which
encouraged the indiscriminate deforestation and occupation of the Amazon
Rainforest to defend the country’s sovereignty. Politicians, entrepreneurs, mil-
itary personnel, civil society groups, and religious leaders defended these land-
grabbing practices as necessary for the country’s development. The advance-
ment of Brazil’s carbon-intensive agricultural frontier in the Amazon and
the Cerrado biome, both of which are threatened, is still a well-established
practice strongly opposed by environmentalists, organizations, and some

politicians.?*
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Global Think Tanks and Climate Policy

Another significant aspect of climate obstruction in the Global South is the
influence of powerful think tanks such as the Mont Pelerin Society (MPS) and
the Atlas Network. Both are global networks of smaller think tanks known for
advancing climate change policy denialism. While the role of these think tanks
in delaying climate actions in the Global North is well documented in both
scholarly literature and media reports,® recent research has revealed their role
in strengthening market-fundamentalist neoliberal policies and influencing
climate delay in the Global South.% Individuals and think tanks in the Global
South connected with MPS are known for spreading climate delay discourses
and climate science denialism. An example is Instituto Liberdade, a Brazilian
think tank that promotes the works of Global North-based climate contrari-
ans in Latin America with a goal of influencing climate change policies to stall
climate action.?”

Another key strategy deployed by Atlas-connected think tanks in the
Global South is to demonize climate and environmental protesters, character-
izing them as extremists or terrorists and “new colonialists.”®® In Africa, for
example, the head of Centre for African Prosperity, an Atlas Network affiliate,
has emphasized that ensuring access to affordable electricity for vast num-
bers of people is a pressing priority for African policymakers. According to
this narrative, continued extraction and use of fossil fuels using market-driven
mechanisms is the way to address energy poverty in Africa. Climate policies
that recommend moving away from fossil fuels are viewed as “a death sen-
tence for Africans.”® In this narrative, climate and environmental activists
who oppose continued extraction and use of fossil fuels are characterized
as “new colonialists” who wish to impose their choices on African people
suffering from the lack of affordable electricity that fossil fuels could solve.
Such narratives ignore a viable solution to the problem of ensuring access to
affordable energy in Africa, the least electrified continent: a transition toward
deploying the vast renewable energy resources endemic to Africa. Research
suggests that the major impediment to resolving African energy poverty is the
politics of foreign investment and lending to African economies.’® Address-
ing this energy-finance gap in harnessing renewable energy resources is the
real challenge, a position that contradicts the pro-fossil development views
of the neoliberal/market-fundamentalist think tanks affiliated with the Atlas
Network (see Chapter 5).1%

Media Discourses of Climate Delay

While there is a significant body of research on climate misinformation in
the Global North'® (see Chapters 6 and 7), little is known about its spread
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in Global South countries. Recent research provides some insights into the
types of climate change misinformation campaigns disseminated via social
media in China. One key element of the misinformation spread on these plat-
forms is the reference to “expert sources” in posts about the environmental
and health impacts of climate change that would likely be considered misin-
formation.'% In some Indian newspapers, researchers found that the climate
issue was framed primarily around the countries’ historical and differentiated
responsibilities. In particular, these messages emphasize that the Global North
is the most responsible for emissions and should therefore be first to lead on
decarbonization and global mitigation efforts.1%* These narratives also reflect,
for example, the position of India’s delegation at the UN climate meetings
noted earlier, which has sought to emphasize the historical role of emissions.
By emphasizing the failure of the Global North to support countries such as
India and reduce emissions, such narratives minimize India’s own contribution

to GHG emissions and avoid reflecting on its mitigation efforts.!%

COUNTERING CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH

Since the 1980s, environmental-justice campaigns have grown substantially in
the Global South and have gained significant momentum since the 2000s, with
a specific focus on the climate crisis.' This section highlights campaigns ini-
tiated by grassroots communities, environmentalists, and other civil- society
actors that illustrate bottom-up challenges to the forces of climate obstruction,
with an emphasis on rectifying environmental and climate injustices.

Major Indonesian NGOs such as WALHI (the Indonesian Forum for the
Environment) have contested the country’s National Strategic Projects (PSNs)
which, though they include technological and renewable-energy developments
and carbon-offset schemes—prioritize economic growth, job creation, and
post-Covid economic recovery over GHG emission reduction.'®” WALHI has
mobilized grassroots campaigns to address issues such as the PSNs’ lack
of environmental impact assessments and their potential for land loss and
deforestation through the development of large-scale farms known as food
estates.'”® Indonesia’s commitment to build more coal-fired power plants
for industrial users (captive power plants) demonstrates the lack of tangible
success of such campaigns thus far.'%

There have also been cases of environmental justice campaigns against
South-South cooperation projects in the energy sector, which have also failed
to achieve their desired outcomes. For example, a decade-long (2010-2020)
mobilization by environmentalists against the building of coal-fired power
plants and other industrial infrastructures near the Sundarbans, an eco-
logically fragile UNESCO World Heritage Site, was unable to persuade the

Bangladeshi and Indian governments to cancel, halt, or relocate the project.*°
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The project was a joint venture financed by state-owned power corporations
of India and Bangladesh, demonstrating how campaigns may be thwarted
by the political environment in which they operate—in this case, a hybrid
political regime characterized by authoritarianism and extractive political
institutions.™!

There have been some successes. In 2016, environmentalists and other civil-
society actors in Sri Lanka mobilized grassroots communities to thwart the
construction of a coal-fired power plant financed by India. In addition to the
protesters’ concern over the environmental and climate impacts of coal power,
widespread mobilization against the power plant was galvanized by the land
dispossession and security concerns of local communities that had been dis-
placed to establish a high-security zone in the project area. After a Supreme
Court ruling in favor of a Fundamental Rights Application submitted by a
group of civil society actors led by the Environmental Foundation Limited
(EFL), the Sri Lankan government decided not to go ahead with the project.'!?
Eventually, in 2022, the Sri Lankan and Indian governments agreed to form a
joint venture to build a solar power project instead.™®

While public concern about climate change and desire to move toward a low-
carbon future may be demonstrated in public opinion polls, there are distinct
challenges faced by civil-society actors and environmentalists in some coun-
tries of the Global South. Kenyan climate justice movements, for example,
reveal an interesting dimension of some campaigns to counter climate obstruc-
tion. According to one scholar, “Kenyan civil society actors rejected the Global
South’s climate justice argument because they believe one of its primary
components—financial transfers—will be misused or misappropriated.”*!*
These movements demonstrate a somewhat pessimistic view due to linger-
ing mistrust of their state and its reputation for official corruption as well
as questions about their society’s capacity to address climate change though
technological advances and knowledge alone.

Similarly, there are currently few cohesive and comprehensive campaigns
around climate change in Argentina.''® Key informants from the environ-
mental and academic sectors have held that a counternarrative to climate
obstruction discourses has not yet been sufficiently consolidated. In turn, this
limitation has been linked to the fragmentation of the environmental sector in
Argentina and a lack of urgency among the public and the policy community
around resolving the climate emergency. Researchers attribute this problem
partly to discourses of national sovereignty and development that appear
to stall mitigation efforts and a transition away from extractive industries,
particularly because the country’s development narrative plays a dominant
role in stimulating the short-term economic growth supported by extractive
industries.!

Finally, in the Global South there are legitimate risks associated with
mobilization around climate and environmental injustice. On the front lines
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of conservation, local and regional civil-society organizations and commu-
nity groups—including Indigenous peoples—constitute a significant bulwark
against local environmental destruction and biodiversity loss. Yet seeking
to challenge the actions of climate obstruction activities facilitated by the
state or large corporations presents a high risk of physical harm, especially if
the defenders are impoverished, rural, Indigenous peoples, and/or women.*
Indeed, deaths of environmental defenders have been well documented; they
frequently face repression when challenging mining and extractive industries,
agribusiness expansion, hydropower development, and logging.''® These risks
remain despite the success of some legal suits against harms to environmen-
tal defenders, such as the Kawas v. Honduras judgment in the Inter-American
Court of Human Rights, which ruled that the state is obligated to protect

environmental defenders experiencing human rights violations.'*?

CONCLUSION

Our study on the nature and dynamics of climate obstruction in the Global
South yields three key findings. First, the legacy of resource and human
exploitation has increased vulnerability to climate change in these regions. At
the same time, the historical contributions of these countries to rising GHG
emissions are less significant than those of the Global North. Recognizing this
disparity and the disproportionate share of burden and responsibility, climate
delay typically manifests in policy choices seeking to reconcile energy security
and development goals with climate action. We suggest that such tactics and
discourses of climate delay may be overcome by ensuring that international
climate negotiations reduce the implementation barriers to distribution of
adequate climate funding, which many Global South actors define as a crucial
tool to achieve climate justice.

Second, states, carbon majors, corporations, and other actors frame fossil
fuels and extractive industries as the primary instruments for development
in the Global South. They also frame them as central to reducing poverty and
countering the systematic harms of historical exploitation of many countries.
To counter this narrative, we suggest that the Global North must take proactive
action in supporting Global South countries to develop the required institu-
tional, technological, and (again) financial capacities to move toward a just and
equitable decarbonization process.

Third, sustained mobilizations organized by Indigenous peoples, civil-
society actors, and social movements to resist attempts to delay climate action
show mixed outcomes in the Global South. There are significant risks for
those who challenge the actors and organizations behind these efforts, par-
ticularly where political conflict, corruption, or state and corporate crimes are
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rampant. State agencies and the carbon majors, facing grassroots mobiliza-
tions confronting their policies and activities, must allow for the expression
of dissent without fear or threat. The institutional practice of democratic
deliberation at the local and national levels should also be strengthened to
accommodate community concerns.

Research Gaps and Policy Lessons

Further research is needed for academics and policy practitioners to under-
stand and confront the complexity of climate obstruction in the Global South.
Scholars have noted several priorities for this research, discussed in this
section.'?

First, researchers should focus on furthering our understanding of devel-
opmentalism and the ways development discourses have played a fundamen-
tal role in the climate delay narratives and approaches to climate obstruc-
tion observed in the Global South. A key component of understanding cli-
mate obstruction in the Global North has been identifying the social, polit-
ical, and economic forces that drive it. Therefore, it is likely that develop-
ment and alternative- development models that emphasize extractive indus-
tries will similarly be entangled with climate obstruction in the Global
South.

Second, armed with better insight on development discourses and prac-
tices, researchers should identify how they affect domestic-level actions that
obstruct climate policies in the Global South as well as if and how they play
out in creating stumbling blocks to stronger mitigation efforts in global climate
negotiations.

Third, it is also important to examine how political leaders within Global
South countries garner political support for stalling or intentionally delaying
climate action.

Fourth, there seems to be a disconnection between public opinion in Global
South countries and policy implementation. Thus, another important area for
future research will be identifying which factors related to climate obstruc-
tion shape policy choices despite strong public opinion in favor of climate
action.?

Fifth, researchers should also examine the influence of elite interests on
both public opinion and policy choice to uncover the forces derailing pub-
lic support for a transition toward renewable energy in some Global South
countries. Such an endeavor might include a critical analysis of media narra-
tives in both mainstream news and on social media. Researchers should also
explore the role of the media in science education and climate justice and if and
how narratives of denial and delay penetrate the public sphere in the Global
South.
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Finally, decarbonization rests fundamentally on the development of
renewable-energy resources. However, evidence from the Global South reveals
that renewable energy projects are often poorly financed and that these invest-
ments could potentially cause further environmental and social harm. More-
over, unlike fossil fuel-based energy projects, renewable energy projects do not
require many workers and may offer precarious employment opportunities due
to the nature of the industry. These issues might eventually produce an unjust
energy transition for both new and old energy-sector workers. Moreover, the
development of large-scale renewable-energy projects such as solar parks may
involve land grabs and dispossession similar to that seen in predatory extrac-
tive resource-development projects.!?! Addressing these critical issues and
avoiding their consequences require the urgent attention of policymakers.
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INTRODUCTION: THE ROLE OF SUBNATIONAL GOVERNMENTS
IN CLIMATE POLICYMAKING

Since the Paris Climate Agreement was adopted in 2015 it has remained clear
that subnational governments have an important role to play in climate pol-
icy. State/provincial and local governments are key partners in national and
international policy to mitigate and adapt to climate change, particularly given
their role in the energy and transportation sectors. For example, in the United
States, the states’ energy sector roles include permitting of fossil fuel pro-
duction sites as well as regulation of electricity through public utility and
public service commissions.! Transportation sector roles include setting vehi-
cle emissions standards (such as California’s, which are stricter than those
of the federal government), jurisdiction over public transit operations and,
in many cases, electric vehicle (EV) charging infrastructure.>®* In addition,
cities are the predominant contributors of greenhouse gas emissions and often
have jurisdiction over their urban infrastructure, transportation, and land use,
key avenues for greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions reductions.” Scholars have
also suggested that vertical and horizontal integration of climate change pol-
icy across and between levels of government is needed to adequately mitigate
climate change.® This is why state and local governments are important venues
for climate policy decision-making. Consequently, climate policy obstruction
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at the subnational level can hamstring national and international efforts,
preventing signatories of the Paris Agreement from meeting their mandated
targets.

Conversely, in many nations, subnational governments have filled a sub-
stantial policy void when national governments have failed to act. For example,
several Mexican states developed climate action plans several years before
national climate legislation appeared. Canadian provinces also pursued climate
policy instruments ahead of their national government, such as the Western
Climate Initiative (WCI), an emissions cap-and-trade program between Cali-
fornia and Quebec, and Ontario’s feed-in tariff program to promote greater
use of renewable energy systems.” In addition, between the late 1990s and
the early 2020s, US climate change policy was made almost exclusively at the
subnational level.®° The US federal government only recently made significant
policy investments toward a renewable energy transition, and the participa-
tion of state and local governments remains necessary to maximize benefits
through effective implementation. Given these considerations, understand-
ing subnational climate policy obstruction becomes fundamental to achieving
progress in the case of limited-to-nonexistent national action.

The governing context within countries can influence the ways in which cli-
mate policy obstruction manifests. For example, whether a country is federal
or unitary, or some combination of the two, can shape subnational obstruc-
tion. In federal systems, power is shared among national and subnational
governments, such as states and cities, while in unitary systems power is highly
centralized in a national government and decisions are dictated from the top.
Federal arrangements sometimes grant sovereignty or different degrees of
autonomy to lower levels of government. As such, subnational governments
that have considerable autonomy can in some cases bolster climate policy
while undermining it in others.!® Subnational governments may collaborate
with the national government on climate policy design and implementation,
innovate as local climate laboratories, or contest policy vacuums at national
or international levels.'"'? They can also obstruct climate policy through lax
implementation of federal law or by blocking proactive subnational climate
policy proposals.

In subnational governments with less autonomy, climate obstruction oper-
ates through complex intergovernmental relations. For example, in cases like
Venezuela’s and Mexico’s where state-owned companies control energy pol-
icy, subnational governments that have no ownership over natural resources
and energy find it difficult to develop mitigation-oriented climate policies,
except via very limited instruments such as energy efficiency. Climate pol-
icy obstruction and delay can also be present when subnational legislation
is superseded by national or state law, when there is legal ambiguity, or
in a policy vacuum. Subnational governments in unitary systems are less
equipped than national governments to develop their own climate policies.
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Decisions are centralized and the subnational sphere merely implements them
as directed. Subnational obstruction can take the form of delay or inaction
in the implementation of climate policies. However, there have been cases
when subnational governments have tried to develop their own climate poli-
cies against national interests. Confrontation or competition may arise in this
context. Such is the case in China, where competition between the national
carbon market and provincial markets creates uncertainty and a potential for
confrontation.'®14

This chapter covers subnational climate obstruction in three global regions:
North America, Latin America, and Europe. We conclude by identifying the
most common forms of obstruction within these regions, avenues for resisting
obstruction, and calls for further research, particularly in the Global South,
where fewer studies have been conducted.

SUBNATIONAL CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION IN NORTH AMERICA

In this section, we focus on the United States and Canada for two reasons.
First, in addition to sharing the largest international land border in the world,
the two countries have political economies more comparable with each other’s
than with Mexico’s, with both being significantly wealthier and sharing English
as an official language.'® Second, they share a history of “green bilateralism,”
cooperating on numerous environmental policies.'® As a recent example, the
northeastern US states and eastern Canadian provinces recently created a
“green grid” planning task force.'’

The United States and Canada are characterized by strong federalist systems
in which subnational governments (states and provinces) have a major role to
play in policymaking. In the United States, climate change has been on public
and governmental agendas since the 1990s; however, the US federal govern-
ment has been largely unable to pass comprehensive climate mitigation policy
until very recently. As such, for more than two decades, US climate change
policymaking has been relegated largely to state and local governments. 81920
While state governments have passed climate legislation, there remain a con-
siderable number with limited-to-no climate policies, and even fewer with
robust and effective ones.”*

Nationally, Canada has the advantage of being far less reliant on fossil fuels
for electricity production relative to the United States. Its abundant hydro-
electricity resources offer a distinct advantage in this respect. Nevertheless,
similar to the United States, its provinces are characterized by very different
energy economies and political interests, a situation resulting in climate policy
obstruction across many of its subnational units.?? The progression of subna-
tional climate policy in both countries has been severely limited and delayed by
factors including public attitudes about climate change, party control in state
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and provincial governments, and the influence of fossil fuel actors, electric
utilities, and other organized interest groups.

Public Opinion on Climate Change

As discussed in detail in Chapter 7, a conservative countermovement in the
United States including think tanks, politicians, media organizations, and fos-
sil fuel interests has profoundly shaped public opinion on climate change
through a campaign of misinformation.?®?* Since the late 1990s, party cues
from political elites signaling opposition to climate policies have also driven
a wedge between Republicans and Democrats on climate change.?>?¢ As such,
the US public is, on average, less concerned about climate change than indi-
viduals in other countries?” with Republicans being less supportive of climate
policy compared with Democrats.?®

Partisan differences are also apparent when comparing attitudes within and
across states and localities (using county-level estimates based on national
and state-level data). As of 2021, 57% of Americans believed global warming
was caused primarily by humans, but the estimated county-level variation on
this question was considerable, ranging from 77% to 44%. When it comes to
support for public policy to address climate change, significant variation also
exists.”” For example, on the question of whether the United States should reg-
ulate GHGs, an estimated 79% of those living in Alameda County, California
support this policy compared with 53% in Loving County, Texas. Importantly,
this variation in public opinion has been shown to affect policy adoption within
state legislatures; states where public concern is low are significantly less likely
to adopt climate mitigation policies.*

Research has found that in the United States, climate denial is linked
to trust in political leaders who espouse disbelief in anthropogenic climate
change, but in Canada, it is related more to political ideology.! This study men-
tions that 21% of Americans and 12% of Canadians expressed climate denial.
When looking at Canadian attitudes on climate change, we generally see higher
rates of belief in the existence of human-caused climate change and greater
support for climate policies than in the United States.3? Despite this trend,
major divides in public opinion exist at the subnational level in Canada similar
to what we see in the United States More specifically, other research reports
that 87% of Nova Scotians believe climate change exists compared with 66%
of residents of Saskatchewan. These findings largely reflect the heavy presence
of fossil fuel interests in Saskatchewan. In addition, the authors found consid-
erable variation in support for climate change policies, such as a carbon tax.
For example, 70% of residents of Outremont, Quebec, support a carbon tax
compared with only 35% of those in Fort-McMurray, a municipality in Alberta
where carbon majors are more prevalent.®
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These differences in attitudes hold important implications for the likelihood
of climate change policy adoption within Canadian provinces. For example,
Alberta has been reluctant to pursue a renewable-energy transition due in
part to lack of public support. Many Alberta residents are skeptical about
anthropogenic climate change and often oppose the siting of renewable energy
facilities.®* Similarly, wind energy plans have frequently been shut down due
to public outcry in Ontario.®

Party Leadership in Subnational Governments

In the United States and Canada, a clear relationship exists between
state/provincial party leadership and the adoption or obstruction of climate
change policy. While US Republican governors have occasionally passed cli-
mate change legislation (e.g., former Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger in Califor-
nia), the parties have diverged over time, resulting in high elite polarization
today.®®3” As such, when Republicans control a state’s legislative body or when
they hold the governor’s office, they tend to block climate legislation.38:3%4
For example, in 2024, Republican Governor Youngkin of Virginia vetoed leg-
islation that would have established a “green” bank in the state to facilitate
the use of federal grants for renewable energy projects. This situation parallels
the polarization seen in Canadian provincial governments, where Conservative
leaders have adopted very limited climate policies or blocked more substan-
tial efforts.** For example, in early 2024, Alberta Premier Danielle Smith
approved a provincial ban on renewable energy projects that would be sited
on high-quality agricultural land.*

In addition to blocking climate legislation, conservative party leaders have
also engaged in policy retrenchment, whereby previous climate mitigation poli-
cies are reversed or weakened when party control shifts after an election.*>44
For example, in the United States, research has documented significant pol-
icy reversals in Ohio driven by Republican leadership in the state legislature.*®
In 2019, the state froze its Renewable Portfolio Standard (RPS) for two years
and reduced its renewable energy target from 12.5% to 8.5% in addition to
providing subsidies for fossil fuel production. In another example, the states
of New Jersey and Virginia left a US regional carbon cap-and-trade program,
the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI), soon after electing Repub-
lican governors in 2011 and 2023, respectively. After a substantial hiatus,
New Jersey returned to RGGI in 2020 under a Democratic governor, Phil
Murphy.*6

We see similar patterns of policy retrenchment in Canada. Though Ontario
is usually governed by the Liberal Party, Conservative leader Douglas Ford
was elected premier in 2018; as a result, new climate policies, such as the
entrance of Ontario into the California-Quebec emissions trading system,
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were canceled. In contrast with the US subnational level, in Canada parties less
often determine climate policy prospects; economic interests can often be far
more influential. For example, during Ford’s time in office, the phasing out of
coal plants and deployment of nuclear energy (projects originating from Lib-
eral governments) continued as pillars of the province’s energy transition. It is
significant that those provinces with more advanced climate policies (e.g., Que-
bec, usually run by the Quebecois Party or the Liberals) are also less dependent
on fossil fuels for electrification. Nonetheless, even Prince Edward Island (run
on wind power), joined a political movement against a federal carbon tax and
renewable-fuel regulations when Conservative Premier Dennis King won the
majority in Parliament in 2019.%

In addition to direct obstruction through the legislative process, Republican
or Conservative Party leadership has actively spread misinformation to delay
climate policy action under the guise that climate change is not or may not
be human-caused. Party leaders have often obscured the benefits of renewable
energy to advance fossil fuel interests. For example, in the wake of a severe
energy crisis in Texas during the winter of 2021, state Republicans blamed
power outages on the supposed poor performance of renewable energy, such as
wind and solar, despite clear evidence that fossil fuel systems had suffered sig-
nificant failures. As such, instead of grappling with concrete ways to improve
the Texas electrical grid after the crisis, the state legislature introduced a series
of bills that would hamstring the state’s renewable energy sector.*® Similarly,
in 2021, the Alberta government initiated a “Public Inquiry into Anti-Albertan
Energy Campaigns.”*’ These inquiries targeted pro-climate movements, clas-
sifying them as being against Alberta’s interests and parroting “nationalist”
anti-climate propaganda worldwide.

The Fossil Fuel Industry

The fossil fuel industry (coal, oil, and gas and their associated supply chains)
is one of the most entrenched in the US and Canadian political systems.>%1:52
Although the political influence of coal is on the decline relative to oil and gas
(in large part because it is no longer able to compete economically with alter-
natives), the industry remains strong in certain US states such as Kentucky
and West Virginia.>® The oil and gas industries remain formidable in many
states. Indeed, in terms of its financial resources, the American Petroleum
Institute—a trade association representing oil and gas interests—is “by far the
largest” of those that are active on issues related to climate change.>* Oil and
gas trade associations spend a disproportionate amount of their total revenues
on politics.>

These industries have tended to have an advantage over green interests
in state-level policymaking, as shown in a recent qualitative examination of

[246] Climate Obstruction



state-level policy retrenchment. For example, a Texas clean energy law was
never properly implemented because “after enactment, the Texas Industrial
Energy Consumers (TIEC), an alliance of fossil fuel corporations and other
industrial companies that rely on cheap energy, intervened aggressively to
block this policy at the Public Utility Commission of Texas.”*

Fossil fuel interests also obstruct climate policy in subnational Canada in
similar ways. Alberta and Saskatchewan have entrenched, export-oriented fos-
sil fuel industries that are both critical to the provincial economy and obstruct
climate policy at national and subnational levels. For example, influenced by
fossil fuel actors, the Alberta government claimed it was not responsible for
meeting its own emissions targets.’” Fossil fuel interests are so important for
these so-called carbon provinces that even with the New Democratic Party in
office (2015-2019) a “green agenda” and many subnational climate policies in
place, exports of refined and crude oil were moved forward by the approval of
the Trans Mountain Pipeline from Alberta to British Columbia.®® Indeed, there
is even evidence that these industries have influenced the public education
system curriculum in Saskatchewan.>®

In the United States, there is ample evidence of subnational climate policy
obstruction on the part of fossil fuel interests. Even in California—which has
long been considered a leader in state-level climate policy®*—fossil fuel inter-
ests have lobbied successfully to maximize their flexibility within the state’s
climate policy regime, influencing the decision for cap-and-trade to become
the centerpiece of the state’s implementation of AB 32, its signature 2006
economy-wide GHG emissions- reduction law, and gaining generous treatment
for themselves when it came to allowance allocation and compliance flexi-
bility.5>:%? As a result, the policy’s overall effectiveness has been called into
question.5® Meanwhile, an analysis of more than 200,000 lobbying and testi-
mony records on bills in seventeen US states found oil and gas industry groups
to be among the most likely to take positions opposite to those of environ-
mental groups, and they tended to have success in doing so, especially in more
politically conservative US states.54:¢°

In addition, studies have compared the influence of fossil fuel actors across
multiple US states to identify institutional factors (i.e., factors apart from
these actors’ enormous financial resources) that can affect their influence upon
policy. One study compared Texas’s and Colorado’s policy regimes around
fracking (hydraulic fracturing, a type of fossil fuel extraction) to determine
which state offered more environmental protections and why.% It found that
Texas is more industry-friendly (and therefore less climate-friendly) than Col-
orado due to the regulatory capture of the former’s Railroad Commission
(which regulates the oil and gas industries) and Texas’s greater economic
dependence on the industry for revenues to support schools and other public
programs. Similarly, another study, comparing Colorado and Louisiana, found
that Louisiana’s lax regulation of the gas industry is due to the privileged,
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central position of that industry in informal stakeholder processes that then
lead to formal policies.”

The advent of fracking in the mid-2000s, which employed new techniques
for relatively inexpensive horizontal drilling for oil and gas resources, resulted
in a boom in US oil and gas production that greatly enriched the fossil fuel
industry. In Appalachian states such as Pennsylvania, these new technolo-
gies were applied to develop the Marcellus Shale reserves, which the industry
had recently discovered. In an interview, a former Pennsylvania state energy

regulator explained the political significance of this coupling:

One thing to understand about gas in Pennsylvania, it was a very small industry
pre-shale [before the discovery of Marcellus Shale in particular]. It existed, but it
was a very small industry. And now it’s the second biggest in the United States and
one of the biggest in the world. So the gas producers, the Shale Gas Association,
have immense power in the Republican caucuses of the House and the Senate.
Immense, immense influence. So the opposition to renewable policy comes prin-
cipally from the Gas Association in Pennsylvania [whereas historically it had come

principally from the coal industry].%®

Looking at all fifty states, additional research determined that the fracking
boom had a statistically significant effect on the weakening of state-level
climate policies.®® Specifically, the states with more fracking potential were
more likely to see a weakening of existing policies. In Canada, most fossil
fuel companies are foreign-owned, or majority foreign-owned. The influence
of international oil companies and global supply chains was found to be a
fundamental source of obstruction of climate policies in Canada’s “carbon

provinces.””*

Utilities

Scholars have traditionally treated utilities as synonymous with the fossil fuel
industry. They are politically powerful, typically monopolies, and, in the United
States, have a particularly strong interest in state-level policies because they
are regulated primarily at the state level, and have been since the early 1900s
when electricity first became commercialized.”">7® Several characteristics of
the utility industry, however, differentiate it from the fossil fuel industry.
First, utilities hold monopolies over designated service territories, so they
do not compete with one another. Second, the profits of investor-owned
utilities (IOUs), which serve three out of four US electricity customers, are
not determined by how much electricity they sell but rather by how much
infrastructure they build. The amount of infrastructure is determined by
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what state-level regulators—public utility commissions (PUCs)—allow them
to build and the rate of return they allow them to collect for their sharehold-
ers based on those capital projects. Third, despite being regulated by individual
states, IOUs are typically subsidiaries of parent companies operating in mul-
tiple states that own both regulated and nonregulated subsidiaries.”* This
“multilayer subsidiary” form allows the parent company to wield outsized
political influence.”

Research has found that even if utility subsidiaries are occasionally sup-
portive of renewable energy and/or climate policy,’® as they can be under
certain conditions in certain states, the multilayer subsidiary form has often
led to greater overall emissions by their parent companies.”” Some studies
have found unequivocally that IOUs are associated with climate obstruc-
tion/denial/delay. For example, in Arizona, where IOUs are vertically inte-
grated, they undermined the state’s net-metering policy and renewable-energy
targets, and in Ohio, they were active in retrenching the RPS.”®72 In South Car-
olina, where [OUs are also vertically integrated, a solar industry lobbyist stated
in an interview that Duke and Dominion, the two major IOUs in that state,
“were about getting rid of rooftop solar.”®

On the other hand, other studies have found that IOUs have more nuanced
climate policy preferences, occasionally lending their political muscle in sup-
port of climate and renewable energy policies,®" particularly when they are
viewed as opportunities to increase returns for their shareholders.®? Research
has found that in California and Massachusetts IOUs were “neutral-to-
positive” about economy-wide GHG-reduction legislation, with a former Mas-
sachusetts utility commissioner stating, “the utilities . . . didn’t care because
they didn’t own power plants here anymore.”®3

Several US states, including but not limited to California and Mas-
sachusetts, adopted electric utility-sector restructuring policies in the 1990s
that took IOU monopolies out of the electricity-generation business, opening
that business up to competitive generation companies in hopes of reducing
costs for consumers. Although the degree to which such restructuring policies
have succeeded in reducing costs for ratepayers is unclear, it is likely that
these policies altered the IOUs’ incentives so as to make them less likely to
obstruct certain types of climate policies.>-%

And so, whereas oil and gas companies are unequivocally agents of state-
level climate policy obstruction, the situation with electric utilities is more
nuanced and will require further, state-by-state empirical research. It would
appear that variations in the structure of the electric utility sector, as well as
the highly unusual utility business model, are major determinants of IOUs’
climate policy preferences.®’ Interestingly, and consistent with the logic that
greater competition (largely enabled or restricted by state governments) leads
to greater participation of renewable-energy generators in the form of inde-
pendent power producers (IPPs), one study found that states that restructured
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their utility sectors in the 1990s were more likely to adopt RPS and cap-and-
trade programs.®

Canadian utilities operate slightly differently from their US counterparts.
There are three forms of electric utilities in Canada. The most common are
crown corporations (CC) owned by provincial governments, which oversee
generation, transmission, system operation, distribution, and retail. CCs are
found in British Columbia, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Quebec, New Brunswick,
and Nunavut. The second form consists of private companies running the elec-
tricity sector, as in the case of Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island. The
third form is found in Alberta and Ontario, where there are hybrid formats
of open wholesale markets and retail competition.®? (For more information on
obstruction in the utilities sector, see Chapter 3.)

In this diverse context, climate obstruction occurs in at least two ways
in provincial Canada. The first is when provinces generate electricity with
fossil fuels for domestic consumption, selling to Canadian neighbors or for
export to the United States. In 2023, the federal government drafted a pol-
icy to achieve a national net-zero electricity grid by 2035. Alberta immediately
refused to implement it, joining Saskatchewan, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia,
and Manitoba.” The second form of obstruction ironically occurs when local
communities oppose renewable projects due to their alleged environmental
impacts, land use concerns, or dissatisfaction with consultation, especially for
Indigenous peoples. This is the case with local opposition to wind farm projects
in Ontario®® and big hydroelectricity in British Columbia.”

Other Organized Interests and Think Tanks

Real estate developers, local not-in-my-backyard (NIMBY) organizations,
think tanks, and environmental conservation groups (occasionally) play an
important role in blocking subnational renewable energy projects and other
climate policy measures in the United States and Canada.?®49% The real
estate industry particularly perceives itself to be threatened by state-level poli-
cies promoting electrification in the construction of new homes and buildings.
Interest groups associated with this industry have sought state-level preemp-
tions of municipal gas hook-up bans and have spearheaded litigation to roll
back such policies.”” A study of interest group pro-climate and anti-climate
coalitions in Massachusetts, for example, found real estate groups to be a
lynchpin of the typical anti-climate coalition.%®

Think tanks, in coordination with interest groups, have blocked wind
projects initially approved by state and local governments, often through
campaigns of misinformation about environmental harms from wind devel-
opment. For example, the Caesar Rodney Institute has provided financial
resources to Protect Our Coast, an interest group advocating against the siting
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of an offshore wind facility in Ocean City, New Jersey.” Protect Our Coast
has spread false claims that these wind farms pose a risk to whales. As of this
writing, the group plans to file legal challenges that will delay the project and
make it so costly as to prevent its construction.'® Climate denial think tanks
also operate in Canada, such as the Vancouver-based Fraser Institute, which
hosts important conservative politicians from Alberta and other provinces and
advocates against climate change mitigation policy.!”* The institute is funded
through donations from private companies and individuals, including one of
its largest donors, ExxonMobil.

Other occasional sources of obstruction of renewable energy projects
include local organizations and environmental groups that raise environmen-
tal concerns with siting. For example, local community and environmental
groups united to prevent the Crescent Peak Wind Energy project in Nevada
in 2018. These groups argued that the wind farm would be harmful to local
bird and bat populations.

SUBNATIONAL CLIMATE POLICY OBSTRUCTION IN LATIN AMERICA

In Latin America, Brazil and Mexico are the top greenhouse gas emitters,
accounting for about 60% of the region’s emissions, followed by Argentina,
Venezuela, Chile, and Colombia, with 25%-30% combined.'%? Despite similar
presidential systems, Latin-American countries differ in their subnational gov-
ernment structures, divided into states, departments, municipalities, cities,
provinces, and communities, among other subunits. Only Argentina, Brazil,
Mexico, and Venezuela are federations. Although subnational political units
in unitary countries normally have much less autonomy than in federal ones,
some unitary nations in Latin America have granted them more autonomy than
in federal ones.'0%104

Three main features define subnational climate obstruction in Latin Amer-
ica. First, is the way in which Latin American territories have been integrated
into the global economy. Given these countries’ colonial legacies, economic
dynamics took the form of enclaves. These economic zones with special produc-
tive dynamics have fostered the development of local economic elites whose
sectoral interests and environmental preferences have not necessarily coin-
cided with those of national actors. Second, national trends such as weak
democratic institutions, lack of accountability and transparency mechanisms,
and inefficient judicial systems prone to corruption and mismanagement are
magnified at the subnational level.19%1%6:197 If gray areas in politics are the
rule rather than the exception in Latin America, they are magnified at the
subnational level, where the rule of law is often diluted or even nonexis-
tent.1%81% Third, control over environmental resources also complicates the
role of subnational governments in advancing or obstructing climate issues.
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On the one hand, when natural resources are centrally managed by national
governments, subnational states have limited climate policymaking capac-
ity. On the other hand, when subnational governments have greater pow-
ers over natural resources—as in the case of Argentina—there are stronger
incentives for climate obstructionism due to their heavy reliance on rev-
enues from extractive industries, despite distributive conflicts that often
arise with Indigenous and local communities. These sociohistorical and struc-
tural factors have been exploited by political parties and extractive indus-
tries to intentionally deny climate change and/or block or delay climate
policies.

It is also possible that public opinion may play a role in obstructing subna-
tional climate policy in Latin America; however, a lack of public opinion data
outside the national level precludes a definitive answer. Still, the repression of
climate activism through violence in Latin America suggests that subnational
actors are comfortable with generating fear when it serves their interests, even

if it generates public outrage. %!

Party Leadership in Subnational Governments

Several Latin American countries were governed by right-wing parties and/or
dictatorships in the twentieth century. In the 1990s, such countries began
their transition to democracy, a process involving trial and error with party
governance. Evidence shows that right-wing politics in Latin America hin-
ders climate policy, but unlike the case of partisan polarization in the United
States or the European Union (EU), even center or left-wing Latin American
subnational governments have historically obstructed climate policies. Struc-
tural factors related to the international political economy and the pursuit of
economic development often lead governments to adopt a discourse that advo-
cates sustainability while sacrificing the environment for the sake of economic
growth.!'? This is particularly relevant in the context of subnational govern-
ments, where economic dependence on natural-resource extraction and a lack
of productive alternatives have meant that extractive activities are viewed as
the only viable driver of development. In Brazil, for example, local political
economies are highly dependent on extraction royalties (as in Rio de Janeiro
and Pard) or agribusiness’s economic benefits (as in Mato Grosso and Rio
Grande do Sul).

When national parties delay or belittle the importance and urgency of cli-
mate action, subnational governments have followed suit, reproducing this
obstruction locally. This was the case in Mexico from 2018 to 2023 under
Morena, a left-wing populist party, when national energy policies favored fos-
sil fuel extraction, oil refining, and the use of gas. Subnational governments
from the same political party, such as in Ciudad del Mexico during Claudia
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Sheinbaum’s term, included a misleading, pro-climate discourse in their
development plans, promising to adopt a cleaner energy mix despite know-
ing that climate policies would be inoperable within national energy-policy
frameworks.

Subnational governments in Bolsonaro’s Brazil provide examples of a more
subtle form of climate obstruction. Despite the existence of an official climate
denial strategy at the national level, some pro-Bolsonaro Amazonian states
announced the development of climate action plans, especially those seeking
to receive international cooperation funds, such as the UN Reducing Emissions
from Deforestation and Forest Degradation in Developing Countries (REDD+),
for protection of the Amazon. Despite their calls to action, subnational gov-
ernments did not follow through with their public statements; many Brazilian
cities and states lacked effective local laws, adaptation plans, or emissions

inventories, resulting in considerable delay in policy implementation.*

Fossil Fuel and Other Extractive Industries

Climate obstruction driven by oil and gas companies and their networks of
think tanks and business associations also weakens subnational climate poli-
cies in Latin America. The oil-and-gas sector in Latin America is diverse, span-
ning private, state-owned domestic, and foreign companies, some of which
are associated with the region’s colonial background. In this arena, national
climate goals are typically overshadowed by national strategic development
goals.

In some Latin American countries, subnational governments have little
influence over fossil fuel industry activities, as nationally owned companies
such as PDVSA (Venezuela) and PEMEX (Mexico) drive energy policy. In con-
trast, Argentina allows its provinces input into energy policies. Though the
country has a nationally owned company (YPF), the provinces of Neuquén
(53%), Chubut (25%), Santa Cruz (12%), and Mendoza (10%) are its main oil
producers.'* There, subnational dependence on oil royalties, the industry’s
positive impact on the labor market in these areas, and the strength of oil
unions mostly favor obstruction at the subnational level through financial sup-
port to electoral campaigns and lobbying in the executive and judicial branches.
For example, in Neuquén, Argentina, oil and gas royalties represent 40% of

),11° and the oil and gas sector covers 17% of

provincial incomes (as of 2022
the total labor market.''® Guillermo Pereyra, leader of a powerful oil and gas
union between 1984 and 2021, developed a prominent political career dur-
ing those years, serving as provincial deputy, labor subsecretary of Neuquen,
and eventually national senator. In each of these positions, Pereyra was an
advocate for the oil and gas industry and blocked what he considered to be

hostile climate initiatives that may harm workers.''’
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Oil production in Brazil comes mostly from deep waters near the states
of Sao Paulo and Rio de Janeiro. Apart from nationally owned PETROBRAS,
international companies including Shell, BP, Statoil, Exxon, and Total are also
major oil producers. Sdo Paulo and Rio de Janeiro receive royalties from the oil
sector, producing regional inequality and preventing localities from developing
strong climate policies.’® This situation also creates an interesting dynamic
for cities like Maric4, which earned the highest oil royalties in 2023. Although
Marica has been governed by PT, the party of President Lula da Silva, for more
than fifteen years and has adopted some climate policies, its dependence on
the fossil fuel industry represents a roadblock for more effective and ambi-
tious policies aiming to diversify energy sources and create a less oil-centric
economic development model.

Climate obstruction also operates in more subtle ways in subnational Latin
America. Some research has concluded that through governmental transfers,
mining revenue substitutes for local taxes on mineral concessions (annual pay-
ments for the land used for mineral extraction and exploration).!'® In other
words, hosting mining within their borders makes subnational governments
perceive the benefits of the revenue it generates to outweigh the environmen-
tal externalities it causes. Instead of collecting a tax, subnational governments
receive a portion of the mining income. Similarly, Bolivia and Peru allocate
national transfers to subnational governments to compensate them for min-
ing activities.'?® In the Amazon region, transnational companies are permitted
to exploit natural resources through, in some cases, questionable licenses to

explore Indigenous lands,*

in exchange for providing jobs and investments
in the area as well as income through royalty payments, thereby guaranteeing
themselves a level of influence in local politics. This influence allows them to
obstruct any effort to adopt climate actions because they are perceived as nec-
essary to the local economy.’?? In Argentina, such a scenario is twofold: while
some provinces have passed laws that limit metal mining, others have made
mining policy the backbone of their economic policy. The cases of Catamarca
and San Juan, illustrate how coordination between state and corporate inter-
ests can obstruct environmental initiatives. State and corporate interests in
these provinces collaborate against policies that may restrict mining or that
would allow direct democracy mechanisms to be used to make decisions about
natural resources.’?

Subnational governments in Latin America exhibit other forms of climate
policy gridlock stemming from hybrid forms of governance and local politi-
cal economies that are highly dependent on mining royalties. Informal mining
activities, which operate in a legal gray area, are common, and contribute to
large deforestation and GHG emissions rates. “Artisanal” mining (extracting
no more than 25 metric tons of minerals per day) is legal in Peru for economic

survival. In the Peruvian departments of Madre de Dios, Sur Medio, and Puno,
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this practice is common, with communities working in mines already exploited
by big companies. If artisanal mining groups do not start a formalization pro-
cess, however, they could be considered illegal.'** Under this hybrid-policy
scenario, developing climate strategies can be difficult to implement and
enforce.

Other Organized Interests

Subnational governments in Latin America sometimes support other busi-
ness actors that obstruct climate policies, such as the forestry industry. In
the Brazilian context, the presence of agribusiness is crucial for understand-
ing how climate obstruction operates in the country, as a significant portion
of GHG emissions there stem from land use. A notable segment of the politi-
cal right is closely aligned with this industry, complicating the adoption of bold
climate action. At the local level, these actors wield significant influence, par-
ticularly in the southern and central-western region of the country that hosts
a substantial portion of grain and beef production, thus influencing climate
legislation at the subnational level.

Deforestation in the region occurs mostly in the Amazon and the Petén
forests, where soy, palm oil, cotton, corn, and/or lumber are profitable com-
modities.'? Their production directly influences subnational political dynam-
ics (funding parties, electing friendly politicians, having family members in the
judicial branch) where private actors often overpower the national and sub-
national governments. When stronger environmental laws are established in
government-managed land in the Amazon or Petén, agricultural production
tends to migrate to other areas, which are then privatized. Private companies
then exert substantial influence over subnational governments. For example,
the Brazilian region of Cerrado in ten states of the country’s center-west, once
an important CO; sink, is now the powerhouse of the soy industry in Latin
America.'?® The result has been surging emissions.

EUROPEAN CLIMATE POLICY OBSTRUCTION

European climate policy obstruction at the subnational level is generally more
limited than it is in the United States for two reasons: first, there is a broader
consensus among political leaders and the public about the scale of the climate
change problem and the range of measures needed to combat it. Europeans
overwhelmingly consider climate change a serious problem, ranking it as the
third most pressing global issue. According to surveys conducted by the Euro-
pean Union and Eurobarometer, a vast majority (93%) view climate change as
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a serious issue, with 77% considering it very serious. In general, public opin-
ion strongly supports climate action, with 88% of respondents, including at
least 70% in each of the twenty-seven Member States, endorsing minimiz-
ing GHG emissions and achieving a carbon-neutral EU economy by 2050.1%
Second, European climate change policy is heavily influenced by the mit-
igation efforts of the EU, which include ambitious targets and regulatory
measures that encompass various sectors including energy, transportation,
and agriculture.'?8129

Despite the top-down approach to climate policy in the region, European
climate governance is polycentric, with subnational governments in some
countries playing a substantial role in policy adoption and implementation.*°
As such, obstruction can occur when regional, provincial, or local governments’
policies or ideologies do not align with the overarching goals set by the Euro-
pean Union.'®! Despite aggressive supranational targets, such as becoming
carbon-neutral by 2050, and the introduction of key initiatives such as the
European Green Deal,'*? climate policies can become polarized at different lev-
els of government, with political parties obstructing initiatives to, for example,
differentiate themselves or to appease a base that may be skeptical of climate
change. 133134

Misinformation campaigns and public skepticism about climate science
have also led to resistance against necessary climate actions at the subnational
level in Europe, although so far this has been to a lesser extent than in North
America.'®® For example, in Scotland, misinformation campaigns on the ben-
efits of fracking were targeted at both the regional parliament and the public,
though this did not result in a change to the ban on fracking.'*® Furthermore,
a lack of coordination between government levels can lead to ineffective or
delayed policy actions by party actors.’®” Finally, fossil fuel interests play an
important role in some European regions, where substantial parts of the econ-
omy are driven by fossil fuel production or processing, resulting in the delay
of EU policy implementation and a lack of independent action by subnational

governments.138’139

Party Leadership in Subnational Governments

Whether subnational units obstruct climate policy depends partly on political
party leadership and the institutional context. When the same party controls
the subnational and national government, we see less obstruction. Similarly,
there is less obstruction in unitary states. For example, Belgium has a dual
system of federalism whereby both the federal government and subnational
units have considerable autonomy. At times, this arrangement has resulted in
lax environmental policy implementation as parties shift blame to other levels
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of government when climate targets are not met.**° One could think of this as
a form of climate obstruction, as it takes advantage of the institutional setting
to delay compliance with climate goals.

In another example, subnational regions in the United Kingdom have
differed dramatically in how they implemented GHG-reduction standards
imposed by the UK Parliament, as well as in their adoption of independent
climate change measures, based partly on party politics. In Northern Ireland,
the Democratic Unionist Party, a conservative party primarily representing
Protestants, blocked a climate change act in the Northern Ireland Assem-
bly for a decade, in part because it held the Agriculture, Environment, and
Rural Affairs Ministry for much of that time in Northern Ireland’s complicated
power-sharing arrangement.*! Its Climate Change Act was eventually passed

in 2022, containing concrete emissions targets for 2030, 2040, and 2050.*?

In contrast, Scotland had passed a similar policy in 2009 and Wales in 2016.143

Party leadership can also blunt public and economic resistance to climate
action, preventing obstruction despite pushback from some members of the
public and business interests. For example, from 2021 to 2023, in North Rhine-
Westphalia, Germany, one of the country’s most industrialized regions, there
were major protests in favor of transitioning from traditional coal and steel
industries to less polluting alternatives. This shift is affecting local economies
and employment in cities like Essen and Dortmund, which have historically
depended on these sectors. The state government, composed of a Christian
Democratic Union-Green coalition broadly supportive of Germany’s overall
climate change plan, chose to promote investments in renewable energy and
infrastructure modernization, aiming to position the region as a leader in
green technology. The Alternative for Germany Party, which has opposed Ger-
many’s and the European Union’s climate policies, campaigned on a heavily
pro-coal platform, but won only twelve seats in the regional legislature (out of
195), leaving them unable to engage in any meaningful obstruction.'**

Italy’s Veneto and Trentino-Alto Adige regions also face economic diversi-
fication challenges from climate action, as they have strong presences in the
manufacturing and agriculture sectors. In 2023, local movements and resis-
tance, especially in agricultural subsectors such as wine production, led to
increasing pressure on the regional governments to reject some EU directives
on climate change.'* However, both regions were under the control of the
Lega party which, while radical-right in orientation, has as of this writing not
engaged in climate obstruction, did not respond to the public and sectoral
pressure, and continued to comply with the directives.4®

These examples illustrate the complex interplay of economic, social, and
institutional factors as the nations and subnational units of Europe implement
EU policies. While some regions are well-positioned to capitalize on the shift
toward a fossil fuel-free economy, others face significant challenges that could
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exacerbate existing disparities and lead to social unrest. Still, this social unrest
has yet to translate into obstruction within most subnational governments,
due in part to continued support among many party leaders for climate action.
The success of Europe’s Green Deal will depend largely on addressing economic
disparities and ensuring a just transition for all communities.'*’

Fossil Fuel Lobbies in the European Union

Climate obstruction involves a complex network of actors who work actively
to impede climate action. These players include influential policymakers in
addition to lobbyists, primarily from the fossil fuel sector and automobile
industries.!® The influence of these actors can manifest in the form of weak-
ened environmental regulations, subsidies for fossil fuels, and limited support
for renewable energy initiatives. By aligning their interests with those of pow-
erful industries, policymakers contribute to climate obstruction and hinder the
transition to a low-carbon economy.'*?

For example, the resistance to climate policies in countries such as Poland
and Germany often reflects deeper socioeconomic and cultural concerns affect-
ing local populations. In Poland, coal mining is not just an industry; it’s a
significant part of the national identity, especially in regions such as Sile-
sia.’®® Coal mines are a major employer, and the industry supports many
ancillary businesses. The phase-out of coal therefore threatens to destabi-
lize local economies that depend heavily on mining jobs. Poland’s coal-mining
sector also enjoys strong political backing, particularly from the Law and Jus-
tice party, which garners substantial support in mining regions. Proposals to
reduce reliance on coal have been met with resistance from trade unions and
local communities that fear job losses and economic decline.’® However, as
Poland is a unitary state, support for coal has surfaced mostly at the national
rather than subnational level.

Germany’s federal structure means that individual states (such as Linder)
have significant autonomy over their energy policies. While federal climate pol-
icy is fairly robust in Germany, states such as Bavaria and Baden-Wiirttemberg
have been slow to embrace renewable-energy targets, due partly to political
leadership that prioritizes fossil fuel-dependent economic interests. Fossil fuel
companies and car manufacturers have used Germany’s multilevel form of gov-
ernance to block or slow climate policy, as in the city-state of Hamburg, which
produces nearly half of Germany’s GHG emissions and opened a new coal-
fired power plant in 2015.1%2 In regions such as Bavaria, there is significant
local opposition to wind turbines, which residents argue would spoil the area’s
natural and cultural landscape. This opposition is often supported by local
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politicians who seek to maintain their electoral base by aligning with public

and industry sentiment.'>3

CONCLUSION

This chapter demonstrates the pervasiveness of climate obstruction at the
subnational level in North America, Latin America, and Europe. Ultimately,
climate federalism is a double-edged sword,*** whereby subnational power pro-
vides opportunities for both proponents and opponents of climate policy to
advance their goals. While obstruction occurs in all three regions reviewed
here, the level and particular forms obstruction takes vary across these global
regions. In North America, public opinion—frequently manipulated by polit-
ical elites supported by fossil fuel actors—is a major factor in subnational
climate policy delay. In addition, electric utilities play an outsized role in sub-
national politics in the United States. In Latin America, the primary source of
obstruction comes from extractive firms and agribusiness, who take advantage
of the institutional setting to block or delay climate change policy. In Europe,
obstruction appears most prevalent at national and supranational levels; how-
ever, when subnational obstruction does occur, it commonly takes the form
of delayed implementation by political party leadership, often in response to
local or regional economic interests. In all three regions discussed here, the
distributive politics that creates economic winners and losers across labor and
capital can delay climate action.!*>'%¢ Yet in Europe and North America, this
type of politics is visible on the surface, seen in protests and overt political
actions characteristic of advanced democracies, whereas in Latin America pol-
itics tends to be buried under more fundamental governance challenges such
as political corruption, hybrid forms of government, and fragile democratic
institutions.

The varying forms of obstruction just described lend themselves to different
solutions, depending on the context. For instance, in the United States the role
of political elites and party polarization largely necessitates a focus on elect-
ing and elevating progressive leaders into key subnational government roles.
Moreover, climate policy options should be framed to broaden public support,
such as discussing the cobenefits of climate policies alongside public health
and reducing income inequality.'>”1°® When it comes to the US electric utility
industry, efforts can be made to restructure the industry to break up vertically
integrated utility monopolies.'®® In addition, some have suggested the possi-
ble benefits of nationalizing the grid,'®® despite the opposition such a move
could ignite. In the Latin American context, it is important to have multistake-
holder collaboration that brings economic, community, and environmental
interests to the table. Moreover, including clear enforcement mechanisms in
climate laws may prevent private interests from delaying their implementa-
tion. In Europe, a recent proposal to address the influence of the fossil fuel
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lobby may help prevent obstruction. The proposal includes a ban on oil and
gas lobbying in the name of public health; a similar ban exists for the tobacco
industry.1®?

These findings provide important insight into subnational obstruction
within a range of global contexts, yet we still have much to learn, especially
in the Global South. Analysis of climate obstruction has focused primarily on
developed countries, and there is a paucity of published scholarship on subna-
tional levels of government and climate obstruction in developing countries
(see Chapter 8). Education and language gaps and the lack of reliable data—or
at least, public access to it—have prevented the development of any literature
in many regions. In parts of Latin America as well as in Asia, the Middle East,
and Africa, data gathering (where it is possible) can be extremely dangerous,
and publishing results even more so. Weak federalism, unstable governance,
and political violence often preclude the systematic study of this topic in
many parts of the world. As such, our overarching findings on global subna-
tional obstruction should be taken as preliminary. Despite the challenges of
studying the Global South, climate policy scholars have laid out a clear agenda
for such research, which may begin with interviewing key stakeholders in the
region.'®? While data challenges abound, qualitative research is a good starting
point for identifying the unique characteristics of obstruction in the Global
South.
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INTRODUCTION: MAKING SENSE OF OBSTRUCTION AT THE
INTERNATIONAL LEVEL

One of the most important sites for crafting but also contesting how climate
change is to be collectively addressed is the Conference of the Parties (COP)
to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC),
held annually in major cities around the globe. For example, in 2023 at COP28
in Dubai, United Arab Emirates, the Climate Action Network (CAN), a large
network of civil-society organizations, used the event as an opportunity to
bestow daily its inglorious Fossil of the Day award to thirteen countries and
one province for their efforts at “doing the most to achieve the least” progress
on climate change. CAN has been conferring these awards since the 1990s to
denounce climate obstruction in the UNFCCC, but also domestically. It has also
awarded countries the Colossal Fossil of the Year to denounce obstruction for
the entire duration of the COP.
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Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. In: Climate Obstruction. Edited by: J. Timmons Roberts, Carlos R. S.
Milani, Jennifer Jacquet, and Christian Downie, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press (2025).
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CAN tends to target countries they believe can be pressured and whose rep-
utation might be negatively affected by being dubbed a Fossil. At COP28, CAN
cited Saudi Arabia for resisting “language supporting the just and equitable
phase out of fossil fuels and transition to renewables” and “repeated blocking
across negotiation tracks.”® The European Union (EU) also received a Fossil
for “ongoing opposition to including Loss and Damage in the negotiations
of the New Collective Quantified Goal.”? The United States (US) was awarded
the Colossal Fossil of the Year title for repeatedly “opposing language on the
differentiation of fossil fuels” (see Table 10.1).3

In this chapter, we review obstruction strategies used by both state and
non-state actors (nongovernmental organizations [NGOs], social movements,

Table 10.1 THE CLIMATE ACTION NETWORK’S FOSSIL AWARDS SINCE SIGNING
OF THE PARIS AGREEMENT

cop Fossils of the Day Colossal
Fossil
2023: COP28 Saudi Arabia, EU, Alberta (Canada), Us

Russia, South Africa, Israel, Vietnam,
Australia, Norway, Brazil, New Zealand,

Japan, US, South Korea

2022: COP27 Egypt, Turkey, New Zealand, UAE, Japan, us
Israel, Russia, USA

2021: COP26 New Zealand, Brazil, Saudi Arabia, UK, Australia, US,
Poland, IETA, Serbia, France, Australia, UK

Mexico, Czech Republic, US, Norway
2020: Australia, Brazil Us

Fifth anniver-

sary of the Paris

Agreement

2019: COP25 Australia, US, EU, Canada, Russia, Brazil, Brazil
Japan, Bosnia and Slovenia, Belgium

2018: COP24 Australia, Egypt, US, Poland, EU, Austria, Poland
Norway, UK, Russia, Japan, Germany,
Switzerland, Arab Group, Brazil, Saudi
Arabia

2017: COP23 Arab Group, India, Brazil, Germany, Aus- Us

tralia, Norway, Canada, EU, US, ICAO,
Japan, Kuwait, Developed Countries,

France, Poland

Continued
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Table 10.1 CONTINUED

COP Fossils of the Day Colossal
Fossil
2016: COP22 Australia, Austria, New Zealand, European
Commission, Indonesia, Venezuela, EU,
Turkey
2015: COP21 EU, Umbrella Group, Venezuela, Saudi

Arabia, Malaysia, LMDCs, Norway, US,

Denmark, Belgium, New Zealand, Japan

the transnational corporate and national private sectors, etc.) who partici-
pate in international climate negotiations—here, obstruction is defined as
the efforts by powerful interests to slow or block policies or actions on cli-
mate change at the international level. While deliberate obstruction strategies
are not the only explanation for limited climate inaction globally, they are an
important one.*

We focus on the UNFCCC, which provides a basis for negotiation between
states with increasing input from non-state actors. This is because the Paris
Agreement (drafted at COP21 in 2015) assumes that non-state actors, and
particularly the private sector, will play a key role in its implementation. Sev-
eral initiatives have been launched to allow and promote their engagement,
such as the Lima-Paris Action Agenda, the Non-State Actor Zone for Climate
Action (NAZCA), and the Marrakech Partnership for Global Climate Action
(GCA).> We also consider the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCQ), a political and scientific body producing reports about the state of
scientific, technical, and socioeconomic knowledge on climate change. While
independent from the UNFCCC, the IPCC regularly becomes enmeshed in con-
troversy when unresolved issues are deferred to the organization in the hope
that it can reset the international dialogue to a more “rational” discourse.’
In particular, the line-by-line approvals of its reports’ Summaries for Poli-
cymakers (SPMs) have become sites of struggle between governments over
what is policy-relevant scientific knowledge to inform the UNFCCC.%? State-
ments included in the SPMs are considered to have a “soft policy prescriptive”
character.'®

Strategies of obstruction at the international level are regularly denounced
but remain underexplored as a research topic. Scholars'! have only recently
provided the first comprehensive framework to assess obstruction in the
UNFCCC, distinguishing between tactics to: limit the scope of an issue (e.g.,
by rejecting or excluding it from the agenda); reduce transparency (e.g.,
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by impeding the collection of information about it); manipulate language
around it (e.g., by supporting ambiguous text); and promote nontransforma-
tive solutions (e.g., by privileging further discussions over making decisions).
While this framework offers valuable insight for tracking obstruction at the
international level and should inform future research, there has been insuffi-
cient time since its publication for other scholars to apply it in their work. In
this assessment of the literature, we highlight areas where the insights from
this publication are echoed by other scholars examining obstructive efforts in
the UNFCCC and IPCC.

In this chapter, we distinguish between procedural obstruction, which tar-
gets the negotiation process with the aim of slowing down or derailing the
negotiations themselves, and substantial obstruction, which targets the sub-
stance of the negotiations by, for example, preventing an issue from being
placed on the agenda or manipulating the way it is framed, scoped, and
defined. After a brief description of important moments in the history of the
UNFCCC that set the stage for climate obstruction, we highlight major struc-
tural and domestic factors underpinning international obstruction strategies.
We then review strategies used by states and non-state actors to obstruct
development on key issues (science, mitigation, adaptation, loss and dam-
age, equity and finance) and consider efforts to expose and resist climate
obstruction.

THE UNFCCC, A FERTILE GROUND FOR OBSTRUCTION

The UNFCCC was signed in 1992 at the United Nations Conference on Envi-
ronment and Development Conference in Rio de Janeiro (Rio). It is open to all
states and regional economic integration organizations such as the European
Union, known as the Parties. The UNFCCC sets the framework under which
international climate cooperation occurs and inscribes its key principles—
such as the principle of Common but Differentiated Responsibility and Respec-
tive Capabilities (CBDR-RC)—distinguishing between Annex I (developed) and
non-Annex I (developing) countries, with the former expected to take the lead
in addressing climate change.'?

The first quantified obligation to reduce emissions was inscribed in the
Kyoto Protocol at COP3 in 1997 and approved at COP7 in Marrakech in 2001.
During the first commitment period (2005-2012), industrialized economies
undertook their obligation to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by an
average of at least 5% against 1990 levels, which reflected the sum of the indi-
vidual targets pledged by each of them. Abiding by the principle of CBDR-RC,
the UNFCCC exempted developing countries from these commitments. The
ambition of the Kyoto Protocol was low.!®> On the one hand, the definition of
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national targets was not based on “objective” criteria, but “on what countries
were willing to put forward at the time.”'* On the other hand, not all Parties
reached their individual targets, although on paper the agreement achieved its
overall goals. Few countries (mainly from the European Union) fulfilled their
obligations; the United States did not ratify the Protocol; and Canada with-
drew in 2011 when it became obvious that it would not be able to adhere to its
target. While a second commitment period (2013-2020) was adopted in 2012,
several countries (Japan, Canada, Russia) did not participate.

The Paris Agreement is an indirect recognition of the limitations of the
UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol crafted in a context in which global emis-
sions had grown by 2% annually between 2000 and 2014. Universal by nature,
it sought to commit both Annex I and non-Annex I countries to climate
action through the submission of so-called nationally determined contribu-
tions (NDCs).1® The agreement also inaugurated a period of “hybrid multilater-
alism” by giving non-state actors a more integrated role, encouraging them to
contribute to climate action.'® Non-state actors may differ in their respective
lobbying and negotiating behaviors; thus, unpacking the roles played by, for
example, the fossil fuel corporate sector, agribusiness, and ultraconservative
think tanks versus climate activist networks and environmental NGOs is of
paramount importance. Yet almost ten years after the Paris Agreement, there
remains a gap between the aspirations stated by the Parties in their NDCs
and the level of action that is necessary to meet the Agreement’s tempera-
ture goal (well below 2 degrees C), raising questions about whether it can be
achieved. Challenges to implementing the agreement also affect the credibil-
ity of its Parties, raising doubt about whether they are seriously committed to
these goals.

Weak implementation creates what one scholar!” calls a “fertile ground for
obstructionists.” The weak implementation of the Kyoto Protocol ingrained
mistrust against the industrialized world and offered support for arguments
to those who claim that these countries have not taken the lead in climate
change mitigation as promised. Challenges in implementing the Paris Agree-
ment in a fair and ambitious manner have further eroded trust. Developed
countries’ failure to mobilize the $100 billion per year in 2020 and 2021 it had
promised at COP15 in 2009 to support climate action in developing countries
also increased distrust.

Structural Aspects Facilitating Obstruction
States make major decisions during COPs, transnational mega-events and

meeting points for state and non-state actors invested in shaping the global
response to climate change.’® The COPs have been increasingly partitioned,
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divided into a Blue Zone—a space of negotiation but also side events restricted
to accredited participants, a Green Zone—a semi-official space where
non-state actors can hold side events that is open to the public, and a Fringe
space—usually the streets and buildings of the host city where various activi-
ties and mobilizations are allowed.®

Several aspects of UNFCCC operations contribute to empowering obstruc-
tionist behaviors. For example, by not imposing a fair limit to the size of
delegations, the UNFCCC has maintained significant asymmetries in participa-
tion and negotiating capacities between actors. Countries with high stakes in
climate change mitigation often have larger delegations, and are hence better
prepared to exert influence on the negotiations.?’ In contrast, low-income
states, despite being highly vulnerable to climate change, are disadvantaged
because they are “overwhelmingly outmatched in terms of financial resources,
political influence, and negotiating capacity.”?! In practice,?? this means that
many of them have smaller delegations and struggle to attend parallel meet-
ings; are less fluent in English and can less effectively get their messages across;
have fewer scientific and legal experts involved and encounter more challenges
navigating discussions; and have bigger turnover and thus lack institutional
knowledge over time. These disadvantages translate into less capacity to nego-
tiate effectively and to oppose obstructionists, especially when negotiations
extend into the night. To compensate for such challenges, many countries rely
on coalition building.?

These inequalities are even more acute in the IPCC because many coun-
tries in the Global South lack the infrastructure and resources to partake
in global knowledge- production and build a sufficient knowledge base to
contribute meaningfully to its assessments. Despite efforts to increase the
participation of developing countries in the organization, “the economic and
human resources required to conduct IPCC activities means that considerable
asymmetries persist.”? This asymmetry means that their perspectives are not
well-represented in the assessment reports, potentially generating biases and
greater challenges to implementing climate policy in the Global South (see
Chapter 8).

Finally, another aspect of the international climate regime that works in
favor of obstructionists is consensus-based decision-making. While consen-
sus is generally praised for giving any Party the right to effectively veto
a proposal, in practice, such power is unequally distributed among partici-
pants.?®> Studies have noted that consensus can promote lowest- common-
denominator outcomes and encourage uncooperative behavior.?® Obstruc-
tionist countries from both the Global North and the Global South have
historically maintained inflexible positions and disproportionately used their
veto power to slow progress, delay, or block agreement in the UNFCCC?’
and the IPCC.?8:29
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STRUCTURAL AND DOMESTIC FACTORS UNDERPINNING CLIMATE
OBSTRUCTIONISM

While international climate negotiations provide a fertile ground for obstruc-
tion, some countries and groups of countries obstruct the process more than
others. What makes these countries decide that their interests are best served
by intentionally slowing or blocking action on climate change? Although this
is a complex issue, this section highlights some of the main structural and
domestic factors underpinning climate obstruction in the UNFCCC and the
IPCC.

Historical Emissions and Responsibilities

The first structural factor in obstruction is a country’s historical emissions:
nations that have relied heavily on fossil fuels and built their economic and
industrial sectors around them may be more reluctant to take a leadership role
in the UNFCCC/IPCC, to set ambitious climate goals, and to provide the means
of implementation (finance, technology transfer, and capacity building). While
there are different ways to define and assess historical responsibility for CO,
emissions, by all accounting a small number of industrialized countries and
emerging economies dominates (Table 10.2). Consider, for example, cumula-
tive CO, emissions since 1850, the beginning of the Industrial Revolution: ten
countries alone are responsible for almost two-thirds of those total emissions.
When considering cumulative territorial emissions since 1990—the standard
baseline in the international climate regime—and consumption-based emis-
sions, the same ten countries are listed, although the order changes slightly.
Finally, when looking at cumulative emissions per capita and per population,
the ranking is different, with large emerging economies falling off the top ten
list.

Material Endowments, Values, and Ideas

Another structural factor in obstruction is the material endowments of dif-
ferent countries.3’ Nations whose economies are dependent on fossil fuel
exportation or importation may be more reluctant to engage meaningfully in
the UFCCC/IPCC negotiations (Table 10.3).

While material endowments are crucial to understanding climate obstruc-
tionism, ideas, values, and beliefs are also important to consider, for example,
when a country’s leader is a climate denier. The election of conservative cli-
mate deniers in the United States (George W. Bush and Donald J. Trump),
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Table 10.2 HISTORICAL CO, EMISSIONS BY TERRITORY, CONSUMPTION, PER
CAPITA, AND PER POPULATION

Cumulative Cumulative Cumulative Cumulative Cumulative

territorial territorial emissions: per capita emissions per

emissions emissions consumption emissions population

(1850-2021)  (1990-2021) (1990-2021) (1850-2021) (1850-2021)

uUs China us New Canada

Zealand

China uUs China Canada uUs

Russia India Russia Australia Estonia

Brazil Russia Brazil us Australia

Indonesia Brazil Indonesia Argentina Trinidad and
Tobago

Germany Indonesia Germany Qatar Russia

India Japan India Gabon Kazakhstan

UK Germany UK Malaysia UK

Japan Canada Japan Congo Germany

Canada UK Canada Nicaragua Belgium

Source: Carbon Brief (2021), https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-which-countries-are-historically-
responsible-for-climate-change and Climate Watch. (The information on per capita GHG emissions is
limited to countries with more than one million inhabitants.)

Canada (Stephen Harper), Australia (Scott Morrison), Argentina (Javier Milei),
and Brazil (Jair Bolsonaro) diverted these countries’ priorities away from
leadership positions in the UNFCCC.

Domestic Politics and Vested Interests

Other factors are more closely related to how different actors, especially
those against climate regulation, influence decision-making processes at the
domestic level. Conflicts between domestic actors that are pro- and anti-
climate action can influence the position of a country at the international level,
as well as explain changes over time.3! The United States, for example, has
twice complicated climate progress within the international community: by
not ratifying the Kyoto Protocol and by withdrawing from the Paris Agree-
ment, both out of the stated fear that the treaties would undermine its
economy. According to some scholars,>? the decision not to ratify the Kyoto
Protocol “was almost entirely driven by internal conflicts within the executive
branch and the legislature.” Others®® also note that then-President Trump’s
withdrawal decision “was mainly driven by the U.S. domestic politics and his

”»

personal preferences [as a climate denier]
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Table 10.3 TOP TEN COUNTRIES BY EXTRACTION, CONSUMPTION, EXPORT, AND IMPORT OF FOSSIL FUELS 1990-2006 AND 2007-2023

Domestic Extraction Domestic Consumption Exports Imports

1990-2006 2007-2023 1990-2006 2007-2023 1990-2006 2007-2023 1990-2006 2007-2023
uUs China uUs China Saudi Arabia Russia Us China

China us China Us Russia Australia Japan us

Russia Russia Russia India Australia Indonesia Germany Japan
Canada Canada India Canada Europe Saudi Arabia South Korea India

Saudi Arabia India Canada Russia Canada Canada Spain South Korea
India Saudi Arabia Germany Japan Iran uUs UK Germany
Australia Indonesia Japan Germany Indonesia Iraq Netherlands Taiwan
Germany Australia UK South Korea Venezuela UAE Taiwan UK

Iran Iran Poland Saudi Arabia Nigeria Qatar India Spain

UK South Africa Norway Iran UAE Nigeria Ukraine Netherlands

Source: Global Material Flows Database, https://energydata.info/dataset/world-unep-irp-global-material-flows-database.


https://energydata.info/dataset/world-unep-irp-global-material-flows-database

It is also important to consider the role of vested interests at the domes-
tic level—people or organizations with a financial or personal advantage in
delaying or blocking climate action—in obstruction in the UNFCCC/IPCC.
Some research®* emphasizes that various interest groups, particularly those
representing the fossil fuel industry and related sectors, have employed delib-
erate political tactics and lobbying efforts “to maintain laggard positions in
countries such as Australia and the United States and to mute leadership in
others, such as Germany.” In many industrialized countries, notably the United
States, industry groups have funded campaigns of misinformation aimed at
discrediting the scientific consensus on human-induced climate change or
claiming that a swift transition to a low-carbon economy would significantly
disrupt established lifestyles.3>:36:37:38,39.40 Thege groups have been supported
by conservative groups that funded denialist think tanks, supported conser-
vatism in academia, and promoted radical free-market ideologies and a positive
image of corporations. Conservative media have also played a role in spread-
ing climate denial. While supporting freedom of expression and respect for
opposing views, right-wing media have simultaneously promoted the ideas of
a minority of denialist scientists, who have subsequently become overrepre-
sented. Denialist columnists and bloggers have become major disseminators
of misinformation about climate change (see Chapters 5 and 6).

This denial machine is also active in Global South countries. In many cases,
climate denial is associated with nationalism, land politics, and development
strategies based on a zero-sum game between growth and environmental pro-
tection and has influenced the position of emerging economies in multilateral
talks.*1:42:43:44 For example, at COP26, Brazil obstructed progress in negoti-
ations on Article 6, which allows countries to voluntary cooperate to reach
emissions-reduction targets, and presented an updated version of its NDC
in which the country committed to a target regarded by many experts as
an accounting maneuver and manipulation.*>'46 Domestic vested interests
have contributed to increased deforestation in the Amazon, reduction in the
demarcation of Indigenous lands, the weakening of environmental monitor-
ing bodies—notably the “Brazilian Institute of Environment and Renewable
Natural Resources” (IBAMA) and the “Chico Mendes Institute for Biodiver-
sity Conservation” (ICMBio)—and the increased vulnerability of biodiversity
in Brazilian biomes. In so doing, they have influenced and discredited Brazil’s

international climate commitments.*7-48:49,50

MAJOR OBSTRUCTIONIST COUNTRIES
Most major emitters have held international negotiating positions that could

qualify as obstructive. We consider in this section the United States, China,
Brazil, India, Russia, and the European Union.
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The United States—the world’s major “climate power” given its histori-
cal emissions and the assets to reduce them—is according to one research
team®! “the nation most significantly undermining the call to action.” It has
historically alternated between periods during which it blocked advances in
the UNFCCC and those in which it contributed to enhance international coop-
eration. As mentioned, while the United States signed the Kyoto Protocol,
it never ratified it, arguing that the agreement would create unfair competi-
tion for American companies in favor of China. When Barack Obama became
president in 2009, obstruction receded. In 2015, the United States presented
a NDC pledging to reduce its emissions by 26%-28% below 2005 levels, an
objective that was neither ambitious enough nor fair relative to the country’s
historical emissions. In 2020, the year in which Parties were to have presented
an updated NDC, then-President Trump decided to withdraw from the Paris
Agreement. Under the administration of Joe Biden in 2021, the United States
rejoined the Agreement. It announced a revised NDC, pledging to reduce its
emissions by 50%-52% below 2005 levels by 2030 and to achieve net-zero
emissions by 2050. The revised NDC was substantially more ambitious than
the previous one, but still insufficient considering the country’s responsibility
for the largest share in the world’s historical GHG emissions. While the cli-
mate legislation known as the Inflation Reduction Act (2022) could lead to
a 24%-37% decline in US emissions, additional measures are needed if the
country is to fulfill the NDC target. While the Act aims to advance the renew-
able power industry and “green” jobs, it includes concessions for the fossil fuel
industry, including an annual minimum area of specified public lands made
available for drilling.>? The Climate Action Tracker (CAT), an independent sci-
entific project that tracks government climate action, thus classifies the US
NDC as insufficient.”

China’ position is more ambiguous. The country’s intensive economic
growth in the last half-century has placed China as the world’s second-largest
economy and in direct competition with the United States for global hege-
mony. In addition, Chinese economic growth and the consequent rise in
energy demand have been driven mostly by the abundant use of coal, mak-
ing China the world’s largest polluter. Thus, China has become a key climate
actor at the international level, with substantial incumbent responsibilities it
has resisted. It hews to a discourse of being a developing country, a charac-
terization that no longer reflects its economic status, and insists on uphold-
ing the principles of CBDR-RC. At the same time, according to one author,
China’s position on CBDR-RC is not “solely driven by concerns about eco-
nomic growth, maintaining sovereignty, or simply not wanting to address
the problem.”* Namely, China’s interests are also based on strongly held
moral views about the importance of developed countries taking the lead
on climate change. Domestically, China’s position is also ambiguous. Beijing
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produces the majority of the low-carbon energy technologies—especially elec-
tric vehicles, batteries, and solar panels—and aims to achieve low-carbon
development. Yet coal still provides about three-quarters of China’s energy
supply including electricity. At COP21 (2015), China presented an NDC that is
inconsistent with the world’s remaining carbon budget. It has since pledged
to be carbon neutral by 2060. The CAT classifies China’s NDC as highly
insufficient.

India is another fierce defender of the CBDR-RC principle, stressing the
country’s right to development and its challenges in eradicating poverty. India
continuous being a low-/ middle-income country, both in per capita income
and emissions, and from the point of view of climate justice has the right to
defend the principle (something not as valid for high-/middle-income coun-
tries like Brazil and China). In its updated NDC, submitted to the secretariat
of the UNFCCC, the country pledged in 2022 to reduce emissions intensity by
45% below 2005 levels by 2030, to increase cumulative renewable grid capac-
ity by 50%, and to increase forest carbon sinks by 2030. It has also pledged to
become climate neutral by 2070. Yet implementation is lagging. India is highly
dependent on coal for its energy supply—it is the world’s second-largest pro-
ducer and importer of coal. Thus, fluctuations in the global energy markets
strongly affect the country and its energy policy, as when it took advantage
of decreasing prices and escalated its imports of Russian oil when Western
democracies began an embargo after the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022.
The CAT classifies India’s NDC as highly insufficient.

Russia has always been a major obstructionist in the climate regime. Its
emissions have been decreasing relative to the 1990 baseline, not as a result of
decarbonization policies but rather decreased economic growth.”® In its 2015
NDC, revised in 2020, Russia pledged to limit its emissions to 70% below 1990
levels by 2030, relying heavily on the capacity of its forests to sequester carbon.
Russia has not pledged to reduce the use of fossil fuels, which the country con-
siders key to its development—it is the world’s second- largest producer and

1.°8 Even

exporter of oil and natural gas and the third-largest exporter of coa
before its invasion of Ukraine, Russia was increasingly wary of multilateral
cooperation, arguing that the climate agenda threatens its national security—
adoctrine first announced in 2019 and reiterated in 2021.>7 The CAT classifies
Russia’s NDC as critically insufficient.

Brazil could become a proactive actor in climate change cooperation but has
been a reluctant for most of the climate regime’s history. Nevertheless, despite
aperiod (2009-2011) during which it joined forces with other proactive actors
to advocate climate cooperation and accepted voluntary emissions-reduction
targets, Brazil has mostly defended the CBDR-RC principle and tried to exempt
itself from responsibility.”® In 2015, Brazil pledged to reduce emissions by 43%
by 2030, without depending on financial transfers from developed countries.
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At the time, it was the only major developing country to have a goal of abso-
lute reduction of emissions.”® In 2021, the administration of Jair Bolsonaro
raised the goal to a 50% reduction; however, due to changes in emissions
accountancy, the higher percentage actually yielded a lower reduction, in abso-
lute numbers.59-61 Then, in 2023, under the administration of Luiz Inacio Lula
da Silva, Brazil updated its NDC and corrected the error, increasing the reduc-
tion to 56%. Since then, the discourse against climate action that had been
promoted by Bolsonaro changed and policies to resume deforestation con-
trol in the Amazon were reinstated. That year, deforestation in the Amazon
was reduced by 20% compared with 2022, a major achievement considering
the deterioration of the law-enforcement apparatus that had been allowed to
occur during the Bolsonaro administration.®? Yet Lula’s administration has
not pursued decarbonization in other sectors. For example, there is a large
political divide over exploring oil reserves in the eastern margins of the Ama-
zon, and Brazil is gradually becoming one of the most important exporters
of oil, entering OPEC+ (the expanded version of the Organization of the
Petroleum Exporting Countries) in 2023.5% The CAT classifies Brazil's NDC as
insufficient.

The European Union has been a consistently proactive actor in the cli-
mate regime. For example, in 2015, the European Union pledged to reduce
its emissions by 40% compared with 1990 levels and raised its ambition to
55% in 2020.54%° However, individual member countries have not always
fulfilled their obligations or left important gaps in implementing decarboniza-
tion policies. For example, after Russia reduced its exports of natural gas to
Europe following the invasion of Ukraine and sanctions imposed by Western
economies, many European countries increased their use of coal for electric-
ity supply in 2022, despite an EU target to decrease dependence on fossil
fuels.®® Similarly, the European Green Deal provides a roadmap to reduce
emissions from different EU sectors, and different policies have already been
approved at the Union level. These policies include a ban on sales of new
vehicles using combustion engines after 2035; the European Climate Law,
enshrining the 2050 climate neutrality objective; and the European Climate
Pact, an agreement to promote efforts to mobilize the public into taking
climate action. Yet since the Union and its members share responsibility
on climate issues and implementation depends largely on the latter, it has
yet to be seen how quickly the gap between regulation and implementation
will diminish. For example, in late 2023 and early 2024, major demonstra-
tions of farmers against decarbonization policies in agriculture pushed the
European Commission to reconsider several of its recommendations for the
agricultural sector (see Chapter 4). Another important variable is the rise of
right-wing parties in national parliaments. The CAT classifies the EU’s NDC as
insufficient.
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OBSTRUCTION STRATEGIES BY STATE ACTORS

Obstruction strategies in the UNFCCC and IPCC can be divided into procedural
and substantial obstruction. While both strategies are often intertwined, we
distinguish them for the sake of clarity.

Procedural Obstruction

Sustained strategies of procedural obstruction have been documented since
the establishment of the climate regime. These practices can include abus-
ing rules of procedure, assuming key positions, and taking issues hostage
or limiting their scope. Because they have been used repeatedly over time,
these obstructive strategies have contributed to spoiling the atmosphere at
meetings and creating distrust among participants: stalling the negotiations,
weakening their ambition, and occasionally placing the whole regime in jeop-
ardy.67:68:69.70 These strategies have been documented to occur in both the
UNFCCC and the IPCC and have frequently been used by OPEC countries
(especially Saudi Arabia and Qatar) and industrialized countries (especially the
United States), although other actors’ use of them cannot be ruled out.

When abusing rules of procedure, obstructionist countries often take
advantage of the tacit norms of deliberation that make it impossible to deny
the floor to a Party. The delegation of Saudi Arabia, for example, has repeatedly
taken the floor to raise points of order or objections and to propagate their
positions under different agenda items.”* In the IPCC, countries wanting to
undermine the organization’s influence on climate negotiations have also tar-
geted the procedures used for compiling its reports.” "3 In 2009, for example,
the “Climategate” scandal in which thousands of emails and computer files
from a server at the University of East Anglia were hacked and divulged online,
as well as some errors found in the IPCC Fourth Assessment Report (AR4),
were amplified to discredit the organization. Ahead of COP15 in Copenhagen,
a Saudi delegate reportedly said that Climategate would have a “huge impact”
on the negotiations as “it appear[ed] from the details of the scandal that there
is no relationship whatsoever between human activities and climate change.”’*

A second obstruction strategy used in the UNFCCC/IPCC context is “pro-
cedural power,””® which involves assuming positions of power in the negoti-
ations. Scholars’® "7 have noted that OPEC countries have chaired the Group
of 77 (the largest coalition representing developing countries in the UNFCCC)
several times or assumed coordinating roles on several issues. According to
another author, “the Chair of the G-77 ... was filled by a delegate from an OPEC
country for six of the eleven years spanning 1994-2004.""® OPEC countries,
and in particular Saudi Arabia, have also been continuously represented in both
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the COP and IPCC bureaus.”® While the latter advises the COP president, the
former leads the assessment process. Being represented in these bodies is cru-
cial to be kept informed of the latest developments and gain greater control
of the process.?® A related strategy is to join or remain in a negotiating pro-
cess or treaty for the mere purpose of defending one’s interests. Researchers®!
have noted that OPEC countries joined the Kyoto Protocol only once it was
confirmed that it would enter into force, to ensure that the group was able
to influence negotiations about its implementation. The United States also
kept attending meetings of the Kyoto Protocol, sometimes blocking issues and
maintaining inflexible positions, despite that it had not ratified it.®?

A third obstruction strategy in international climate negotiations is
bargaining by holding items hostage or limiting the scope of an issue.
Research®®:#* has shown how Saudi Arabia sought to link the question of
adaptation (a major concern for developing countries) to that of response mea-
sures (an agenda item that discusses the potential adverse social or economic
impacts of climate change mitigation measures), conditioning progress on the
former to consideration of the latter. This strategy resulted in slowing progress
on adaptation overall.

Substantial Obstruction

Obstruction strategies can also be observed on matters of substance in
international climate negotiations, related to how different issues have been
addressed over time in terms of their scope and ambition, but also in the lan-
guage used to frame them. Many of the strategies of procedural obstruction
outlined in the previous section have been used to support substantial obstruc-
tion. This section features examples related to science, mitigation (with a focus
on energy), adaptation, loss and damage, equity, and climate finance.

Science and the IPCC

Obstructionist countries and their allies have continuously questioned IPCC
conclusions, both within the organization and within the UNFCCC. In the
IPCC, emphasizing uncertainty in the authors’ assessment is a key strategy
to weaken the authority of the organization and delegitimize calls for action
based on its reports. In the 1990s and 2000s, OPEC countries and the United
States focused on the confidence levels assigned to statements on the detec-
tion and attribution of climate change (the remit of its Working Group I
on the physical science basis), with the aim of postponing discussions about
GHG emissions-reduction targets. Negotiations often focused on “nuances of

»85

expressions,”” such as when the expression “appreciable human influence” on
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global climate was replaced by “discernible human influence.” There have also
been instances where countries downplayed the negative impacts of climate
change.® In the last cycles, obstructionist countries have targeted findings
from working groups II (on impact, vulnerability, and adaptation) and III
(on mitigation), which assess policy-relevant knowledge for climate action. In
ARS, for example, Saudi Arabia sought to dampen the emphasis on emissions
reduction and fossil fuel phaseout. China also fought to undermine the focus
on 1.5°C by emphasizing uncertainty about the assessment of irreversible
impacts resulting from overshooting the target.®” Finally, developed countries,
especially the United States, sought to undermine statements highlighting the
finance gap between developed to developing countries.®®

In the UNFCCC, agenda items related to the IPCC have been another sus-
tained target of OPEC countries, and at times of the United States and the
Russian Federation.8? These countries, especially Saudi Arabia, have often
fought to weaken decisions following the release of IPCC reports for fear that
the reports’ conclusions could underpin calls for more ambitious action. This
was most evident after the publication of the Special Report on 1.5°C (SR15)
in 2018. At COP24 in Katowice, the US administration aligned with Saudi Ara-
bia, Kuwait, and Russia in opposing “welcoming” the report out of concern that
it would convey support for a 1.5°C target and increased ambition.”® More
recently, China, India, and Saudi Arabia opposed noting that the Sixth Assess-
ment Report (AR6) was the “most comprehensive and robust” assessment of
climate change and requested the deletion of a sentence linking AR6 to the

“best available science.””!

Mitigation (with a Focus on Energy)

Obstruction of mitigation is sector specific. Some research has documented
the reluctance of some states (in particular India, Argentina, and Brazil) to
address emissions from agriculture in the UNFCCC.9? Scholars®® have also
identified strategies by Saudi Arabia and OPEC countries to slow progress on
discussions about ways to reduce emissions from international aviation and
maritime transport.

Obstruction strategies have been more fully documented in the energy sec-
tor. Obstruction is reflected in the near absence of debate over efforts to com-
bat climate change through regulation of energy production and markets.?*:%
Despite being ubiquitous topics in most other climate debates, energy issues
have rarely been included in official multilateral climate talks. The basic treaty
and negotiation texts of the climate regime either omit discussion of energy
issues altogether or frame them in very specific and limited ways, in stark
contrast to the way such issues are discussed by civil-society actors and inter-
national organizations. Some governments have devised explicit strategies to
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keep energy questions out of climate negotiations. Historically, the most vis-
ible and arguably most important actor in this respect has been Saudi Arabia,
which has consistently argued that the UNFCCCis “not an energy treaty”® and
has successfully blocked progress on energy-related issues. Research shows
that” Saudi Arabia, Iran and other OPEC members strongly opposed any ref-
erence to “CO; and energy taxation,” “new or increased oil taxation,” and “new
greenhouse gas taxes” in the Kyoto negotiations. Two decades later, in the
Paris negotiations, Saudi Arabia and other oil-exporting countries systemat-
ically lobbied against any formulations of a long-term target that contained
the word “carbon,” such as “decarbonization,” “carbon neutrality,” or “low car-
bon economies,” so as to avoid a focus on fossil fuels as the main cause of global
warming.”® In the IPCC, Saudi Arabia has repeatedly opposed singling out CO»
as the main GHG or mentioning fossil fuels as the main source of global GHG
emissions.”

Questions of fossil fuel phaseout, removal of fossil fuel subsidies, and/or
disinvestment have thus been kept out of negotiation documents. In the few
cases where fossil fuel regulation did enter climate talks, discursive reframing
has occurred.'? This reframing can be seen in negotiation tracks on “adverse
effects of response measures” (which underpins calls for compensation for the
prospective economic losses from mitigation policies) and in discussions on
market-based approaches and technological fixes within several negotiation
tracks of the Kyoto Protocol and Paris Agreement, such as the inclusion of
carbon capture and storage (CCS) in the Clean Development Mechanism.!?
COP26 has been regarded “as a watershed in the adoption and institution-

alization”10?

of anti-fossil fuel norms: its cover decision called for accelerating
“efforts toward the phasedown of unabated coal power and phase-out of inef-
ficient fossil fuel subsidies” [emphasis added]. Although the text was diluted
(“phasedown” replaced “phaseout”), “it marks the first time that a COP decision
mentions fossil fuels [in the context of phasing out fossil fuel subsidies] and
coal as part of the climate problem and as issues that require action from Par-
ties.”19% Countries opposed to the use of phaseout included India and China,
which lamented the singling out of coal. Instead, India (unsuccessfully) called
for all fossil fuels to be phased down in an equitable manner. At COP28, there
was again strong opposition to language on phaseout from the Like-Minded
Developing Countries (LMDCs), Arab Group, and some African countries.***
As a compromise, the Parties agreed to mention “transitioning away from fossil
fuels in energy systems.”

Strategic linguistic ambiguities were central to reaching an agreement on
thisissue and it remains unclear whether these developments will lead to major
changes in the regulation of energy production and markets. A major loophole
is the use of the term “unabated,” which could allow for the continuation of
fossil fuel extraction if combined with CCS or carbon dioxide removal (CDR),

methods whose feasibility and safety are highly uncertain, especially at the
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scale needed to lower surface temperatures. In addition to advocating adop-
tion of these technologies in the UNFCCC, fossil fuel producers (Saudi Arabia,
Norway, the United States, and Japan) also sought to normalize them in IPCC
assessments. There have been seven recorded instances in AR6 of Saudi Arabia
intervening to add the word “unabated” to sentences referencing CO, and GHG
emissions reductions, in one instance calling for retaining language “on avoid-
ing unabated fossil fuel emissions” rather than using the phrase “displacing”

fossil fuels.19°

Adaptation

Obstruction of adaptation (the process of adjustment to actual or expected cli-
mate impacts) has largely taken place through the relative neglect of the issue
in the climate regime compared with mitigation (see Chapter 11). In contrast
to mitigation, which has been central to negotiations, adaptation has been
treated as something of an afterthought.!% Adaptation gained more atten-
tion in the early 2000s, with several funds being set up in 2001 to support
developing countries in writing National Adaptation Plans of Action (NAPAs)
and implementing adaptation projects. However, discussions on adaptation
were relegated to a work program (the Nairobi Work Programme) in 2005.
After years of developed countries (in particular the United States, Euro-
pean Union, and Australia) resisting the addition of a dedicated space in the

107,108 the acceptance of this proposal by

negotiations to consider adaptation,
Argentina was considered a meaningful advancement of the issue.'®® How-
ever, decades later, we can understand the formation of a work program as
aligning with a common strategy for delaying action on an issue, with Parties
opposing the incorporation of the issue ultimately agreeing only to years of
extended discussions rather than concerted decision-making. Mace''” found
that industrialized countries had also been blocking action in the negotiations
through assertions of scientific uncertainty about the attribution of impacts
to climate change, calls for further studies, concerns about maladaptation, and
requirements for adaptation mainstreaming into development planning.
Despite the recognition—in the Cancun Agreements negotiated at COP16
in 2010—that adaptation should be given the same attention as mitigation,
adaptation has remained subordinate to mitigation for several reasons. First,
adaptation has been framed mainly as an issue to be governed at the national
or subnational level.!!! Second, there has been a proliferation of agenda items
on adaptation under the UNFCCC, which weakens the issue through frag-
mentation, and the parameters around what adaptation should entail remain
undefined. The fragmentation of adaptation items under the UNFCCC and the
lack of clarity over adaptation action going forward, especially under the Global
Goal on Adaptation established by the Paris Agreement, mean that adaptation
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has systematically been made more difficult to track and assess. Third, adap-
tation has been consistently underfunded relative to mitigation.''>113 There
is also a gap between the adaptation needs expressed by developing countries
and the adaptation finance provided by wealthy countries.'*

Concerns about inadequacies in adaptation finance speak to broader con-
cerns about obstruction in climate finance under the UNFCCC. Wealthy
countries have not consistently contributed the climate financing they have
promised, most notably failing to meet the goal to mobilize $100 billion
per year by 2020. In the negotiations, these same countries have refused to
establish clear definitions of climate finance, in particular denying assertions
by developing countries that such finance should come in the form of grants
(not loans), particularly for adaptation.115

Loss and Damage

Similar strategies of obstruction have been employed regarding the definition
of loss and damage, or the consequences of climate change that are already felt
and that to date have disproportionately affected smaller/lower income/more
vulnerable countries. Wealthy countries, particularly the United States, have
been obstructing the issue of loss and damage in the climate negotiations since
the 1990s, when the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) first raised the
issue.!1® The reason the issue of loss and damage, particularly finance for loss
and damage, has received so much resistance is likely because it comes clos-
est to raising the topic of liability and compensation in the negotiations. The
United States has directly prevented liability and compensation for climate
change impacts from entering the decision texts for decades.!*”-118:119 Today,
while loss and damage has become a key issue under the UNECCC (through
the Warsaw International Mechanism for Loss and Damage and Article 8 of
the Paris Agreement) the denial of any basis for the appearance of liability and
compensation in UNFCCC decision texts continues to be a fruitful strategy for
the United States and supportive Parties in developed nations. Scholars?° out-
lined a set of tactics countries have used to obstruct loss and damage finance
over the years, which fall into four categories: limiting the scope of agenda
items; reducing transparency; manipulating the meaning of textual language;
and pushing nontransformative solutions.

Language manipulation over loss and damage has also been well-
documented in the IPCC.'?! While the IPCC has engaged with the concept
in previous assessments, it was only in AR6 WGII that the loss-and-damage
terminology was first agreed to in a SPM, using the wording “losses and dam-
ages.” In earlier assessment and special reports, several EU countries, the
United States, Canada, and other Parties prevented the notion of loss and
damage from being mentioned in the SPMs, on the grounds that the concept
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remained “a political term that has not been defined”'?? and that could lead
to “terminological confusion.”?®> During the SR15 process, the IPCC authors

introduced a glossary entry on loss and damage!?*

that separates the politi-
cal debate around “Loss and Damage” from scientific evidence and projections
on “losses and damages.’?> One author argues that such subtle orthographic
changes (variations in spelling) paved the way for getting loss-and-damage
terminology—in the form of the less political phrase “losses and damages”™—
included in the AR6 SPMs. On this basis, several countries retroactively recom-
mended against using the term “loss and damage” in the underlying AR6 WGII
report.’?® The final corrected official document displays terminology adjust-
ments (e.g., “loss and damage” has become “losses and damages”) in several
chapters.*?’

These examples highlight how countries have used subtle differences in
loss-and- damage orthographies to influence the representation of the issue in
IPCC documents. While some appreciated the eventual inclusion of loss-and-
damage language in the SPMs, others raised concerns that the term “losses
and damages” departs from language agreed to in the Paris Agreement; may
result in attempts to depoliticize and dilute loss-and-damage language; could
derail research funding; and may undermine efforts by vulnerable countries to
have the loss and damage they experience recognized in international climate

negotiations.128

Equity and CBDR-RC

Obstruction on equity and CBDR-RC consists of either denying the salience of
these principles in defining Parties’ fair share in solving the climate problem
or defining Parties’ responsibilities in ways that do not reflect their different
contributions to global emissions and economic growth patterns.

The United States has been the fiercest critic of the principles of equity and
CBDR-RC in international negotiations. In the 2000s, the country justified its
nonratification of the Kyoto Protocol on the ground that it did not include
binding emissions- reduction targets for major emitters from the develop-
ing world, especially India and China. According to one researcher,’?® “even
during more engaged Democratic presidencies, US participation has remained
directed toward the flattening of differentiated commitments between devel-
oped and developing countries.” In 2011 during post-Kyoto negotiations, for
example, the country’s lead negotiator, Todd Stern, supposedly claimed “if
equity is in, we are out.”*3°

The Paris Agreement introduced greater differentiation in the climate
regime and sought to go beyond the Annex I/non-Annex I dichotomy. While
referring to equity and CBDR-RC, the treaty also introduced the phrase
“in the light of different national circumstances.” This caveat speaks to the

OBSTRUCTION IN THE UNFCCCAND IPCC [289]



country-based approach to climate governance as well as self-differentiation
between countries in mitigation obligations under the Agreement. As
explained by one scholar,'®! “the qualification of the principle [CBDR-RC] by
a reference to ‘national circumstances’ introduces a dynamic element to the
interpretation of the principle. As national circumstances evolve, so too will
the common but differentiated responsibilities of States.”

This change has not meant that obstruction on this issue has ceased. Global
North countries, and in particular the United States, are now working to limit
the salience of CBDR-RC and equity in critical conversations around loss and
damage, finance, and adaptation, by arguing that these issues should not be
dealt with under the Paris Agreement.!3? As part of the Global Stocktake—
the process to assess states’ and non-state actors’ progress toward meeting
the goals of the Agreement—many developed countries have emphasized the
need to focus on forward-looking plans in an attempt to avoid any assessment
of the fairness of their pre-2020 commitments and action.

In reaction to developed countries’ minimization of their historical respon-
sibilities, some developing countries continue to fiercely hold to the principles
of equity and CBDR-RC, even as they have become major GHG emitters them-
selves. Many LMDC members, for example, continue to embrace the Annex
I/non-Annex I dichotomy, denying the level of responsibility that should be
assigned to emerging economies with higher capabilities.!** China often pro-
motes the discourse that it is still a developing country, which no longer
reflects its economic status. Brazil has also often raised the CBDR-RC principle
when it worked to its own advantage.3*

OBSTRUCTION STRATEGIES BY NON-STATE ACTORS

The obstruction strategies of non-state actors are more difficult to trace
because, as non-Party stakeholders, they cannot properly engage in formal
climate negotiations. This does not make them uninfluential. One study'*
noted that non-state actors can influence negotiations indirectly via domestic
channels or even directly at the international level. Their ability to influence
is not straightforward and depends on several factors, including the politi-
cal opportunity structure (e.g., the availability of channels of influence or the
decision-making rules), the power of the state(s) supporting their position,
and their involvement in transnational coalitions.

Non-state actors in the UNFCCC include nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs), intergovernmental organizations (IGOs), and UN bodies and special-
ized agencies. The UNFCCC clusters NGOs into nine constituencies: business
and industry NGOs (BINGO), environmental NGOs (ENGO), farmers and

agricultural NGOs (Farmers), Indigenous peoples’ organizations (IPO), local
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government and municipal authorities (LGMA), research and independent
NGOs (RINGO), trade union NGOs (TUNGO), a women and gender con-
stituency (WGC), and children and youth NGOs (YUNGO).

Non-state actors use substantial obstruction more frequently than pro-
cedural obstruction. The obstructive strategies of industry groups (especially
the carbon majors) have been more thoroughly documented than those of
other sectors. At the domestic level, because they control energy production,
these industry groups are often privileged in negotiations on energy plan-
ning and implementation. Policymakers may also anticipate their reaction and
take them into account when drafting policies. For example, European indus-
trialists in the 1990s opposed the introduction of a community-wide carbon
tax. In the United States, industry groups lobbied negotiators to ensure that
the Convention would not include binding emissions-reduction targets. Once
established, they pressured them to oppose discussions of a protocol, arguing
that it would damage the economy.36:137

Increasingly, industry groups have engaged in obstruction at the interna-
tional level as part of a country delegation or as representatives of an observer
organization. The former status gives these actors privileged access to poli-
cymakers.!3® Cases have been reported in which employees of state-owned
companies accompanied their country delegation to provide technical sup-
port. For example, several negotiators from Saudi Arabia had close ties to
Saudi Aramco, its national oil company.’*® An analysis by Corporate Account-
ability, Corporate Europe Observatory, and Global Witness'“? revealed that
twenty-nine countries attending COP27 in 2022 had fossil fuel lobbyists
within their national delegations, including the United Arab Emirates (UAE)
and the Russian Federation. The UAE also successfully nominated Sultan Al
Jaber, the CEO of the Abu Dhabi National Oil Company, to be president of
COP28.

When attending climate talks as part of an observer organization, the car-
bon majors are active mainly through the BINGO constituency, such as trade
associations, because observer organizations must be NGOs. As representa-
tives of BINGOs, they can network, engage in advocacy, and build coalitions
with other non-state actors.}*!'14? Two umbrella groups that fit this model
were particularly active in the 1990s and early 2000s: the Global Climate Coali-
tion (GCC) and the Climate Council (CC). These groups comprised coal and oil
companies, mainly from the United States, and some chemical and car compa-
nies (see Chapters 2 and 3). They built transnational alliances with other states,
particularly members of OPEC. Other relevant associations (some of which
are still active today) have included the International Climate Change Part-
nership (ICCP), the World Coal Institute (WCI), the International Petroleum
Industry Environmental Conservation Association (IPIECA), and the
International Chamber of Commerce (ICC). ICC and IPIECA have included
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representatives of oil companies. Some of their programs have also been
chaired by oil companies.**® The ICCP, IPIECA, and ICC are still registered as
observer organizations.

At first, climate denial was prevalent among these groups. The GCC, for
example, launched campaigns to discredit IPCC conclusions on climate change
detection and attribution. The GCC, supported by well-known American cli-

144,145

mate skeptics, accused the organization in 1996 of corrupting the

peer-review process by altering text after it had been formally accepted by
governments.'#6:147:148 Tt was also caught giving text to OPEC countries.'4?
In the UNECCC, representatives of fossil fuel companies fought to have
their interests reflected in key decisions. The GCC was in close contact with
OPEC states, assisting them by supplying strategic information and politi-
cal support.?>® Research shows'®! they “have managed to get their positions
adopted by many governments, and in several cases incorporated into interna-
tional documents including the UNFCCC.” The ICCP, for example, was crucial
in the drafting of Article 4, paragraph 10 of the Convention in collaboration
with Australia. The paragraph notes that special consideration should be given
to countries whose economies are highly dependent on the production or con-
sumption of fossil fuels. Post-Rio proposals (incremental measures, emission
trading, voluntary efforts, etc.) also continued to be, according to the same
authors,'®? “clearly in tune with the preferences of the energy industries.”
From the 2000s onward, a more pluralistic set of interest groups became
involved in the UNFCCC.?33%* Once it became clear that the United States
would not ratify the Kyoto Protocol, the influence of the GCC faded and it
was dissolved in 2001.1%> Some corporations and business groups, includ-
ing oil companies (such as Shell and BP), also became more proactive once
the Kyoto Protocol’s flexibility mechanisms to help countries meet their
emissions-reduction targets were introduced.’® Interest in the UNFCCC has
since increased within the private sector, with BINGOs becoming a dominant
group that seeks to influence the agenda and decision-making.'>”1°8 The lead-
up to COP21 in 2015 was “a new moment in business’s positioning towards
climate negotiation.”'*® Much work was done to restore the unity of the pri-

vate sector. Scholars have observed that'%° “

the new ‘business voice’ proved
to be the exact opposite of the initial obstructive and defensive one, and keen
to demonstrate that ‘business has changed.” Ahead of the COP, the private
sector publicly supported a universal and ambitious agreement. It also called
for greater dialogue between the private and public sectors. The World Eco-
nomic Forum (WEF), in participation with major multinational corporations
from the Global North and as a very influential opinion leader in its own right,
also began to prioritize climate change mitigation and the energy transition in

its programs and public statements.'5*
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At COP21, many more business sectors were represented than
previously (including extraction, manufacturing, electricity and gas, trans-
portation, and finance and insurance).’®? Multisectoral business associations,
especially the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD)
and the International Emissions Trading Association (IETA) registered more
than one hundred delegates each. In this context, the BINGOs have increas-
ingly presented themselves as the providers of the solutions that will drive
climate action. Beneath the assumed unity, however, there lay conflicting
views and contradictions.’®® For example, there was disagreement over
whether an emissions-trading scheme or a carbon tax was a more appropriate
response. BINGOs’ vision of the energy transition also remains dominated

7164 and

by assumptions about “the self-healing capacities of the market
least-cost scenarios.

The (official) position of the carbon majors on climate change has changed
considerably but remains ambivalent.!®> Research'®® shows that the largest
companies accept the risks posed by climate change and seek to offer cost-
effective solutions, but that they also do not see the end of fossil fuel energy.
Some companies even stress the important role of oil and gas in meeting future

demand growth. The same author'®’

also notes that many of the proposed
solutions are likely to fail to lower net emissions. Many companies support
methane gas, a “lower-carbon fuel,” and CCS, a technology whose feasibility at
large scale is debated. They also stress the need for CDR to reach net-zero emis-
sions, another method whose safety, scalability, and maturity are uncertain.'®®

Several business-driven initiatives have emerged in the last decade,
such as the Low Carbon Technology Partnerships initiative (LCTPi), led by
WBCSD, and the Oil and Gas Climate Initiative (OGCI). The carbon majors
are increasingly acting through the OGCI, a club uniting twelve of the largest
firms. Launched at the UN Secretary General’s Climate Summit in 2014, the
OGC(T’s stated mission is to accelerate climate action: it promised to invest $1
billion in low-emissions technologies.'®® Major companies among the OGCI
membership have committed to ambitious emissions-reduction strategies and
attended UNFCCC meetings in increasing numbers. Corporate Accountability,
Corporate Europe Observatory, and Global Witness'’? reported that 503
fossil fuel lobbyists were registered at COP26, 636 at COP27, and 2,456 at
COP28, creating concern among civil society organizations about the integrity
of the negotiation process. The possibility of greenwashing looms large and it
remains to be seen how the carbon majors translate their commitments into
action.

While the obstructionist strategies of fossil fuel companies have been more
systematically studied, those used by representatives of other sectors that
attend UNFCCC negotiations have also influenced the talks’ direction. For

OBSTRUCTION IN THE UNFCCCAND IPCC [293]



example, civil-society organizations have raised concerns about the domina-
tion of agro-business players in discussions related to agriculture, especially
through the Global Alliance for Climate-Smart Agriculture (see Chapter 4).17

172

The DeSmog news platform™‘“ also reported on how livestock companies mobi-

lized at COP28 to disseminate a pro-meat message throughout the summit.

EFFORTS TO EXPOSE AND RESIST CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION AT
THE INTERNATIONAL LEVEL

Efforts exist to expose and oppose climate obstruction within the UNFCCC
and beyond. Perhaps the most consistent group in contesting climate obstruc-
tion and supporting stronger climate commitments has been AOSIS. Since
the start of the climate regime, this organization of small island states has
acted as a “single voice” to craft a “niche diplomacy” around common moral
arguments and the use of scientific evidence to defend their interests in inter-

national negotiations:73174

advocating more ambitious emission-reduction
targets and raising funds for mitigation and adaptation as well as losses and
damages. Environmental NGOs and activists have also played a key role in
resisting climate obstruction, naming and shaming the countries blocking
progress, as the CAN example in the introduction illustrates.

There have also been coordinated multiactor campaigns to support ambi-
tious climate action at the international level. For example, scholars have!”>
identified four distinct schemes aimed at “climatizing” global energy gover-
nance inside and outside the global climate regime: (1) carbon pricing, pro-
moted by international organizations such as the Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the International Energy Agency
(IEA); (2) fossil fuel phaseout, discussed by activists and raised in meetings
of the Group of Seven advanced economies (G7); (3) anti-extractivism, advo-
cated by social movements in the Global South; and (4) fossil fuel divestment,
supported by social movements and NGOs in the Global North. Several coun-
tries have also joined these various efforts. Pacific leaders in 2015 joined a call
for an international moratorium on the development and expansion of fos-
sil fuel-extracting industries, the Suva Declaration on Climate Change. Since
then, calls for a phasing out fossil fuel have followed, leading in 2019 to the
Fossil Fuel Non-Proliferation Treaty Initiative, supported by civil society and

spearheaded by the small island nations of Tuvalu and Vanuatu.'7®

CONCLUSION

This chapter assessed the available literature to define the extent and meth-
ods of climate obstruction in the global climate regime, focusing mainly on the
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UNFCCCand IPCC. Defining and identifying procedural and substantial strate-
gies of obstruction by both state and non-state actors, it identified the key
tactics used, including slowing down or blocking international climate nego-
tiations as well as controlling and manipulating the way relevant issues are
framed and decisions are taken. Major fossil fuel producers and exporters in
particular have distinguished themselves by their sustained efforts at imped-
ing progress toward ambitious and fair climate action. The persistence of these
efforts over decades seems to echo an observation from 1988:177 “It is easier
to avert international action than to obtain consensus for it.”

Obstructionist positions on the international stage are shaped by mate-
rial endowments but also domestic politics and vested interests. Countries
depending on high production, consumption, and/or export of fossil fuels are
typically against decarbonization or reluctant to engage in such a transition,
as are countries whose leaders adopt anti-climate ideas. The privileged access
that some non-state actors (particularly the carbon majors) gain in these
countries—sometimes even joining official delegations—can also contribute
to reinforcing these positions. At the international level, obstructionist posi-
tions continue to be easily sustained in the context of long-standing distrust
and suspicion between the Parties to the UNFCCC treaty.

Scholars have highlighted several ways climate obstruction in this arena
could be tackled. They note that the UNFCCC and IPCC could change proce-
dures to allow a seven-eighths supermajority voting rule (as was suggested in
the past). Such a rule “would capture overwhelming support across the globe,
while sidelining a tiny minority of obstructers.”*”® Obstructers could also be
cited and sanctioned by, for example, being required to provide climate finance
or contribute to the UNFCCC and IPCC budgets.

Some scholars'”? have called for greater transparency on who gets to par-
ticipate in the UNFCCC. They suggest requiring “participating organisations to
have plans that address their climate impacts in line with agreed goals.”'® Oth-
ers'®! suggest establishing conflict-of-interest rules, drawing on best practices
from other international forums including the OECD and the World Health
Organization. They offer clear recommendations on how to limit the access
and engagement of non-state actors holding interests diverging from those of
the UNECCC.

Observers and researchers have a key role to play in tracking and expand-
ing our knowledge of climate obstruction in the UNFCCC and IPCC beyond
the usual suspects (Saudi Arabia, the United States, and the fossil fuel indus-
try). For example, more research is needed on climate obstruction on issues
related to agriculture, legal and illegal mineral extraction in protected areas,
aviation, and shipping. It is also important to learn more about the impact
of the increased participation of private actors. Non-state actors differ in
their respective lobbying and negotiating behaviors; thus, unpacking the roles
played by, for example, the fossil fuel corporate sector, agribusiness, and
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ultraconservative think tanks versus climate activist networks and environ-

mental NGOs may be a task for future research.
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INTRODUCTION: OBSTRUCTION OF ADAPTATION

To date, most scholarship on climate obstruction has focused on the effort to
slash greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, that is, mitigation, aiming to under-
stand how actors delay or block those policies and actions. Significantly less
attention has been paid to adaptation obstruction, or how actors delay or block
actions that manage and/or reduce the risks and impacts of climate change,
both anticipated and already occurring. Despite this disproportionate focus,
obstruction is also an observable dynamic in climate adaptation and warrants
study for several reasons. First, mitigation and adaptation are complementary
activities, and both are essential for mounting an effective response to climate
change. Second, climate change impacts are already being experienced globally,
affecting individuals, communities, and ecosystems, and adaptation is crucial
for addressing these immediate effects and safeguarding lives, livelihoods, and
well-being. Third, ensuring that adaptation receives sufficient attention can
help address the inequities in climate impacts, providing support and resources
to those most in need and least responsible for GHG emissions. Accordingly,
we argue that analyzing obstruction using an adaptation lens is helpful for
identifying the power and politics that shape its processes and outcomes.
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Broadly speaking, the goal of adaptation is to “reduce risk and vulnerability
to climate change, strengthen resilience, enhance well-being and the capac-
ity to anticipate and respond successfully to change.”! It is the process of
adjustment to actual or expected climate and its effects. In human systems,
adaptation seeks to moderate harm or exploit beneficial opportunities.? Spe-
cific adaptation actions will vary across sectors and regions and be dependent
on local conditions. They can range from crop diversification and the intro-
duction of climate-resilient varieties (in agriculture) to rainwater harvesting
and building flood management infrastructures (for water resources); from
relocation and managed retreat (in coastal zones) to “green” infrastructure
and updated building codes (in urban planning), to early warning systems and
emergency preparedness (for disaster risk reduction). Adaptation also entails
decisions about which actions will support whose well-being and how those
measures and strategies will be implemented. Articulating the goals of spe-
cific adaptation actions and, by extension, possible adaptation strategies, is
therefore inherently political and often contested.>*> Dimensions such as
scope, spatial scale, and time frame are influenced by what is understood as
adaptation, and this definition has implications for who designs, funds, and
implements adaptation projects or programs.®’

Given the possible benefits of adaptation, it may be difficult to see why
actors may work to delay or block these efforts. They do, however, because a
given adaptation action itself may not be perceived as being in certain actors’
best interest, or it might disrupt existing power dynamics that benefit them.
For example, real estate developers might oppose zoning changes, building
restrictions, or regulations aimed at reducing vulnerability to climate impacts,
as these could limit their development opportunities or increase costs. Tourism
operators might resist adaptation measures that they believe could nega-
tively affect their profit margins, such as restrictions on coastal development,
changes to beach maintenance practices, or promotion of alternative tourism
models. Farmers may resist changes to traditional or Indigenous farming prac-
tices, such as crop diversification or reduced water usage, due to potential
initial costs, perceived risks, or disruptions to established routines or ways of
life. Other forms of resistance can entail actions by marginalized actors against
top-down adaptation interventions and can be productive in helping to reduce
the actors’ climate risk.

Considering these examples, it may be difficult to distinguish between
obstruction and resistance. Both are deliberate processes driven by diverse
actors operating within adaptation policy and implementation spaces that can
result in barriers to the creation and implementation of climate adaptation
policy and action. Obstruction can therefore be seen as one type of resistance
to adaptation, whereas resistance is a broader concept encompassing a wide
set of actions that oppose adaptation.
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Though actors can construct barriers to adaptation and obstruction can
result in such barriers, obstruction and barriers are conceptually differ-
ent. In the broader academic literature, an adaptation barrier is a natu-
ral, technological, economic, social, or institutional impediment to specific
adaptations. It can therefore be difficult to distinguish between them in
reality, and much depends on the interests and desires of the actors in
power as to whether barriers will be overcome, or those challenges used
as a rationale to obstruct adaptation. While there is very little literature
on this distinction, this chapter provides an analysis of power and justice
that can potentially inform debates on adaptation barriers versus adaptation
obstruction.

This chapter aims to shed light on how various actors—governmental,
nongovernmental, and private—seek to delay or block adaptation actions
at the global and local scales. In the next section, we unpack the tensions
between obstruction and resistance and between obstruction and barri-
ers. Next, we describe three types of adaptation obstruction: (1) obstruc-
tion through decision-making (direct conflict), (2) obstruction through non-
decision-making (agenda setting), and (3) obstruction through hegemony
(ideological control). The section that follows addresses adaptation obstruc-
tion at the global scale. There, the focus is on the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC) and the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC), parts of the key organizing regime for cli-
mate science and coordination on adaptation, respectively. The section also
focuses on donors, due to their role in designing and funding adaptation action
in the Global South (for more on the IPCC and UNECCC, see Chapter 10).
Finally, we consider adaptation obstruction at the local scale, examining the
roles of actors such as national and local governments, nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs), and individuals including private property owners (see
Chapter 9 for more on subnational obstruction).

Throughout, the chapter explores how both global and local power dynam-
ics obstruct adaptation. Here, we draw on examples across different sectors
and regions, including infrastructure, real estate, coastal development, rural
and urban development, agriculture, migration, and managed retreat, and pro-
vide examples from both the Global North (e.g., North America, Australia,
and Aotearoa-New Zealand) and South (e.g., Asia and Caribbean and Pacific
small island developing states [SIDS]), a grouping of particularly vulnerable
countries). Given the Global North'’s outsized contribution to GHG emissions
(both historically and currently) and the high vulnerability of the Global South
to climate impacts (due to historical exploitation, exposure and lack of adap-
tive capacity), positions in international climate politics regularly fall along
a Global North/Global South divide, with important implications for climate
justice.

[308] Climate Obstruction



OBSTRUCTION IS ATYPE OF RESISTANCE TO ADAPTATION

The IPCC’s Sixth Assessment Report makes it clear that many climate adapta-
tion projects around the world are not increasing resilience; rather, adaptation
interventions can reinforce, redistribute, and create new vulnerabilities.? Some
coping strategies can be short-term and potentially undermine long-term,
sustainable solutions, creating a high risk of maladaptation, whereby peo-
ple become more, rather than less, vulnerable as a result of the strategy.’
Importantly, most strategies are not inherently maladaptive or adaptive; it is
usually the context in which they are implemented and how they are designed
that influences whether they risk creating more damage than improvement.°
Resistance to these negative impacts and unintended consequences of adap-
tation policies and projects is necessary to avoid poor project outcomes and
maladaptation, which is different from obstruction.

There are many reasons people may legitimately resist government adap-
tation actions (or inaction). For example, in Brazil, government land-
management policies (e.g., dam construction) and inaction (e.g., authorities
failing to stop illegal activities) contribute to large-scale deforestation in the
Amazon rainforest and the destruction of freshwater systems to make way for
industry and infrastructure—not only dams but also agriculture, mining, and
more.12:13:1% Sych development strategies undermine the adaptive capacity
of local communities and resistance may be necessary to avoid injustice and
the creation of new environmental harms.

In cases such as these, obstruction is a subset of resistance differentiated
by two key factors. First, an action that hinders or stops adaptation that would
lead to greater procedural, recognitional, or distributive injustice can be con-
sidered obstruction.'® Second, obstruction may be a calculated and deliberate
activity pursued by an actor (a government, an organization, a business, an
individual or a group of individuals) with enough power or influence to pre-
vent, delay, or otherwise determine the adaptation process or outcomes, often
to promote or protect their own interests.

Powerful Actors Use Barriers to Obstruct Adaptation

As noted, there are many barriers to adaptation, but when powerful inter-
ests use these barriers to delay or block adaptation, it is obstruction. Barriers
are natural, technological, economic, social, or institutional impediments to
specific adaptations for specific actors in their given context that arise from
a condition or a set of conditions.’® These barriers include static obstacles
(structural or otherwise) that prevent adaptation, such as institutional lock-
in (i.e., once an institution has a particular structure and mode of operation,

17,18

it is hard for that structure to be changed), scientific uncertainty,'
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lack of funding,” or neoliberal governance (i.e., due to the hollowing out
of public institutions that are critical for public services and a reliance on
economic models, which are not always appropriate for adaptation invest-
ments).?! Barriers make adaptation more challenging. For example, com-
peting government-determined socioeconomic development priorities (espe-
cially after the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g.zz), the absence of land-use planning

2324 corruption,? and insufficient human resources have been

frameworks,
described as barriers to adaptation in Caribbean SIDS such as Jamaica and St.
Lucia as well as in the Pacific.?® However, behind many of these so-called bar-
riers are powerful interests that benefit from the status quo and thus obstruct
adaptation.

Although there is arich literature on adaptation barriers, there is no explicit
literature on adaptation obstruction. In the context of the adaptation litera-
ture, sometimes the term “barrier” is used inaccurately to describe adaptation
obstruction. Using it to describe a deliberate delay or blocking of adaptation,
or obstruction, may lead to an assumption that an adaptation action is out-
side an actor’s control and that adaptation is inherently positive but faces
obstacles.”” For example, in the context of urban planning, competing pri-
orities are often cited as barriers to the implementation of zoning and land-
use policies designed to assist cities and urban settlements to adapt to the
impacts of climate change.”® However, if the barriers exist as a result of pow-
erful actors’ efforts to stop adaptation because the current zoning or land use
patterns benefit them, then the creation of such barriers should be considered
obstruction.

Adaptation Obstruction Creates Injustice for Marginalized Groups

Adaptation obstruction by powerful actors creates injustice across scales, sec-
tors, and regions. Adaptation often disrupts existing power relations when the
actions taken are not in the interests of powerful actors, who may benefit from
existing systems that maintain certain groups in positions of vulnerability.?-3
These actors may actively seek to delay, block, or even redirect such action.
This process occurs in three main ways: through decision-making (direct con-
flict), through non-decision-making (agenda setting), and through hegemony
(ideological control).3!

Adaptation obstruction through decision-making (direct conflict) involves
exploitation, dehumanization, and exclusion. Obstruction through non-
decision-making (agenda setting) involves earmarking, being left off
the agenda, and nominal participation. Obstruction through hegemony
(ideological control) involves de facto control, internalized marginality,
and nonthreatening participation. Nevertheless, distinguishing between
obstruction and resistance along the axes of power and injustice may be
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challenging in some scenarios due to the complexities of assessing the nature
of intersecting power relationships and whether or not adaptation contributes
to greater justice.

ADAPTATION OBSTRUCTION AT THE GLOBAL SCALE

Through the intersection of power and injustice, adaptation obstruction
dynamics can be observed at all scales. At the global scale, adaptation has
been obstructed through the intentional prioritization of mitigation (by pow-
erful actors in the Global North) over adaptation (the priority of the Global
South). In the context of multilateral organizations such as the IPCC and
UNFCCC, powerful actors have opposed specific definitions of adaptation
and obfuscated options for its measurement, particularly where it concerns
measuring on-the-ground progress toward globally agreed goals and attract-
ing adaptation finance.??3® It has also been argued that the emphasis on
defining and measuring adaptation effectiveness has actually obviated discus-
sions on how the measurement process could obstruct adaptation action.3*
This lack of consensus has set the scene for adaptation obstruction. Because
adaptation is inherently normative (i.e., what an actor prioritizes depends
on what kind of world they envision and the kinds of changes associated
with realizing that vision), the process through which authoritative groups
like the IPCC or UNFCCC assign adaptation importance and draw the bound-
aries of what counts as adaptation delineates the adaptation agenda in
ways that exclude other priorities and obstruct other potentially transfor-
mative actions, particularly on behalf of the most vulnerable peoples and

places.?®

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change

Early IPCC assessment reports emphasized mitigation to reflect the “growing
[and overwhelming] concern to sharply reduce greenhouse gas emissions.”®
The First Assessment Report (1990) “discussed both adaptation (sometimes
called adjustment) and mitigation (termed limitation at that time)”; however,
mitigation was featured more prominently.>’ For the first time, in the Third
Assessment Report (2001), adaptation was clearly separated from mitigation,
and the Working Groups were renamed to include impacts, adaptation, and
vulnerability as part of Working Group II's scope. With Working Group IT’s con-
tributions to the Fourth, Fifth and Sixth Assessment Reports of 2007, 2014,
and 2022, respectively, there was evidence of adaptation becoming a more
central goal of climate action—there was more extensive reporting on the topic
alongside an emphasis on assessing possible scenarios and impacts. Despite
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this progress, however, the tension between mitigation and adaptation has
remained unresolved in this forum. Although adaptation has grown in vis-
ibility, a pattern of sidelining its role and scope in climate action has been
firmly established. Additionally, because the IPCC is an intergovernmental
body, Member States have considerable sway over the report contents and
also approve them. This situation creates opportunities for obstructionist
national entities to block and change adaptation-related findings and calls
for action.

Additionally, the climate literature itself is not free of bias. For example, it
has been observed that academic research on climate adaptation in SIDS has
been dominated by the Global North.3® A recent article®® found that the most
frequently published scholars in the landscape of climate change vulnerability
and islands are based in the United Kingdom, Australia, France, and Denmark.
Given the fact that most IPCC authors are Caucasian/white/European and the
research reflected in the Assessment Reports is conducted largely by Global
North scientists, there exists a systematic bias in these reports toward a Global
North perspective, which may exclude some values and priorities of actors in
the Global South.

The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change

The IPCC and UNFCCC have a complementary and interconnected relation-
ship, with the former providing the scientific foundation for the latter’s
policymaking processes. Much as in the IPCC, Global North countries have reg-
ularly worked to prioritize mitigation in the UNFCCC, which relegates other
climate objectives, including adaptation, to the backseat.*?41:42:43 The 1992
UNEFCCC text clearly states that its ultimate objective is to stabilize the con-
centration of GHG emissions in the atmosphere, and thus the entire climate
regime under the Convention works to serve this objective. The text also
barely addresses adaptation, and when it does, the language is often vague
and does not clarify or provide guidance on what it means to adapt to the
impacts of climate change.***>:4¢ The 1997 Kyoto Protocol, which sought to
clarify national commitments, also focused primarily on climate mitigation
rather than adaptation. Its main objective was to reduce GHG emissions from
industrialized nations and economies in transition (Global North countries) to
combat climate change, thus reinforcing the prioritization of mitigation over
adaptation.

There have been several initiatives to advance adaptation in the UNFCCC—
for example, the 2005 Nairobi Work Programme on impacts, vulnerability,
and adaptation, which sought to improve understanding and assessment of
adaptation needs and practices, and the 2010 Cancun Adaptation Framework,
which aimed to enhance action on adaptation—but it was not until the 2015
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Paris Agreement that the legitimacy of adaptation was elevated. Adaptation
was finally given its own article (Article 7) in a legally binding international
agreement. However, while the Agreement established a goal for adaptation
as “enhancing adaptive capacity, strengthening resilience and reducing vulner-
ability to climate change,” it is not specific, measurable, or time-bound. The
Agreement also contains ill-defined mechanisms for accounting and account-
ability for adaptation actions, and signatories are only encouraged but not
required to submit Adaptation Communications outlining their adaptation
actions. Notably, throughout the Global Goal negotiations, it has become
evident that some Global North countries do not agree that further guid-
ance on adaptation is needed, and they have regularly stalled the addition of
substantive targets and indicators for adaptation.*’

Other obstruction strategies used by the Global North in the context of
the UNFCCC have included pointing to scientific uncertainty about the attri-
bution of impacts to climate change, raising concerns about maladaptation,
and requiring adaptation to be mainstreamed into development planning
to slow negotiations.*® Global South countries were encouraged to prepare
National Adaptation Programmes of Action, but were given guidance only for
adaptation planning and not for its implementation.*>° Here, an important
component of implementation is the provision of finance, so donors are partic-
ularly important actors, as they can contribute to or help prevent obstruction
of adaptation.

Donors

Due to their unequal power compared to beneficiary countries, donors
obstruct adaptation through their failure to provide adequate adaptation
finance that meets the needs of the Global South. The provision of “new and
additional financial assistance from the Global North to the Global South to
offset the costs of climate change impacts” was codified in the 1992 UNFCCC
text more than three decades ago. However, adaptation finance still represents
less than 10% of all climate finance flows,>! and even this small fraction is
unevenly distributed among the most climate-vulnerable countries.” The dis-
bursement of these funds has also been slow and insufficient, considering the
colonial histories of donor countries and the responsibility of these industri-
alized countries for producing the bulk of GHG emissions, as well as the costly
impacts of climate change on the developing countries they are obligated to
assist.>®>* Thus the failure of donor countries in the Global North to fulfill
their financial obligations and provide needed adaptation finance to countries
in the Global South is a form of adaptation obstruction.

Donor countries and multilateral development banks obstruct the flows of
adaptation finance in several ways, including by creating onerous requirements
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for tracking, monitoring, and evaluating these flows.>>* They also stipulate
how projects are to be designed and implemented, with projects increasingly
aiming to meet objectives couched in technical language and jargon developed
at the global scale. For example, donors regularly seek to evaluate an adap-
tation project’s “paradigm-shift potential,” a term not widely understood or
used at the local level and which may not be suitable for supporting local pri-
orities.’”*® Donors also use investment criteria, such as determining whether
funds will be used “efficiently,”%-6%:6! to obstruct adaptation investments that
do not align with their interests and priorities.? For example, countries with
weak institutional capacity may qualify only for preparatory support intended
to help them improve their governance practices and planning.®* Some coun-
tries have subsequently secured adaptation finance for concrete adaptation
investments or projects, while others are still waiting for sufficient financing
to be delivered.5*

The current international system of adaptation finance clearly privileges
mitigation and the priorities and interests of donors, thus enabling obstruc-
tion. But despite the power imbalances between donors and recipient coun-
tries, the latter are not powerless and can resist donor efforts that do not
align with their national priorities. An example is the conflict between the
Bangladesh Climate Change Resilience Fund, initially capitalized with funding
from various development partners, and the Bangladesh Climate Change Trust
Fund, established by the Government of Bangladesh with domestic funds, cir-
cumventing Global North donors altogether. Box 11.1 shows how a lack of
trust between partners and differences in funding distribution arrangements
can obstruct adaptation on the ground.

Box 11.17: RESISTING POWER IMBALANCES BETWEEN
ADAPTATION FINANCE DONORS AND RECIPIENT
COUNTRIES: AN EXAMPLE FROM BANGLADESH

The Bangladesh Climate Change Resilience Fund (Resilience Fund) was
established in May 2010 with a $188 million grant commitment from
development partners from Denmark, the European Union, Sweden, the
United Kingdom and, later, Switzerland. The World Bank served as the
trustee, reflecting the donor-oriented nature of much multilateral cli-
mate finance. Around the same time, the Government of Bangladesh
had established a similar fund called the Bangladesh Climate Change
Trust Fund (Trust Fund) from its own funds. The Government preferred
that funding flow through the Trust Fund but accepted the establish-
ment of the Resilience Fund even though its creation suggested a break
in trust between the development partners and the Government. Many
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analysts saw the move as “a failure by the United Kingdom to recognize
Bangladesh—one of the world’s most climate-vulnerable countries—as
an expert on the issue.”®®> There were also demonstrations within the
country about the World Bank’s role as the Fund’s trustee.%

The lack of trust that shaped the Fund’s institutional design, includ-
ing the use of the World Bank Trust Fund model, led to obstruction
of the implementation of proposed projects on the ground, and ten-
sions between the World Bank and donors over the slow delivery of
funds.87-68:6% The Resilience Fund’s Governing Council was mandated to
make the final selection of projects, placing the World Bank as a key
arbiter of these projects.”® According to one evaluation, the Fund was not
successful in its intent or purpose, and nearly $50 million was returned
unspent to the donors following a long-running dispute over funding
delivery.”* The evaluation indicated that a lack of commitment by the
Government of Bangladesh to the Resilience Fund might have been “due
to competition from the nationally-owned” Trust Fund.”’?"3 Because the
Government’s resistance to the initial arrangement of sending the funds
through the World Bank was disregarded, the Fund’s failure to deliver
on its full potential was more likely due to the lack of national buy-in
(ownership). This case illustrates the complex interplay of obstruction
resulting from both donors and national governments acting in their own
interests.

ADAPTATION OBSTRUCTION AT THE LOCAL SCALE

Powerful actors use a variety and combination of natural, technological, eco-
nomic, social, and/ or institutional barriers to block adaptation. As adaptation
is context- and location- specific, much of this obstruction takes place at
the local scale, sometimes reflecting the dynamics seen at the global scale.
It is therefore important to understand the mechanisms through which this
obstruction occurs on the ground and the implications for climate justice.

Obstruction Through Direct Conflict

At the local scale, one type of adaptation obstruction occurs through direct
conflict. Direct conflict includes extracting labor and resources from marginal-
ized groups (exploitation), subordinating nondominant cultures—particularly
ethnic minorities—through harmful and potentially violent means (dehu-
manization), and forcibly preventing marginalized groups from voicing their

concerns, interests, priorities, or positions (exclusion).”*"®
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The adaptation efforts of Indigenous peoples in particular have faced
such obstruction. Indigenous peoples comprise about 6.2% of the global

76,77

population, are among the most vulnerable to the impacts of climate

78,79,80,81,82 and have unique expertise and priorities for adaptation.

change,
Colonial and non-Indigenous-dominated governments often use the lack
of legal recognition of Indigenous self-determination and/or land rights
to obstruct their adaptation efforts.83:84:85.86.87 Eor example, because the
Mohawk community of Kanesatake (located in southern Quebec, Canada) is
not legally recognized as an Indigenous people under Canadian law and thus
does not have land rights, they are unable to obtain insurance for their prop-
erties and cannot relocate despite extreme flood events and sea-level rise.®®
In turn, this situation limits their adaptation options, and moreover allows
this and other Indigenous communities to be dispossessed, their ways of life
disrupted, and their health and well-being severely undermined, resulting in
the dehumanization of these nondominant cultures.89:90:91.92.93 Thig subordi-
nation limits their capacity to govern and manage their lands and waters in
sustainable and adaptive ways, as well as their capacity to access the resources
needed to adapt.?*9%:96.97

Local obstruction to adaptation is also prevalent in particular sectors, such
as agriculture, that hold the potential to be divisive and lead to direct conflict.
Government and donor initiatives that seek to alter or transform production
systems, agrarian economies, and/or lifeways obstruct the traditional adaptive
strategies of farmers.”® Scholars have found resistance when these interven-
tions entail a transition from migratory to sedentary pastoralism (livelihood
based on livestock) and agropastoralism (livelihood based on livestock and
crops),” the refurbishment and expansion of irrigation systems,loo’101 the
introduction of climate-smart agricultural techniques,'%? and the intensifica-
tion and commodification of agricultural systems.!?®1% In these examples,
resistance arises from a contested view of what counts as adaptation and the
interventions (e.g., agricultural modernization, intensification, and technifica-
tion in the context of rural and agricultural landscapes) promoted by powerful
actors. In the Canadian Okanagan Valley, local farmers fiercely fought the
implementation of water- metering technology by the South East Kelowna
Irrigation District, which introduced this measure to address ongoing water
scarcity because they thought the measures would disproportionately harm
some users by limiting access and increasing costs.®

Retreat programs and policies are another area where obstruction through
direct control can occur. Retreat, or the practice of relocating people, buildings,
and other assets away from areas affected by climate change, may be neces-
sary when residual risk is intolerable, other risk reduction measures are not
viable, or when the adverse effects of intervention or inaction are unaccept-
able or irreversible.!% Retreat can be mandatory or voluntary and driven by
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state, private enterprise, or community or individual actors, but when this
process is driven by government intervention, it is referred to as managed
retreat. Projects involving managed retreat have encountered resistance from
communities earmarked by the state for relocation. Managed retreat involves
difficult sacrifices, and property owners, residents, and land users will have
different needs and experience different losses, making the issue a ripe oppor-
tunity for the powerful to obstruct the adaptation efforts of marginalized
groups.'?’

In Pacific SIDS such as Fiji, moving people from the coast to new inland
settlements is often viewed as a last resort because of high costs and the dif-
ficulty of maintaining some sociocultural aspects of life in locations that are
separate from customary land, making the process inherently complex and
socially disruptive.'% Where affected communities are not involved in the
design and implementation of managed retreat, this scenario can result in
exploitation, dehumanization and exclusion. In Global South megacities such
as Lagos, Nigeria, and Manila, Philippines, retreat programs have been found

109,110 and

to marginalize the poor while facilitating class-based displacements
racialized forms of climate gentrification.

When the decision-making for managed retreat caters to the interests of
the most powerful and excludes the interests of the most marginalized, the
responses from these excluded groups can be understood as resistance. Among
some Caribbean SIDS, informal urban dwellers have been known to resist gov-
ernment relocation projects as they are suspicious that lands are being cleared
not as a form of adaptation but in favor of private investor interests. This type
of top-down management can create disempowerment and invoke community
resistance and litigation, even in Global North countries such as Aotearoa-New
Zealand.'™

Obstruction Through Agenda-Setting

A second type of adaptation obstruction at the local scale occurs through
agenda- setting. In some Global South countries, the constricted space for civil
society groups and the lack of financing for their activities have prevented
them from being able to influence adaptation strategies and outcomes,'?
which can be understood as obstruction. On the one hand, some environ-
mental NGOs have been able to network and connect with powerful industry
groups, setting a pro-adaptation agenda in the Global South and propelling
corresponding adaptation efforts.''® On the other hand, some of these organi-
zations have been perceived as obstructionists by governments, and have been
relegated to the margins of adaptation policy discussions.’* In this context,
obstruction through agenda-setting involves designating money and other
resources for particular activities that serve the interests of the dominant
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group (earmarking), raising and/or tabling issues and decisions that reflect
only the concerns of the dominant group(s) or culture(s) (left off agenda), and
limiting the opportunities for marginalized groups to assert their concerns,
interests, priorities, or positions (nominal participation).1>:116

Earmarking is widespread in urban contexts. For example, governments
avoid retrofitting informal urban housing using affordable-housing building
codes because this action may send a signal that illegal land occupation and
housing are acceptable.!'” At the same time, residents may also resist devel-
opment or improvement of their settlements because they are concerned that
they will come under municipal scrutiny and risk eviction.® This tension often
leads to money and other resources being earmarked for particular activities
that serve the interests of the dominant group (in this case, the local govern-
ment) and issues and decisions being raised and/or tabled that reflect only the
concerns of the dominant group(s) or culture(s).!*? It also demonstrates how
resistance and obstruction can unwittingly work together to delay adaptation.

Although earmarking is often understood as the provision of money and
resources for certain things and not others, the previous example illustrates
how a willingness to ignore regulations can function in a similar way to serve
the interests of the dominant group. Such obstruction is embedded in patron-
client networks within which the client’s access to resources is dictated by the
relationship with a powerful patron.’?®'?! In SIDS, the interaction of their
smallness and patron-client networks can lead to more authoritarian leader-
ship styles in which decisions are made by a small group of powerful actors and
may not reflect the interests of vulnerable populations. This process can result
in “a practice of executive or familial domination, cultures of compliance, and
corruption.”?? Specifically, politicians may be reluctant to devote resources
toward adaptation initiatives and seek instead to marshal public support for
(potentially politically unpopular) policies such as rezoning, managed retreat,
building codes, or retro fits for flood or hurricane resilience.

The privileging of urban adaptation over rural adaptation also allows the
concerns of urban elites to be addressed at the expense of those of the rural
people left off the agenda. In some cases, adaptation in rural areas is set aside
altogether in favor of interventions targeting urban areas.'?*''>* People are
expected to move from rural to urban areas, either electively and preemptively
asa choice to migrate, or forcibly through displacement.'? This process accords
with an imagination of “modern” urban futures, promoted by urban elites
generally, that devalues rural livelihoods as traditional.’?® Setting an adapta-
tion agenda focused on urban areas and directing resources toward this vision
obstructs the efforts of farmers and other rural actors to adapt autonomously.

Meanwhile, some country governments in the Global South have prioritized
highly centralized models of economic development, which have led to “the

1

sidelining of climate and other environmental policies”*?” and limited oppor-

tunities for marginalized groups to assert their concerns, interests, priorities,
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or positions (nominal participation). In countries where formal planning is the
norm, urban planning has often remained oriented toward protecting value by
adding construction or the fortification of existing high-value physical assets
(for example, infrastructure and built cultural heritage, private residential
developments) rather than enabling disaster- risk reduction for all, effectively
ignoring the needs of the most vulnerable.’?® In other instances, “domestic
political and economic elites have centralized policymaking on both envi-
ronment and development questions, which allows these domestic elites to
cynically exploit domestic policymaking processes for maintaining the status
quo”™? (also see'®). This reality has negative implications for the realization
of the financial and technological commitments that countries in the Global
North have made to those in the Global South.3!

Obstruction Through Ideological Control

A third type of adaptation obstruction occurs through ideological control.
Ideological control includes actors catering to the interests of the dominant
group(s) or culture(s) because they control the money and other resources (de
facto control), marginalized actors accepting the superiority of the dominant
group(s) or culture(s) (internalized marginality), and dominant actors includ-
ing marginalized ones in decision-making only when they do not threaten the
existing power structures (nonthreatening participation) (following'®?). Ide-
ological control can be exerted through the support or negation of cultural
lifeways. Traditional and Indigenous forms of knowledge are increasingly rec-
ognized as providing valuable approaches to addressing climate change.'3%:134
However, infrastructure may undermine Indigenous livelihoods and practices
through which such knowledge is produced and sustained. For this reason,
infrastructure and information are two of the several powerful tools through
which obstruction by ideological control occurs.

Infrastructure as a Tool of Ideological Control

One of the ways in which dominant groups assert ideological control is through
infrastructure. Infrastructure comprises the physical systems (pipes, telecom-
munication lines, railways, etc.) that facilitate circulation and exchange across
space.’®> While flows through these networks may be material (e.g., water,
goods, people) or nonmaterial (e.g., ideas, finance), the facilitation of some
flows entails the obstruction of others.'®:137 In some cases, literal obstruc-
tion may be the goal. Hydropower dams, for example, impound water to
generate electricity and in the process impede rivers and their constitutive
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flows of sediments, fish, and nutrients. The designation of a given flow as
necessary (and therefore, deserving of support) or incidental (and subject to
sacrifice) is a deeply political, power-laden act that bears profound socioe-
cological effects.’®13 The International Dam in the US—Canada Boundary
Waters region, for example, destroyed the wild-rice economy on which local
Ojibwe and Métis communities relied for subsistence and cultural identity.**
Such dynamics have prompted one Diné geographer'*! to describe infrastruc-
ture as a “colonial beachhead—a temporal encroachment on Indigenous lands
and livelihoods, over time, to augment material and political differences that
eventually overwhelms Indigenous nations and curtails certain possibilities.”
Such concerns have direct consequences for adaptation because infrastruc-
ture powerfully mediates people’s exposure and sensitivity to climate change
impacts.'*? Whether a cyclone, flood, or heat wave becomes a manageable
inconvenience or a deadly threat hinges in part on the design and provi-
sion of infrastructure used to manage coastal inundation, floods or heat, for
example, 43144

When adaptation measures primarily affect more privileged or powerful
actors, their opposition is obstruction. In communities where coastal real
estate is a primary and profitable economic asset, there has been increasing
obstruction when determining whether, how, and to what extent development
patterns should be restructured to preserve public coastal land and/or avoid
public financing to protect private coastal real estate.!®> In the United States,
coastal residents routinely oppose revisions to land- use documents and flood
maps that incorporate climate change threats, citing the prohibitive costs of
flood insurance when rates are adjusted for future risk.'*® In Barbados and the
Bahamas, for example, private property owners and developers have signif-
icant say in how and which adaptation measures are pursued; they are also
governed by minimal oversight.’*” Coastal landowners and hotel investors in
Barbados, in particular, have obstructed the implementation of coastal set-
back regulations used by the Barbadian Government to reduce the risk of
flooding and coastal erosion based on arguments that they will lose valu-
able prime real estate and their product is beach tourism.**® Large developers
sometimes bypass the local planning agency, with decisions that support con-
tinued coastal developments being made through their personal and business
connections with the political directorate.**®

The politics of coastal adaptation to sea-level rise is shaped not only by
private property owners and developers but broader organizational networks
of real estate actors, environmental activists, and policymakers. In the state
of California, on the west coast of the United States, the California Coastal
Commission—a state agency tasked with preserving the coastal zone as an
environmental resource—has, in many cases, pushed residents, cities, and
counties to plan for the “retreat,” or landward movement, of development.
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Historically, retreat has been possible on a property-by-property basis.**

However, in the case of adaptation planning at the city, regional, or state
level, a loosely connected but powerfully resourced confederation of wealthy
coastal homeowners, property owners’ associations, and realty associations
has obstructed the commission’s attempts to implement robust climate- adap-
tation policy.

In 2018, in Pacifica, California, the local association of realtors distributed
flyers alerting homeowners to what they viewed as the property-value risks
of sea-level rise adaptation policy, attempting to exert ideological control by
shaping opinions on the issue. Since then, real estate interests’ attempts to
influence climate adaptation policy have become more formally organized
and distributed across the state, with groups such as Smart Coast California
(funded and originally organized within the California Association of Realtors)
wielding significant influence in decision-making at the local and state levels.
These obstruction trends have also been seen on the East Coast of the United
States'®! and in Australia.’®?'13 In New York, for example, residents obstruct-
ing proposed developments in their local area have become an impediment
to the siting of affordable housing solutions.”>* While there have histori-
cally been alliances between affluent property owners, business communities,
and conservation movements to preserve the coast as an environmental and

economic YGSOlll’Ce,ISS’156

these alliances are being tested and realigned as sea-
level rise sharpens the contradictions between the exchange value of coastal
private property and the multifaceted use value (e.g., as a site of unceded
sovereignty and stewardship for coastal tribal nations) of coastal public

space.

Information as a Tool of Ideological Control

Another way that dominant groups assert ideological control is through the
use of information. Various actors obstruct adaptation efforts by focusing
on scientific uncertainty, raising fears about declining property values, and
situating property owners as the victims of adaptation policies. Such adapta-

"157 involve the rearticulation

tion responses, termed as “reflexive ignorance
of climate skepticism around scientific authority and serve to defend specific
economic interests and reinforce existing power systems. In these contexts,
the use of information as a tool of obstruction is tightly bound with the use of
infrastructure as a tool of obstruction.

Due to the partisan nature of adaptation policy in the United States, for
example, information (including the denial of climate science) is used as a
tool to obstruct adaptation and reflects the politicization of climate change

at the local scale. There, the attribution of extreme weather events and related
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adaptation action in communities depends partially on the party affiliation of
local governments.'*®:1% Other actors use climate denial to obstruct adapta-
tion as well. The Farm Bureau, a six-million-member farmer’s organization,
lobbying group, and insurance provider, actively promoted climate denial
for decades and refused to acknowledge climate change publicly despite its
impact on its members. In 2020, however, the Farm Bureau changed course
and formed the Food and Agriculture Alliance, which advocates for elective,
incentive-based climate change action. Despite this recent change, advocates
argue that the Farm Bureau has constrained the adaptive capacity of US farm-
ers by lobbying for federally subsidized insurance only for major commodity
crops such as corn and soybeans, disincentivizing transitions away from large-
scale, carbon-intensive, monocrop production.’®® As this example illustrates,
information can be a powerful tool for obstruction, reinforcing and enabling
other forms of obstruction as well.

CONCLUSION

This chapter focused on how powerful actors obstruct climate change adapta-
tion and how adaptation obstruction creates injustice for marginalized groups.
We identified the tensions between obstruction and resistance, and between
obstruction and barriers. We also analyzed and illustrated the ways in which
adaptation is obstructed at global and local scales. At the global scale where
the IPCC, the UNFCCC, and donors operate, adaptation has been obstructed
primarily by Global North countries’ intentionally prioritizing mitigation over
adaptation and other powerful actors’ opposing specific definitions of adapta-
tion, which complicate options for measuring on-the-ground progress toward
globally agreed goals and attracting adaptation finance. Drawing on a frame-
work that explicates the intersections of power and injustice, we also found
that national and local governments, businesses, and individuals including
private property owners are obstructing adaptation at the local scale by engag-
ing in various forms of direct conflict, agenda-setting, and ideological control.
This type of obstruction, occurring across a wide range of sectors (e.g., real
estate, coastal development, rural and urban development, and agriculture)
and utilizing multiple strategies (e.g., migration, infrastructure, and managed
retreat) in both Global North and Global South countries, delays adaptation
action, increases the vulnerability of marginalized groups, and perpetuates
injustices.

Several research gaps remain for future studies. These include, but are not
limited to, gaining a better understanding of the distinction between obstruc-
tion and resistance; the conditions under which adaptation obstruction is most
likely to occur and reoccur; and how these conditions might differ across the
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Global North and the Global South; the most successful strategies for support-

ing resistance, especially in the context of Indigenous communities; and the

interplay between mitigation obstruction and adaptation obstruction.
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INTRODUCTION: KEY TOOLS FORADDRESSING CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION

Climate obstruction has been conducted by a complex and diverse group
of actors—including industries, politicians and lobbying organizations, PR
firms, news media, and more—using numerous strategies, including lobby-
ing, campaign spending, challenging science and scientists, and harnessing
social media to disseminate misinformation. As the scope, scale, and profound
consequences of organized climate obstruction have become clearer, various
approaches to address and mitigate obstruction have emerged, including legal
and government strategies. Here we divide legal and government strategies
to address climate obstruction into three broad categories: regulation and
legislation, litigation, and government hearings and investigations.

We outline the key stakeholders taking legal and government action to
address climate obstruction and explain some of the legal tools they use,
including consumer protection actions, tort litigation, and congressional
investigations. We situate the timeline in the lead-up to and after the 2015
adoption of the Paris Agreement and analyze the potential tensions between
addressing climate obstruction and protecting freedom of speech and expres-
sion. We include examples from around the globe, but our analysis centers
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on the United States, as it has been an epicenter for both organized cli-
mate obstruction! and for climate litigation, with more than 1,500 climate
lawsuits filed to date, many of which include some element of climate obstruc-
tion (Figure 12.1).2 Cases continue to be filed around the world and in new
jurisdictions. The ballooning of climate lawsuits helps illustrate the growing
importance of courts and legal tools to addressing climate change and climate
obstruction.

Later, we establish three categories of legal action, offer an overview of
activities within each category and highlight key examples, outcomes, and
possible impacts. Finally, we include a summary of the gaps in the academic
literature on legal and government responses to climate obstruction and
future research priorities, calling for more sociolegal research on the legal and
government responses to climate obstruction.

While outside the focus of our analysis, it is important to note that as legal
and regulatory efforts to prevent climate obstruction have proliferated, efforts
to facilitate climate obstruction have also increased.® All three categories of
legal strategies covered here—legislation and regulation, litigation, and gov-
ernment hearings and investigations—can similarly be used as tools for cli-
mate obstruction, and climate obstructors have often used the law to their
advantage. One recent and consequential example of legal action facilitating
climate obstruction can be seen in the way governments and corporate actors
have used strategic lawsuits against public participation (SLAPP suits)—such
as fossil fuel company EnergyTransfer’s $300 million suit against Greenpeace
USA and Greenpeace International for their alleged role in protests against
the Dakota Access Pipeline—as well as new laws and regulations that increase
penalties to draconian levels against climate protesters.*

KEY STAKEHOLDERS

State and legal actions to address climate obstruction—such as misleading
advertising, failure to disclose corporate environmental impacts, and historical
deception around climate change—are multifaceted and implicate every level
of government (municipal, regional, national, and international) and a variety
of private and public actors. For example, national legislators have proposed
bills to increase transparency in corporate political spending;® municipalities
have filed suit against the carbon majors for misleading speech;® institu-
tional investors such as pension funds have filed suits in various jurisdictions
against corporate actors for discrepancies between internal climate pledges
and external lobbying efforts;” and nonprofits have brought claims against
corporations before administrative bodies charged with protecting consumers
and investors.® Although not all climate-related legal actions focus on obstruc-
tion (many are based on traditional administrative environmental law issues
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Figure 12.1:

Number of climate litigation cases globally and in the US (1986-2023). The number of climate lawsuits grew rapidly after 2000, and, since about 2017, dozens of
cases based on alleged deception by corporate defendants have been filed.

Source: J. Setzer and C. Higham, Global Trends in Climate Change Litigation: 2024 Snapshot, 2024, Grantham Research Institute on Climate Change and the Environment and Centre for Climate
Change Economics and Policy, London School of Economics and Political Science, online: https://www.Ise.ac.uk/granthaminstitute/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Global-trends-in-climate-change-
litigation-2024-snapshot.pdf.
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such as project permitting and proper development of environmental impact
assessments), the law’s focus on climate obstruction is increasing, and some
broad trends in who the key stakeholders are and the legal tools they employ
are discernible.

Government actors, particularly those at the national level, have numerous
legal tools at their disposal, with the ability to adopt legislation and reg-
ulation, to initiate regulatory enforcement actions, to bring both civil and
criminal lawsuits against obstructors, and to convene public hearings and
investigations. Other actors including private citizens and nongovernmen-
tal organizations (NGOs) seeking to target climate obstruction through legal
tools have more limited (although still diverse and substantial) options, includ-
ing filing lawsuits and requesting regulatory enforcement from administrative
bodies. Additionally, those actors can petition governments to take legal action
against climate obstruction and can also amplify the impact of government
action by, for example, raising public awareness of government inquiries into
climate obstruction.

Legal action against climate obstruction is directed at an increasingly
diverse group of defendants. The first wave of attempts to hold nongovern-
mental actors accountable for climate obstruction has focused largely on the
carbon majors, defined as the world’s largest producers of fossil fuels, includ-
ing companies including ExxonMobil, Shell, BP, Chevron, Peabody, and Total.’
These attempts have also often targeted trade groups, such as the Ameri-
can Petroleum Institute (API), recognizing the integral role such groups have
played in enabling corporate climate obstruction.'” In recent years, state and
legal actions targeting climate obstruction have also focused on a wider uni-
verse of corporate actors. For example, in February 2024, the New York State
attorney general filed suit against beef producer JBS USA Food Co., alleg-
ing the company had misled consumers about its net-zero commitments (see
Chapter 4).* More recent legal actions have also been focusing on a wider
universe of alleged enablers of corporate climate obstruction, including con-
sultancies and public relations firms. For example, in 2023, an Oregon munic-
ipality sued McKinsey & Company along with carbon majors and their trade
groups, and the US Congress has investigated the role of public relations firms
in climate obstruction.™

While the United States is and has been an epicenter for climate obstruc-
tion and litigation addressing it, new lawsuits and regulatory actions targeting
corporate climate obstruction are rapidly proliferating around the globe.'® In a
recent example, the Plains Clan of the Wonnarua People and the Lock the Gate
Alliance lodged a complaint with the Australian Competition and Consumer
Commission and Australian Securities and Investments Commission alleging
that the mining corporation Glencore was engaging in harmful greenwashing
around its coal production plans by publicly making claims about ambitious
net-zero plans that did not match its actions.*
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There has been alag between industries’ and other actors’ organized climate
obstruction efforts and state and legal responses to those efforts, with a sig-
nificant uptick in efforts to address obstruction since the discovery of internal
fossil fuel industry documents pertaining to climate change in around 2015.
For example, the first lawsuits attempting to hold companies—particularly
fossil fuel companies—directly responsible for the climate harm to communi-
ties and individuals caused by their products were filed in the United States
in the mid-2000s, but none was successful. For almost a decade, there was
a significant lull in the filing of new cases concerned with direct corporate
liability for climate harm.'® That trend changed with the publication of new
research in 2014 that attributed more than two-thirds of global greenhouse gas
(GHG) emissions directly to the operations of about 100 companies, along
with research showing that although companies had denied the existence of
climate change, internal corporate knowledge of the phenomenon extended
back to at least the 1970s. The attribution research combined with the evi-
dence of climate obstruction formed an evidentiary base for a new wave of
climate lawsuits against corporations. As in other legal campaigns to hold cor-
porations accountable, like those responding to lead, asbestos, tobacco, and
opioids, knowledge and concealment of harm by corporate defendants are
critical components of the case for liability, especially in US courts.

Holding carbon majors legally liable for climate obstruction is distinct from
holding them morally or publicly accountable in that it requires a litigant to be
able to identify a legally recognized harm and to provide evidence of each ele-
ment of that harm. Due to the widespread nature of climate impacts, litigants
have often had difficulty establishing some elements of their claims against the
carbon majors, such as standing (the right to bring a lawsuit about an issue)
and causation (connecting the defendants’ conduct factually and legally to the
harm at issue).!” Some difficulties around standing and causation are easing as
attribution science becomes more sophisticated. Additionally, evidence that
the carbon majors knew about the dangers of climate change and how they
responded to this knowledge has suggested that they acted intentionally to
deceive the public about those dangers rather than merely participating in
good-faith scientific debate, and this distinction has led to a new set of legally
cognizable claims. Rather than attempting to hold carbon majors strictly liable
for their emission of GHGs, many litigants are basing liability on false, mis-
leading, and fraudulent corporate speech by, for example, bringing claims
under state consumer-protection laws, public nuisance and other common-
law doctrines, and (in the United States) racketeering statutes.’® This focus
on unlawful corporate deception emphasizes the moral and legal culpability
of the fossil fuel defendants and helps avoid defenses based on the political
question doctrine, which encourages courts to defer to other branches of gov-
ernment in addressing major societal issues such as the regulation of climate
pollution.
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The abundance of research and understanding regarding internal fossil fuel
industry knowledge and concealment of harm have also driven government
hearings. All three high-profile examples of government investigations and
hearings covered in this chapter were initiated after the uncovering of internal
fossil fuel industry knowledge of climate science.

Every level of government and legal body and every legal strategy will have
a different set of strengths and limitations. A cross-cutting theme in the state
and legal strategies analyzed is the potential tradeoff between speed and flexi-
bility and binding legal outcomes. Another important theme is the potential
tension between government efforts to address climate obstruction tactics
and legal protections for freedom of speech and expression. For example,
there would be important hurdles and limitations to any legal effort to cur-
tail certain key strategies of climate obstruction such as political spending and
lobbying.*®

REGULATION AND LEGISLATION

Regulation and legislation are critical tools for addressing climate change
obstruction. The landscape of climate legislation is vast and rapidly increas-
ing: as of September 2023, there were at least 2,166 climate policies and 1,066
climate laws worldwide.?® Research has identified the short-term and long-
term impacts of climate legislation on GHG emissions.”* A study examined
133 countries from 1999 to 2016 and found that each new law reduced annual
carbon dioxide (CO,) emissions per unit of gross domestic product by 0.78%
nationally in the short term (during the first three years) and by 1.79% in the
long term (beyond three years). These results are driven by parliamentary acts
and by countries with a strong rule of law. Cumulative CO, emissions savings
during the study period amounted to 38 GT or 38,000 MT COs, the equivalent
of one year’s worth of global CO; output.

There are many different approaches through which regulation and legis-
lation can address climate obstruction. Here, we have organized legal tools
into categories for ease of analysis. First, regulators and legislators can over-
come obstruction by regulating GHG emissions directly, as we briefly dis-
cuss later. These binding provincial, national, and international regulatory
schemes are the kind of government actions that have historically faced fierce
campaigns to defeat them. Thus successful passage and effective enforce-
ment of such laws can be seen as a powerful legal win against climate
obstruction.

Second, regulators and legislators can employ a suite of tools to increase the
transparency of and provide critical information on corporate climate actions
to the public, consumers, and shareholders. Such laws and regulations are
often designed to protect and empower consumers and investors and prevent
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greenwashing (discussed later) as well as fraud. In a similar vein, regulators can
also use their platforms and expertise to shame corporate climate obstructors
and their enablers.

Third, because the legislative process itself is often a key target of climate
obstruction, regulators and legislators can also use legal mechanisms to pro-
tect the legislative process from undue corporate influence, revolving-door
conflicts of interest, and bribery and other forms of corruption.

In addition to considering the most appropriate types of regulation and leg-
islation for addressing climate obstruction, it is also important to understand
how binding, or legally enforceable, such regulatory schemes may be. A second
point, which will be briefly touched on later, is the important and growing role
of courts in either upholding or striking down regulation and legislation aimed
at climate obstruction.

Regulatory Tools Aimed at Reducing GHG Emissions Directly

Legislation and regulation can target emissions reductions through many dif-
ferent regulatory mechanisms,? including standards and targets (e.g., for
emissions levels, energy efficiency, or regulating specific sectors), incentives
(e.g., tax credits or subsidies for low-carbon technologies) or by setting carbon-
pricing mechanisms (e.g., carbon taxes or cap-and-trade systems). Currently,
there is only a small body of literature that examines legal mechanisms around
achieving net-zero pledges and policies, or balancing the amount of GHG
emitted by removing an equal amount of GHGs from the atmosphere.”® Exist-
ing literature assessing the governance mechanisms required to attain net
zero focuses on the effectiveness of corporate governance amid divergent
models across different jurisdictions that try to regulate net-zero claims and
pledges made by corporations and financial firms.?* While the significance of
legal frameworks (encompassing contracts, legislation, and enforceable regu-
lation) is recognized at both corporate and country levels, research on what
these regulatory pathways might look like is mostly absent. A stock-take
in 2023 showed that economy-wide net-zero targets enshrined in domes-
tic legislation have substantially increased in the 2020s, while most regula-
tions governing companies’ net-zero targets were still limited to disclosure
rules.”

Regulatory Tools Aimed at Information and Transparency
In addition to regulating domestic or corporate greenhouse gas emissions

directly, regulators have a suite of tools to increase transparency around
corporate emissions for the public, consumers, and investors.
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Regulation Targeting Greenwashing

Greenwashing is defined as acts that mislead investors, consumers, or the pub-
lic regarding environment-related impacts or outcomes or overstate an actor’s
environmental performance.?® Climate-washing is a form of greenwashing
focused on misleading climate-related acts. This type of greenwashing can cre-
ate a false sense of confidence in some proposed climate solutions, potentially
leading to complacency and delaying more effective solutions.?’ Key green-
washing techniques include misleading communication on climate issues;
deceptive environmental, social, and governance (ESG) credentials based on
certifications, ratings, or audits on corporate performance across a range of
important criteria that may be unreliable; and false or misleading emissions-
reduction or carbon-offsetting claims related to the use of potentially inef-
fective carbon credits to meet net-zero or other voluntary emission-reduction
pledges.

Little to no specific legislation currently exists aimed at combating climate-
related greenwashing. The behaviors associated with this risk are often covered
under existing laws, which typically enforce administrative or civil penal-
ties rather than levying criminal sanctions. Consumer-protection laws and,
in some cases, securities laws can address greenwashing, while the emerging
human rights and environmental due-diligence laws, such as those emerging
from the European Court of Human Rights, Inter-American Court of Human
Rights, and International Court of Justice, could further help mitigate these
risks.

Efforts to address greenwashing are being intensified by regulators, enforce-
ment agencies, and legislators, however. Some jurisdictions have recently
established more rigorous standards for making climate claims. In the Euro-
pean context, for example, in February 2024 the European Council adopted
new, EU-wide rules empowering consumers for the green transition, known as
the Green Transition Directive, which amends the Unfair Commercial Prac-
tices Directive and the Consumer Rights Directive. These amendments are
expected to prevent businesses from making unsubstantiated climate-related
assertions. For example, claims of carbon neutrality will be deemed unfair
if they rely solely on carbon offsetting schemes. Claims about future goals,
such as reducing carbon emissions by a certain percentage by a target date,
will face stringent requirements. Member States are required to incorporate
the Directive into national law by the end of March 2026, and to apply the
new measures from September 2026. Until then, many practices inconsistent
with the forthcoming standards are already deemed unlawful under current
national legislation.
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Regulation to Increase Transparency

A variety of information-based regulatory tools with a shaming or monitor-
ing component, such as databases, registries, labels, rankings, ratings, lists,
regulatory postings, and announcements, and corporate disclosure obliga-
tions are currently being developed and implemented in various jurisdictions
worldwide,?® and some of these address climate obstruction. For example,
the UK Environment Agency posts information regarding civil penalties
imposed under all UK climate change laws and regulations on a governmen-
tal website, as well as company-specific information about performance and
breaches of voluntary climate agreements established between the Agency
and specific firms.?® Without such public accountability, the voluntary agree-
ments might otherwise create a false impression of compliance with climate
laws and regulations and misrepresentation of beyond-compliance corporate
activities.

Such regulatory tools serve not only to inform, educate, warn, and nudge
various stakeholders, but also they can inform anti-obstruction efforts®® by
exposing and condemning firms’ anti-climate practices and substantial carbon
footprints, thereby countering corporate greenwashing, climate denial and
delay, and other forms of corporate climate obstruction.?! For example, the
Netherlands Authority for Consumers and Markets (ACM) declared that the
fashion company H&M has engaged in greenwashing by making “unclear and
insufficiently substantiated sustainability claims,” including its use of terms
like “ecodesign” and “conscious.”*? Regulatory efforts to highlight firms’ anti-
climate behavior can be regarded as “regulatory climate shaming,” aiming to
encourage action by corporate stakeholders, such as consumers, investors, and
creditors, against named and shamed firms.*

Regulatory climate-shaming tools can play a crucial role in combating cli-
mate obstruction by utilizing credible government information sharing in a
way that counters corporate disinformation and publicly assigns liability to
industries and companies that often deny or shift responsibility.?* Regulatory
shaming is also highly suitable for fighting climate-focused greenwashing—
a practice centered around enhancing corporate reputation—by capitalizing
on corporate reputational vulnerabilities and disseminating reliable informa-
tion about actual corporate climate performance and greenwashing practices.*
For example, due to their significant noncompliance with climate-risk disclo-
sure rules, the European Central Bank (ECB) is contemplating the public listing
of banks that engage in greenwashing or repeatedly fail to fully disclose their
climate risks.3®

Greenwashing makes it harder for regulators and the public to hold com-
panies accountable for their role in climate change.?” For instance, fossil fuel
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companies have flaunted misleading ESG ratings and advertise their mislead-
ing “carbon offsets” to consumers, investors, creditors, and other stakeholders
in order to maintain their climate-friendly reputation and evade financial
penalties from said stakeholders.® In 2022, the Carbon Disclosure Project,
a private rating agency, gave JBS, the world’s biggest meat producer, an
A- rating, which may be highly misleading for investors (see Chapter 4).*° In
contrast, state regulatory publications of carbon footprints, environmental
infringements, or misleading net-zero statements of companies such as JBS
are likely to be perceived by their audience as more credible and reliable than
publications by private rating agencies because they originate from authorita-
tive bodies of government.4° In this vein, state climate obstruction shaming
is also likely to prove more effective than climate obstruction shaming con-
ducted by nonstate actors due to the general trustworthiness and credibility
often attributed to governmental publications (see Chapter 13). Direct regu-
latory shaming of firms for climate obstruction is a policy still mostly in the
development stage.

In addition, greenwashing practices create the impression that companies
successfully self-regulate and thatlegislation or governmental regulation is not
needed.*! Thus, direct and indirect climate obstruction methods may under-
mine both public critique of corporations and government regulation.*? Legal
research has found that this situation is an often-overlooked meta-regulation
problem that significantly differs from the conventional noncompliance prob-
lem wherein firms simply violate climate laws and regulations.*® Indirect
climate obstruction is also a more subtle tactic than regulatory noncompli-
ance or anti-regulatory litigation, making it more difficult for the public and
regulators to identify its use, let alone address it.

Regulatory Tools Aimed at Addressing Undue Corporate Influence Over
the Legislative Process

Regulation can help prevent undue influence over and obstruction of the
legislative process.** Obstruction in the passing and enforcement of such
regulation may therefore arise when individuals or groups have interests (pro-
fessional, personal, monetary, or otherwise) that are not aligned with the
requirements set in draft or existing regulations, and these people or orga-
nizations try to obstruct the passage or implementation of climate-related
regulations. Arecent study about corruption and integrity risks in climate solu-
tions provides insights into some of the ways through which such obstruction
can manifest.*

The passing and enforcement of regulation can be obstructed as a result
of conflicts of interest or revolving doors, whereby individuals move between
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positions in public office and private organizations.*® Conflicts of interest
and revolving doors can cause corporate interest groups to have an outsized
influence in public debates about the priority given to different approaches to
the low-carbon transition. Efforts to obstruct climate legislation also extend
to the international level. For example, more than six hundred fossil fuel
lobbyists attended the 2022 UN climate change conference COP27 in Egypt,
raising concerns about the influence of vested interests on global climate pol-
icy.*’ In response to such criticism and a demand for greater transparency
in the COP process, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) Secretariat revised its registration system to require con-
ference attendees to disclose their affiliations, including any paid or unpaid
relationships.

The risk of conflicts of interest may, in theory, be managed through existing
codes of conduct and by law in some jurisdictions. Within the European Union,
for example, several procedures have been established to prevent conflicts of
interest and demonstrate the impartiality of political representatives, civil ser-
vants, and external contractors.*® However, there is little evidence of guidance
and legislative safeguards aimed at addressing actual or potential conflicts
of interest arising in the implementation of climate action specifically, or of
action by key watchdog organizations. Despite efforts to improve transparency
and accountability, addressing conflicts of interest in law and policymaking
remains a significant challenge. Transparency and clear guidelines in decision-
making processes are essential to ensure that climate regulations are not
shaped by competing and conflicting interests.

BARRIERS TO ESTABLISHING REGULATORY SCHEMES AIMED
AT CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION: A US CASE STUDY

Various countries have established regulatory mechanisms to deter deceptive
practices and obstruction or to increase accountability.*’ The United States
offers an interesting case study in which there is not only an absence of regula-
tion to deter climate obstruction, but also legal challenges limiting the extent
to which regulation or litigation can address climate obstruction, including
comparatively more robust protections for corporate speech than in other
jurisdictions.>°

In the United States, most federal climate policy is implemented under the
Clean Air Act, the 2022 Inflation Reduction Act (which uses spending and
tax incentives to catalyze climate progress), through energy laws, or through
securities laws governing corporate disclosure obligations. These laws delegate
authority for enforcement to federal agencies, mainly the US Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) and the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC).
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Apart from securities laws, however, none of these laws and regulations
deal directly with the problem of climate obstruction. In addition, under US
federalism, states can have their own laws, passed by state legislatures, agen-
cies, or handed down by state courts.”® Therefore, due to a combination of
the lack of specific federal climate obstruction enactments and preserved state
powers, government climate obstruction responses have had to rely on a mix-
ture of federal and state laws, including statutory, regulatory, and common
law.

However, other facets of US law pose challenges to federal and state regula-
tion and litigation over climate obstruction. First, at the federal level, the US
Supreme Court has since 2021 embraced and strengthened the “major ques-
tions doctrine.” Under this doctrine, any agency newly asserting powers,
especially with major consequences, needs to root the action in a “clear state-
ment” of authorization.>® This doctrine is central to industry challenges to new
regulations or laws. For example, the 2022 climate-disclosure regulation pro-
posed by the SEC was challenged under this major question doctrine. Second,
the First Amendment of the US Constitution creates robust protections for
political speech and dissent and protects against governmental constraints of
speech or compelled speech. The US Supreme Court has also recently expanded
its protections of corporate speech and activities. As a result, oil and gas com-
panies and aligned scholars seek to argue that their past public relations and
misinformation campaigns about climate change should be protected as polit-
ical speech and dissent.”® However, corporate miscommunication or fraud
in connection with consumers and corporate statements to investors have
long been viewed as legitimately subject to regulation.>® Recent work argues
that the First Amendment should not preclude regulation of false or mis-
leading corporate claims (i.e., greenwashing) about companies’ products and
environmental performance.*®

Given the barriers to government action and few tools aimed specifically
at climate obstruction, some of the most potent regulatory tools available are
long-standing state consumer-protection and corporate disclosure laws and
regulations.” Many cases have used these legislative and regulatory hooks to
bring climate obstruction claims. Examples include the cases of People v. Exxon-
Mobil (California) and Commonwealth v. ExxonMobil (Massachusetts).>® Some
similar claims have also been made with the US Federal Trade Commission,
which has the authority to regulate misleading marketing.*® After two years of
public debate and just weeks after the historic adoption of its Climate Disclo-
sure Rules in March 2024, the SEC voluntarily stayed the implementation of
these rules, pending judicial review. Prior to this development, some scholars
anticipated that courts might uphold the requirements for financial trans-
parency, while others questioned the enforceability of broader corporate policy

disclosure requirements related to social welfare issues.®’
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LITIGATION

Litigation has become an important strategy in efforts to address climate
obstruction. A recent report found that as of June 2024 at least 2,666 climate-
related cases had been filed in at least 65 jurisdictions worldwide since the
1980s, up from 884 cases by 2017 and 1,550 cases by 2020.°* These cases
have been filed before a range of judicial venues, including domestic, inter-
national, and regional courts as well as tribunals, quasi-judicial bodies, and
other adjudicatory bodies such as Special Procedures at the United Nations
and arbitration tribunals. In interpreting these case numbers, it is important
to note that only some of these cases are pending, that only some seek to sup-
port climate action, and that the cases vary widely in terms of causes of action,
remedies sought, and the scope of potential impact. Approximately 50-100
ongoing cases directly address climate obstruction globally.

Although climate litigation is still concentrated in the Global North, recent
reports indicate a noticeable increase in cases in the Global South.5? This trend
is evident in Brazil, one of the countries with the largest number of climate
litigation cases in the world.®® The number of climate cases against the Brazil-
ian government increased significantly in response to the socioenvironmental
setbacks suffered between 2019 and 2022.%* A landmark moment occurred in
July 2022 when Brazil’s highest constitutional court acknowledged the Paris
Agreement as a human rights treaty in PSB et al. v. Brazil (on Climate Fund)
(ADPF 708). This case, which addressed the government-induced inaction of
the Agreement’s Climate Fund, underscored the integration of climate change
and human rights in the legal arena.®®

In addition to such high-profile cases, routine climate litigation also chal-
lenges specific projects and their GHG emissions, including disputes over
environmental licensing and civil liability for climate-related environmental
damages. Notably, more than half of Brazilian climate litigation involves land-
use change and forests, reflecting the country’s GHG emissions profile. These
cases introduced novel legal arguments and frameworks that could influence
efforts to combat greenwashing and protect community rights. Among them,
Amorema and Amoretgrap v. Sustainable Carbon,%® accuses companies of exploit-
ing the concept of “social carbon credits” in the Amazon without delivering real
benefits to local communities, misusing community names, images, and cul-
tural heritage, and misrepresenting their socioenvironmental commitments.
This case highlighted the complex and specific impacts of greenwashing, which
include not only misleading the public about a company’s environmental prac-
tices but also obscuring their severe human-rights violations. The diversity of
legal approaches and jurisdictions involved in greenwashing suits underscores
the need for a broad understanding of the strategies employed in this type of
litigation.
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The remainder of this section provides an overview of legal actions
addressing obstruction of climate action, including suits alleging long-
standing historical deception by major fossil fuel producers and ongoing mis-
leading advertising and greenwashing. Political obstruction aimed directly at
influencing governments (e.g., through legislative lobbying) often falls out-
side the purview of such litigation due to strong protections for government
petitioning, even when deception can be proved.

Litigation Addressing Historical Deception by Fossil Fuel Producers

It is no coincidence that the number of climate lawsuits seeking to hold corpo-
rations accountable for climate harms has grown in parallel with expanding
research in climate attribution science, carbon accounting associating spe-
cific amounts of emissions with individual companies, and historical evidence
of these companies’ deceptions around climate change. Since the mid-2010s,
at least fifty-nine climate liability cases have been filed against companies
globally, mostly against fossil fuel producers, with at least twenty of them insti-
gated by US cities and states, most of which are still ongoing at the time of this
writing.®” Within this wave of corporate liability cases, there is considerable

variation in terms of the relief sought.®® “

Retrospective” polluter-pays cases,
such as Lliuyav. RWE®® (filed 2015 in Germany), focus on the causal connection
between a company’s past GHG emissions and climate change, and seek finan-
cial damages based on that historical responsibility. “Prospective” corporate
framework cases, such as Milieudefensie v. Shell’® (filed 2019 in the Nether-
lands), focus on what companies should do now and in the future based on the
global consensus around the need to rapidly reduce emissions. Both retrospec-
tive and prospective arguments have also begun to be used together, as in the
case of Asmania et al. v. Holcim,” a lawsuit filed in 2022 by a group of Indone-
sian islanders before a court in Switzerland, where claimants’ requested relief
includes both a court order requiring the company to rapidly reduce emissions
to align with the goals of the Paris Agreement and a request that the com-
pany pay a proportionate share of the costs of adapting the island to climate
impacts.

Most litigation seeking redress for historical climate deception is ongoing in
the United States. Since 2017, eight states (California, Connecticut, Delaware,
Massachusetts, Minnesota, New Jersey, Rhode Island, and Vermont), the Dis-
trict of Columbia, numerous county and municipal governments (including
those in California, Colorado, Hawaii, Maryland, New Jersey, New York, Ore-
gon, South Carolina, and Puerto Rico), two indigenous tribes (the Shoalwater
Bay Indian Tribe and the Makah Indian Tribe), and an industry trade associ-
ation (the Pacific Coast Federation of Fishermen’s Associations, Inc.) have all
filed lawsuits to hold major oil and gas companies accountable for deceiving

LEGAL AND STATE EFFORTS TO ADDRESS CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION [345]



consumers, policymakers, the media, and public about the role of fossil fuels
in climate change.”” These cases are similar in narrative and legal strategy
to previous successful legal campaigns to hold corporate actors accountable
in the United States, including those against asbestos, tobacco, and opioid
producers.

Cases that address historical deception have been brought almost exclu-
sively under state law in state courts and, until 2023, were tied up in procedural
battles over whether the cases should be heard in federal courts. Despite efforts
by the industry defendants, six federal appeals courts and at least twelve fed-
eral district courts ruled that the cases should proceed in state courts,”® and
twice in 2023 the US Supreme Court denied appeals on the issue by the indus-
try defendants.” In October 2023, the Hawaii Supreme Court affirmed the
trial court’s denial of the industry defendants’ motion to dismiss a case filed
by the capital city of Honolulu, marking one of the first times one of these cases
could proceed to legal discovery and paving the way for a jury trial.”> Another
case filed in 2019 by Massachusetts Attorney General Maura Healey is in a
similar posture.”®

These cases generally point to historical evidence showing that carbon
producers including ExxonMobil, Chevron, Shell, and BP, as well as trade
associations such as API, understood the damaging climatic effects of their
products at least as far back as the 1970s and in some cases earlier, but failed
to warn the public about the danger, concealed the industry’s own knowledge,
affirmatively misrepresented the science of climate change, downplayed the
harms caused by fossil fuels, and downplayed the industry’s climate-damaging
activities. As a result, these cases allege, climate change is worse than it other-
wise would be and the adaptation costs and damages it has caused are higher
than if the defendants had acted honestly and lawfully. Causes of action sup-
porting these cases include public nuisance; product liability; unlawful, unfair,
or fraudulent business practices; and, in some cases, RICO (the Racketeer
Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act).”” Remedies sought include com-
pensatory and punitive damages, establishment of abatement funds, and
injunctive and other equitable relief in which the companies would be held to
certain actions.

Generally, these cases allege that the defendants are responsible for a wide
range of climate-related damages, including extreme heat, droughts, water
shortages, wildfires, public health injuries, massive storms, flooding, agri-
cultural damage, sea level rise, coastal erosion, damage to ecosystems, and
biodiversity disruption.”® A few cases, in contrast, are still based on dam-
ages from specific events (and liability in these cases is based on historical
deception). One such case was Multnomah County, Oregon’s, based on the
2021 Pacific Northwest heat dome, which scientists have found was virtu-
ally impossible without human-caused climate change.” Another was a class
action (a type of lawsuit organized by a group of people who raise similar legal
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and factual issues) filed by sixteen Puerto Rican municipalities for damages
from the 2017 hurricane season, which devastated the island.®°

The total scale of potential liability for the defendants is not yet known
but could be in the range of trillions of dollars or more, and the implica-
tions for addressing historical and ongoing obstruction of climate action are
significant.

Litigation Addressing Ongoing Deception of Consumers

A related but distinct class of legal action is focused on remedying recent and
ongoing unlawful deception of consumers. These greenwashing suits are often
based on consumer-protection and/or truth-in-advertising laws and in many
cases do not require a showing of harm but instead only that the consumer-
facing statements in question are false or tend to mislead. The remedies in such
cases are often civil penalties and/or judicial orders to cease the misleading
activity.

Because many countries have truth-in-advertising laws, greenwashing com-
plaints have been filed in a variety of jurisdictions. Since 2017, at least
thirteen states, counties, and municipalities in the United States have filed
state consumer-protection actions against fossil fuel producers, alleging recent
and ongoing deception aimed at consumers regarding the harms of fossil fuel
products, the climate-positive activities of fossil fuel producers, and the viabil-
ity and efficacy of advertised climate solutions, among other things. At least
eight of these governmental plaintiffs have sued under theories of both con-
sumer protection and climate-damages recovery as described earlier. Other
greenwashing lawsuits filed in the United States include a class action filed
in 2023 in California state court against Delta Airlines for allegedly misleading
consumers about “carbon-neutral flights”®! and a case filed in 2022 by the envi-
ronmental law nonprofit ClientEarth against gas utility Washington Gas for
allegedly misleading consumers about the climate impacts of fossil gas (since
dismissed).??

Outside the United States, complaints about greenwashing by fossil fuel
producers have been filed before various courts and regulatory bodies, includ-
ing the United Kingdom’s Advertising Standards Authority and the Nether-
lands Advertising Code Committee. For example, in 2022 the Advertising
Standards Authority ruled that poster advertisements from the bank HSBC
were misleading because they touted the bank’s positive climate-related activ-
ities while omitting its financing of fossil fuel development,®® and in 2023
the same body ruled that some of oil major Shell’s advertisements were mis-
leading because they portrayed the company as focusing a large proportion of
its business on renewables rather than fossil fuels.5¢ Additionally, in 2023,
the European Consumer Organisation, or BEUC (consisting of twenty-two
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member groups across eighteen countries), filed a complaint before the
European Commission and consumer-protection authorities against seven-
teen airlines for allegedly misleading carbon-offsetting schemes.®

Litigation Addressing Corporate Policy

Another series of cases filed primarily in Europe seeks to obtain court orders
compelling fossil fuel producers and other corporations to align their busi-
ness plans with the Paris Agreement. These cases address climate obstruction
insofar as they seek to prevent further delay in decarbonization and some-
times reference the defendants’ history of deception and obstruction in their
legal arguments. Buoyed by a successful suit against Royal Dutch Shell at The
Hague District Court in the Netherlands in 2021 (which was appealed and

partly overturned),®®

similar suits have been filed against Total in France (dis-
missed),” bank BNP Paribas in France (ongoing),®® Volkswagen in Germany
(dismissed),®® and carbon major Eni in Italy (ongoing).”’ The cases against
Total and Eni draw upon historical research showing longstanding knowledge
by the defendants of the climate harms caused by fossil fuels. These suits are
generally based on open legal standards (legal standards that are determined
based on the particular situation presented to the court) under various duty-
of-care laws, so their prospects for success may evolve as climate damages

emerge and societal norms regarding decarbonization shift.

International Court and Human Rights—Based Actions

Various human-rights-based proceedings around the world have the poten-
tial to affect climate obstruction. In 2023, for example, the UN Committee
on the Rights of the Child issued a comment pertaining to climate change
and the Convention on the Rights of the Child, one of the most widely
adopted international treaties in the world.”* The strongly worded comment
noted, among other things, that “delaying a rapid phase out of fossil fuels will
result in higher cumulative emissions and thereby greater foreseeable harm to
children’s rights.”2

Cases and petitions seeking to clarify the responsibility of states with regard
to climate change and human rights are currently pending before the Inter-
American Court of Human Rights, the European Court of Human Rights, and
the International Court of Justice.”® In 2022, a coalition of youth submitted a
report and request to the International Criminal Court to open an investiga-
tion of BP senior executives for allegedly concealing BP’s knowledge of its role
in climate change, misleading the public, and delaying action to prevent and
address climate change; the court has not yet acted on it.>

[348] Climate Obstruction



GOVERNMENT INVESTIGATIONS AND HEARINGS

Government hearings and investigations connected to climate obstruction
represent a relatively new tactic and are far rarer than lawsuits or regulations.
These instruments have the potential to bypass limitations of the judicial and
legislative processes outlined earlier, including barriers to standing and delays
in court cases. They also have drawbacks, including the inability to impose
legally binding outcomes. Three of the most high-profile examples of govern-
ment hearings and investigations on climate obstruction (covered in detail
later) are the Philippines Commission on Human Rights’ National Inquiry on
Climate Change, which produced its final findings in 2022; a series of inves-
tigations by members of the US Congress between 2019 and 2021; and a
European Parliament public hearing on climate denial in 2019.% Scholarly
analyses have highlighted the potential of these investigations to spur further
climate litigation®® and their potential replicability across jurisdictions.?”

Finally, like other legal tools, government investigations and hearings can
also be used to facilitate climate obstruction. For example, in 2019 the Cana-
dian province of Alberta initiated a Public Inquiry Into Anti-Alberta Energy
Campaigns to investigate the alleged spread of disinformation by groups
opposing fossil fuel extraction. The inquiry ultimately found no evidence of
illegal activity.”®

The Philippines Commission on Human Rights’ National Inquiry
on Climate Change

The Philippines Commission on Human Rights announced its National Inquiry
on Climate Change at COP21 in December 2015. It took an innovative
approach, structuring the proceedings as a noncontentious fact-finding mis-
sion.” The investigation publicized evidence of and testimony on climate
harms to vulnerable constituents across both the Global South and Global
North. It also connected those harms to the activities of the carbon majors.

Oil and gas companies had argued that the Commission’s jurisdiction was
limited to adjudicating civil and political rights and therefore did not encom-
pass climate change, and must be limited to ruling on the activities of compa-
nies located within the Philippines. The Commission rejected those arguments,
deciding that its mandate did extend to climate change and furthermore that
climate change caused the violation of the human rights of the people of
the Philippines. The Commission decided, however, that the inquiry would be
transnational and centered on dialogue rather than being adversarial.'*

The process the Commission adopted also had some limitations, includ-
ing that the conclusions of the investigation were recommendations only.
Historically, the reluctance of human-rights bodies to impose legally binding
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obligations on companies stems in part from uncertainty as to whether cor-
porations are subjects of international law and the traditional understanding
that the concept of human rights concerns the relationship between states and
their citizens.

The effects of Typhoon Haiyan (Yolanda) in 2013 caused the deaths of at
least six thousand people in the Philippines, and the impacts of that storm and
the role of carbon majors were the focus of the inquiry. The investigation was
based in the Philippines, but the panel held hearings in New York and London
as well as the Philippines. The investigation used the law as an expository tool,
connecting the activities of carbon majors with people’s real-world experience
of the devastating impacts of climate change in the Global South.'*!

The Commission invited forty-seven oil and gas companies to be part of the
investigation and published their written responses. Most of the responses
from carbon majors did not comment on the issue of their contribution to
climate change or its impacts, and simply referred the Commission to their
sustainability reports and/or climate change policies, relying heavily on their
corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives to justify their activities.'*?
The carbon majors did not otherwise participate actively in the investigation,
although they did send representatives to sit in on the hearings.'®® In contrast
to this relative silence, the victims and survivors of climate change actively
participated in the proceedings.

The inquiry featured individual testimonies from the survivors of Super
Typhoon Haiyan, and the Commission also included voices from across the
Global South. Filipino-Americans in New York compared their experiences
with Hurricane Sandy to those of the survivors of Super Typhoon Haiyan. The
inquiry was framed as a dialogue connecting the climate vulnerable in both
the Global South and the Global North, seeking to portray a global experience
of human suffering that connects the climate vulnerable across boundaries
in an era of climate change. The Commission’s work therefore wove a narra-
tive of both suffering and solidarity in the face of increasing climate-induced
impacts.!0*

The investigation was also unique in its focus on corporate liability, solicit-
ing testimony from legal experts on the ability of companies to be held liable
for incidents of loss and damage connected to climate change.'% These expert
testimonies articulated the potential for liability for companies under tort
(civil harm) and corporate law, and provided a roadmap of how companies
could ensure due diligence as well as remedial action on climate change.

In 2022, the Commission issued a report on the responsibilities of the car-
bon majors in the context of climate change.°® One of its findings was that the
companies “engaged in willful obfuscation and obstruction to prevent mean-
ingful climate action.”'%” The report documented the “massive climate denial”
campaign perpetrated by the carbon majors, including strategies designed to
undermine climate science and international climate laws such as the Kyoto
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Protocol, and stated that these efforts may violate existing constitutional
provisions.'® Specifically in relation to climate obstruction, the Commission
stated that the carbon majors should desist from all activities that under-
mine climate science.’?® In addition, it said that these companies should cease
funding lobbyists, politicians, pseudo-scientists, trade associations, and other
organizations that disseminate false information about climate change and
climate science.’® The Commission noted that while no international legal lia-
bility for climate harms currently exists, these companies had a clear moral
responsibility to minimize climate harm, and the Commission recommended
that each state pass legislation and establish liability through its court sys-
tems. While many of these recommendations have yet to be adopted, the
outcome of the investigation and the process of elevating the voices of the vul-
nerable provide a model that other human rights commissions can adopt and
follow.

US Congressional Investigations of Carbon Majors’ Misinformation Campaigns

In the 2010s, members of the US Congress (its legislative branch) took
a series of steps to respond to climate obstruction, including sending let-
ters to fossil fuel companies inquiring whether they contributed fund-
ing to climate denial research and urging the Department of Justice and
SEC to investigate ExxonMobil’s undermining of climate science.'* Over
nine years, Senator Sheldon Whitehouse of Rhode Island gave more than 270
speeches on climate inaction.'’? Beginning in 2019, members of Congress
initiated a series of public hearings and investigations connected to climate
obstruction.'*?

The highest profile of these investigations was the 2021-2022 House Com-
mittee on Oversight and Reform’s investigation into the fossil fuel industry
campaign of misinformation about the climate crisis.’'* This investigation, led
by representatives Ro Khanna and Carolyn Maloney, focused on the oil and gas
industry’s modern-day deception. Over the course of the next year, the Com-
mittee obtained, via subpoena, a trove of internal documents from the API,
BP, the US Chamber of Commerce, Chevron, ExxonMobil, and Shell related to
their climate-related advertising campaigns, corporate strategy, and funding
for third-party organizations.''®

The Committee held three hearings addressing the industry’s contempo-
rary climate delay tactics. In the first, the six CEOs from the oil companies
and trade associations testified. They all admitted that climate change was a
serious threat but refused to invest more resources into clean energy or to
stop lobbying against climate policy.!*® At the end of the Congress’s term, the
Committee released more than 1,500 pages of documents and two memoranda
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explaining key findings.*'” These documents illustrated the oil majors’ modern
playbook of delay and obstruction techniques, which included: (1) promoting
oil and gas expansion; (2) making relatively tiny investments in clean energy
research and deployment; (3) heavily advertising the latter minor investments;
and (4) attempting to block any significant climate policy that arises.''® Paral-
lel investigations undertaken by other committees into the industry’s use of
public relations firms and voluntary methane leak-detection programs sim-
ilarly found much talk and little action on addressing its role in climate
change.'?®

In conjunction with the political and coalition-building work of thousands
of policymakers and activists, these investigations put the industry on the
defensive and may have contributed to creating political space for the passage
of the Inflation Reduction Act, which invested billions of dollars into climate-
related programs across the United States. The investigations also revealed
how much work remains. When congressional Republicans won the majority
position in the US House in January 2022 and declined to continue the cli-
mate investigation, Rep. Khanna admitted that the Committee had run out
of time to finish reviewing the relevant documents.'?® While this series of
congressional investigations demonstrated the potentially profound impact
of public hearings on addressing climate obstruction, it also reveals how such
investigations can be curtailed by a shift in political power.

European Parliament Hearing on Climate Change Denial

In March 2019, the European Parliament held a ground-breaking public hear-
ing at which European lawmakers heard expert testimony on climate change
denial.’?! The hearing featured speakers on the role and evolution of cli-
mate deniers more broadly, as well as on the specific role of ExxonMobil in
spreading climate misinformation.'?? ExxonMobil was invited to attend the
public hearing and respond to the expert testimony but declined, citing restric-
tions connected to ongoing climate litigation in the United States.'?3 Instead,
the company sent a private memo to the Members of the European Parlia-
ment (MEPs), later leaked, which attempted to discredit the scientific research
upon which part of the expert testimony was based.'?* ExxonMobil’s actions
drew negative political and media attention, and certain MEPs unsuccessfully
attempted to revoke ExxonMobil’s lobbying privileges at the European Parlia-
ment.!?> Research by Geoffrey Supran, a witness at the hearing, highlighted
how ExxonMobil’s attempts to influence lawmakers and undermine scientific
research that make the company accountable for misleading the public was yet
another example of the company manufacturing uncertainty around climate

science (i.e., obstruction).!?®
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CONCLUSION

State and legal efforts already play a significant role in addressing climate
obstruction and are growing rapidly. Regulation, litigation, and government-
led investigations are three key areas of activity, each with their own
advantages and limitations. The academic literature assessing these activities
remains sparse, with most commentary and analysis thus far provided by jour-
nalists. Overall, the literature suggests that state and legal efforts to address
climate obstruction are expanding and may play an increasingly key role going
forward.

Both academic and journalistic research have key roles to play in advanc-
ing our understanding of the impact of climate regulation and litigation.
Nearly all cases seeking liability for GHG pollution rely on research quanti-
fying historical emissions by defendants.'?” Historical research on corporate
malfeasance and scientific research on climate damages also play important
roles in advancing litigation.'?® Thus areas where further studies would inform
and enable effective climate litigation include historical research on corporate
and governmental obstruction of climate action; social scientific research on
greenwashing, false solutions, and misleading advertising; scientific research
showing causal links between climate change and various types of damages;
and research on viable decarbonization pathways to inform Paris-Agreement-
aligned injunctions.’®® Similarly, research on obstruction efforts in the regu-
latory arena would aid in efforts to pass and enforce effective regulations, and
much research remains to be done using documents and information obtained
through congressional and other government-led investigations, as well as
studying the impact of such investigations.

Actors such as NGOs and the media also have a key role to play in sup-
porting and amplifying legal efforts against climate obstruction. As previously
discussed, the carbon majors are attempting to frame themselves as corporate
leaders who will be indispensable to our climate future. Thus state and non-
state legal actors are uniquely suited to challenging this industry framing and
exposing historical and continued climate deception as well as explicitly quan-
tifying the harms borne by the public due to such corporate actions.’® The
more frequently and thoroughly these legal actions are covered in the media,
the harder it will be for the carbon majors to claim leadership on climate change
and leverage their social and political capital to obstruct climate action.
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INTRODUCTION: EFFORTS TO RESIST CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION

Resistance to climate obstruction is gaining momentum globally as civil soci-
ety attempts to hold powerful actors accountable for intentionally delaying the
transformative action required for a climate-stable future. This volume defines
climate obstruction as efforts intended to slow or block policies or actions
on climate change that are commensurate with the current scientific con-
sensus of what is necessary to avoid dangerous anthropogenic interference
with the climate system. The previous chapter on litigation laid out ways in
which the courts and governments are attempting to fight climate obstruc-
tion; in contrast, this chapter reviews the many efforts to confront climate
obstruction outside legal systems, which encompass civil society and non-
state actor strategies and tactics to expose, confront, and resist climate
obstruction.

As climate obstruction expands in complexity and sophistication,’ under-
standing the range of efforts deployed to confront it is important to strengthen
coalitions and build resistance. Norm-changing initiatives to counter climate

Jennie C. Stephens et al., Confronting Climate Obstruction. In: Climate Obstruction. Edited by: J. Timmons Roberts,
Carlos R. S. Milani, Jennifer Jacquet, and Christian Downie, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press
(2025). DOI: 10.1093/0s0/9780197787144.003.0013



obstruction attempt to stigmatize and delegitimize those who engage in the
practice and to revoke their social license. Because actions that reveal and
confront climate obstruction within individual companies, industries, and gov-
ernments and among networks of powerful actors can weaken these players’
effectiveness, an improved understanding of these strategies and tactics holds
powerful potential to disrupt it.

Various civil-society and non-state actors actively resist climate obstruc-
tion. Key actors include climate and environmental NGOs, climate activists,
local communities, corporations, financial organizations, international orga-
nizations, researchers, journalists, and educational institutions. Many are part
of formal and informal coalitions collaborating to share insights and provide
mutual support.

These actors direct their efforts at multiple target audiences, including
the public, the media, policymakers, corporations, and civil-society organiza-
tions. For example, educational initiatives and journalistic endeavors expose
climate obstruction primarily by informing the public while indirectly target-
ing policymakers and corporations. In contrast, some NGO and journalistic
efforts to expose climate obstruction focus explicitly on government actors
such as policymakers, program administrators, regulators, and the courts.
Another dimension of resisting climate obstruction is directing efforts at indi-
vidual corporations and industry networks. This approach involves publicly
naming and shaming specific companies and/or performing research and jour-
nalistic investigations to expose industry delay strategies. This approach can
also include working with media organizations to persuade them to adopt
policies that fight climate mis-/disinformation.? The various strategies also
ripple beyond their primary targeted audiences, exerting influence on other
actors.

This review focuses on strategies and tactics explicitly designed and moti-
vated to counter climate obstruction. Although the scale and breadth of
efforts to confront and resist climate obstruction have grown steadily since
the 1980s, when significant investments were made in denying climate sci-
ence,? this chapter narrows its focus to the period following the 2015 Paris
Agreement.

A Framework for Analysis

Efforts to resist climate obstruction have expanded rapidly since 2015,
due partly to the rapid expansion of climate obstruction itself.? While
there is ample research on climate action in civil society across various

5,6

countries,>® there is a dearth of research examining how civil society is

using counter—climate obstruction initiatives. To date, there exists minimal
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analysis of activities aimed at combating climate disinformation, efforts
to resist climate denial, initiatives focused on confronting instances of
“climate-washing”—the deliberate misrepresentation of climate actions and
commitments—and projects designed to counter other manipulative strate-
gies and tactics aimed at blocking or delaying climate policies and actions.

The chapter aims to address this gap by presenting a framework for cat-
egorizing dominant strategies and their respective tactics deployed by civil
society to confront climate obstruction. Based on a review of climate obstruc-
tion scholarship, reports, news articles, and prominent movements, actions,
and practices, we identify three main strategies: (1) social exposure to reveal
and expand awareness about climate obstruction, (2) lobbying to advocate
for the prevention of climate obstruction, and (3) campaigns and protests to
mobilize public concern about climate obstruction. This framework provides
a way to characterize diverse, dynamic, nonlinear, and context-dependent
strategies.

As this chapter shows, these strategies and tactics are employed by a wide
range of actors spanning North and South America, Europe, Africa, and Asia.
The examples provided offer a snapshot of recent efforts to fight climate
obstruction and the diverse mechanisms developing in this arena. Character-
izing these examples within the framework encourages comparative reflection
upon the value of various strategies and highlights some prominent syner-
gies among them. The chapter concludes by underscoring the need for future
research and expanded civil-society initiatives focused on confronting climate
obstruction.

STRATEGIES TO COUNTER CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION

Non-state actors have deployed a wide array of strategies to address cli-
mate obstruction. One way to categorize them is by distinguishing between
institutional and extra-institutional strategies. Institutional strategies oper-
ate within the confines of existing institutions and norms, while extra-
institutional strategies transcend these boundaries, often taking on more
radical and disruptive approaches.” This review includes both prominent
institutional strategies for reducing climate obstruction (social exposure and
lobbying) and extra-institutional strategies (such as campaigns and protests
deploying tactics such as rallies, civil disobedience, and site occupations). The
two categories sometimes generate tensions or divisions among actors and
within coalitions. However, these differing approaches can also work syner-
gistically, such as when more radical groups open opportunities for actors
pursuing more conventional strategies.® Extra-institutional strategies and tac-
tics often emerge when institutional strategies appear to be ineffective or
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inadequate.” Strategies tend to evolve and adapt in response to shifts in
coalition composition, goals, and intended audience.'® Also, the use of spe-
cific strategies can prompt and facilitate the use of other strategies and tac-
tics. For example, social exposure, such as naming and shaming tactics, can
reinforce lobbying efforts and encourage campaigns and protests. Although
not exhaustive, this overview covers the most prominent strategies.

Social Exposure

One prominent strategy for confronting climate obstruction is unveiling it and
expanding awareness of its perpetrators and their methods. Our framework
refers to this reputation-based strategy of revoking social license (commu-
nity approval of a company or institution) as social exposure. Social exposure
leverages scholarly research, media coverage and monitoring, and naming and
shaming to confront climate obstruction.

Research

Many actors and organizations have been investigating climate obstruction
to expand social exposure, including researchers from universities, think
tanks, and NGOs (including contributors to this volume). Recent publica-
tions have, for example, provided a framework for identifying the discourses
of delay'! and misleading public claims of fossil fuel companies.’?> Some
research is designed to expose all kinds of climate obstruction and thereby
encourage transparency. Other research focuses on uncovering and under-
standing particularly egregious forms of climate obstruction (through naming
and shaming). For example, researchers have produced evidence revealing
the funding sources behind climate denial campaigns,'® the environmen-

1415 and the compliance of

tal and social impacts of fossil fuel investments,
governments, industries, and regulatory agencies with climate-related com-
mitments.’® These efforts have exposed instances of obstruction, includ-
ing greenwashing, noncompliance, and other forms of resistance to climate
action.!”

Research has also revealed how the fossil fuel industry promotes misin-
formation through its communication channels and by strategically investing
in higher education and university partnerships.’®1%2° These insights have
inspired and served as a basis for many of the other strategies to confront
climate obstruction that this chapter discusses, including lobbying and cam-
paigns for governmental efforts and legal actions (see Chapter 12).

Research has also been critical for illuminating carbon offsetting as a delay

tactic, critiquing the validity of net-zero claims, and exploring the problematic
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power dynamics of allowing corporate interests to participate in climate policy
discussions.??223

Notably, insight sharing among climate obstruction researchers was facili-
tated by an international conference on fossil fuel supply and climate change at
Oxford University in 2016. Spearheaded by the Stockholm Environment Insti-
tute, this conference was subsequently held in 2018, 2020, and 2022, and has
provided an avenue for exchanging findings on climate obstruction.

While climate obstruction research is conducted by both universities and
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), NGO research has been critically
important for exposing climate obstruction because fossil fuel interests have
invested heavily in university-based climate research, which has in turn con-
strained academic research on climate obstruction. The term “academic cap-
ture” describes how industry has influenced university climate initiatives in
this way.24 For example, since 2020, the Climate Social Science Network
(CSSN), the international network of researchers coordinating this volume,
has facilitated and supported international collaboration on research that

t.2° Nonetheless, fossil

resists climate obstruction by revealing and exposing i
fuel phaseout-related research remains an intellectual “no-fly zone” in many
universities due to the significant influence of powerful corporate interests on
university research agendas.?®

Multiple examples of nonacademic research uncovering climate obstruc-
tion exist worldwide. The Australia Institute, an influential public policy think
tank in Australia, has played a leading role in revealing the part industry
lobbyists have played in delaying climate policy. The US Center for Climate
Integrity advocates accountability and counters disinformation from fossil fuel
companies. The UK-based Institute for Strategic Dialogue (ISD) has provided
empirical research on climate mis-/disinformation and made recommenda-
tions for policymakers, internet and social media companies, and civil stake-
holders to resist obstruction. The Climate Policy Initiative has produced several
influential publications on obstruction in Brazil.?” Such think tanks serve as
crucial intermediaries between research and policymaking, offering evidence-
based analysis of climate obstruction and providing policy recommendations
to confront and restrain climate obstruction.

NGOs also study the suppression of climate scientists and their research
to document the dissemination of climate disinformation. The suppression
and targeting of climate scientists have been widespread, particularly in gov-
ernment administrations hostile to energy-transition policies.?® During the
first Trump administration in the United States (2017-2021), for example,
climate scientists were fired and forced into retirement. Censorship was also
widespread.?? NGOs and research organizations such as the Union of Con-
cerned Scientists,3° the Sabin Center, and the Climate Science Legal Defense
Fund (CSLDF) have closely monitored this suppression.3! CSLDF has not only
tracked but also provided support to climate scientists who have experienced

[368] Climate Obstruction



suppression. The censorship of climate scientists also tends to coincide with
the suppression of climate science itself. The Environmental Data and Gover-
nance Initiative®? was founded to prevent the loss of crucial datasets during
the first Trump administration. Since its inception, the Initiative has become
a leading watchdog organization monitoring data availability and dataset
changes.

NGOs also engage in research activities to track climate finance and cor-
porate investments; these data are then used to confront climate obstruc-
tion. This crucial work pinpoints the origins and destinations of funding
that either supports climate action or contributes to climate obstruction.?
For example, BankTrack.Org monitors private banks and their fossil fuel
investments globally, providing information to strengthen campaigns to chal-
lenge climate obstruction in the fossil fuel industry. Fossil Free Indexes offer
data and analysis on fossil fuel investments within financial indexes, aiding
climate-conscious investors in making informed decisions.>* In the United
States, the Rainforest Action Network campaigns against institutions funding
environmentally destructive projects and climate denial.>> Globally, 350.0rg,
Greenpeace, Oil Change International, and Global Witness track fossil fuel
industry investments, counteract industry-driven misinformation, and chal-
lenge efforts to present fossil gas as a climate-friendly option. The UK-based
Reclaim Finance concentrates on investments supporting climate denial and
harmful fossil fuel activities. The Climate Investigations Center scrutinizes
funding related to climate denial and its policy impacts, particularly within the
United States.

NGO research by 350.0rg, Oil Change International, Oil Watch Interna-
tional, Amazon Watch, and Friends of the Earth on the opposition to contin-
ued build-out of fossil fuel infrastructure has also documented and opposed
climate obstruction by, for example, highlighting the fossil fuel industry’s pro-
motion of technological solutions to avoid the phase-out of fossil fuels.*® For
example, a coalition of NGOs produced approximately fifty reports on the
environmental risks, absence of economic benefits, issues of environmental
justice, and influence of politics during the campaigns against the Atlantic
Coast Pipeline in the United States.?”

Research efforts among NGOs also extend beyond specific campaigns,
encompassing broader studies exploring the feasibility of an energy transi-
tion. For example, Oil Change International produced a report in 2023 on
how Japan’s fossil fuel finance threatens to derail Asia’s energy transition.>8
Additionally, NGOs have published studies examining the safety and environ-
mental risks associated with existing energy technologies such as pipelines.
These reports provide valuable public information and serve as a counterpoint
to claims of fossil fuel developers. Simultaneously, these studies enhance the
credibility of opponents as these campaigns progress into regulatory hearings
and litigation.
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NGOs also mediate between the scientific research community and the
media, civil society, and governmental bodies. In the United States, the Cli-
mate Science Rapid Response Team connects climate scientists with journalists
and government officials to swiftly deliver scientifically grounded informa-
tion.?° In Brazil, the Instituto Clima Info,*° Climate Observatory,41 and the
Serrapilheira Institute*? combat climate change mis/disinformation by offer-
ing accurate science-based information to the media, the public, governmental
bodies, and other NGOs.

Media Coverage and Media Monitoring

Media actors, including journalists, NGOs, individuals, and media organiza-
tions, are working to counter climate obstruction through media coverage.
Among them are well-established and widely recognized news publications
specializing in exposing corporate climate obstruction while promoting public
awareness of greenwashing, climate denial, and disinformation. Investiga-
tive journalism also involves research (as discussed earlier), but this chapter
distinguishes it from media-related efforts to capture the breadth of media
engagement in countering climate obstruction. Media actors wield signifi-
cant influence in the fight against climate obstruction, especially in packaging
and disseminating climate change information to broad audiences.*> Media
coverage—publishing news articles and opinion pieces of relevant events and
issues—is a counterobstruction strategy and a part, or outcome, of other
strategies discussed here. For example, media coverage can be a tool of inves-
tigative journalism to reveal climate obstruction. Media coverage can also
result from protests and campaigns, shaming tactics, and research publications
that attract media attention.

Journalists and media organizations contribute to countering climate
obstruction by debunking climate misinformation, promoting climate literacy,
and raising awareness about innovative climate solutions and sustainable prac-
tices. For example, over time, climate scientists, activists, and other non-state
actors have effectively leveraged the media to clarify the link between climate
change and adverse weather conditions.** These may be effective strategies
to overcome the fossil fuel industry’s effort to utilize the media: an analy-
sis of climate change coverage by prominent US news outlets, including the
New York Times, Wall Street Journal, the Washington Post, and the Associated
Press, revealed a diminishing trend in the portrayal of climate change issues
in ways that dissuade people from participating in the fight against the cri-
sis.*> This analysis suggests the potential for media actors to play a broader
role in countering climate obstruction. Importantly, Indigenous journalists
and media also counter climate obstruction by exposing systemic biases and
reporting on issues not covered by the mainstream media.*¢
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Media actors also counter climate mis/disinformation®’ and expose tactics
of delay and inactivism.*® Some news outlets, like The Guardian, reveal the
role and influence of corporate climate obstruction of this type. Their 2021
climate crimes series investigated the type of tactics used by fossil fuel com-
panies to evade responsibility for their contributions to global heating.*® One
noteworthy investigation by the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation exposed
corporate obstruction through revelations of the multinational pipeline and
energy company Enbridge’s sponsorship of the University of Calgary.>® The
media coverage revealed direct attempts by fossil fuel energy corporations to
shape public discourses on climate change.

Organizations also operate ancillary websites or newsletters to identify and
debunk climate crisis mis/disinformation. For example, Climate Nexus,”! a
strategic communications group founded in 2011, was a prominent New York-
based oil and gas industry watchdog until it was shut down abruptly in June
2024. They produced the Nexus Hot News, a newsletter featuring a “Denier
Roundup” that reported climate mis/disinformation. Similarly, DeSmog,?
founded in 2006, publishes regular reports and investigations on climate
deniers and obstruction and aims to provide accurate fact-based information
regarding climate misinformation campaigns. Similarly, the Australian website
Skepticalscience.com,”® launched in 2007, specializes in providing rebuttals
to arguments by actors associated with climate science attacks and denialism.
Other news outlets, such as Drilled News, a global multimedia project focused
on climate accountability, produce materials providing in-depth exposés of cli-
mate disinformation purveyors. Politico’s E&E News has also published pieces
exposing climate obstruction, including an October 2020 article revealing that
American automotive companies knew fifty years ago that vehicle emissions
cause climate change.>*

Despite these efforts, media actors face significant challenges in combat-
ing climate obstructionism. One pressing challenge relates to the journal-
istic inclination of presenting “balanced” coverage of issues, which involves
giving a platform to climate countermovement perspectives in climate-
related stories.>® Additionally, media actors may inadvertently amplify cli-
mate mis/disinformation through their reporting when they repeat misleading
claims by those engaged in climate obstruction.’® Media actors must also
navigate a public arena where “authenticity,” or how easy it is to believe infor-
mation, is increasingly valued over “facticity,” the degree to which the claims
made can be verified.”” This situation is particularly troubling when climate
denial and misleading claims gain traction as perceived authentic and truthful
narratives.>8

Monitoring the media to promote climate-responsible reporting is another
strategy for resisting obstruction. Because climate mis/disinformation cir-
culates widely on social media, often amplified by algorithmic systems and
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inadequate policies to control climate mis/disinformation among platform

companies,>®

monitoring by NGOs and other non-state actors has emerged
as a prominent countermeasure. Campaigns led by organizations such as the
Conscious Advertising Network,?° which focuses on severing the economic
ties between advertising and harmful online content, have successfully pres-
sured web platforms including Google, Pinterest, and Facebook to revise their
monetization and climate misinformation policies.

Similarly, the Climate Action Against Disinformation (CAAD) coalition,
comprising more than fifty leading climate organizations focused mainly on

61 monitors

combatting the spread of mis/disinformation on tech platforms,
climate mis/disinformation spread on major technology platforms. CAAD
also provides recommendations for policymakers, platform companies, and
civil stakeholders on combatting media mis/disinformation. The coalition has
exposed specific communications tactics and rhetoric used in climate obstruc-
tion as well as offered a comprehensive definition of “climate disinformation,”
calling for its implementation by tech platforms including Meta, Google, and
X (Twitter).

University researchers are also coordinating their expertise to monitor
and resist climate obstruction in the media. For example, Climate Feedback,
a network of scientists, analyzes and critiques media coverage of climate
change by fact-checking and labeling the accuracy of online climate-related
content.5?

Naming and Shaming

“Naming and shaming” climate obstruction refers to civil-society actors’ expo-
sure of individuals, organizations, and countries®? for their actions, omissions,

or decisions that obstruct climate policies or may impede climate action.®*

65 corporate executives, and policymakers engaging in

This tactic targets firms,
climate-washing, anti-climate litigation, anti-climate organizational policies,
and climate denial to hold obstructors accountable and deter ongoing or future
climate obstruction.®® Shaming centers on causing reputational harm to those
engaged in obstruction®’ and includes a moral message exposing the deceit-
ful nature of climate obstructionists to motivate action to counter them.®
Shaming climate obstructionists holds these particular entities accountable
for impeding climate policies and action, thereby encouraging other actors,
(including shareholders, suppliers, creditors, customers, advertisers, litigators,
regulators, policymakers, and employees) to sanction them. The significance
of shaming also arises from the law’s limited capacity to address climate
obstruction. Shaming thus functions as a form of non-state regulation and
a governance tool discouraging climate obstruction. It can also inspire vari-

ous institutional and extra-institutional strategies and tactics to further resist
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climate obstruction, some of which are discussed in this chapter, such as
campaigns and protests.69

Climate obstruction shaming differs from the broader concept of climate
shaming. While the latter refers to shaming people and organizations, such

as corporations, for their carbon footprint,”®

the former targets people and
organizations explicitly involved in denying climate change or delaying cli-
mate action or policy.”! Climate obstruction shaming is more intricate because
it requires clear explanations to the public or relevant audiences about the
meaning and implications of climate obstruction tactics, which are often
complex.”?

Another challenge lies in substantiating and communicating the existence
and methods of climate obstruction. For example, shaming policymakers for
not enacting climate laws or implementing lax climate policies due to success-
ful anti-climate lobbying by the fossil fuel industry requires both proof and
skillful argumentation. Lobbying efforts are often covert, so establishing a
causal connection between lobbying and policies can be arduous. Making a
compelling case for why climate obstruction is perilous and destructive may
also pose communication challenges, as not everyone may directly perceive the
threat posed by the climate crisis.”®

Another conceptual distinction between climate obstruction shaming and
climate obstruction “faming” should be made. Efforts by civil society to
respond to climate obstruction can also be conducted by recognizing firms,
officers, policymakers, and states that are performing well in their commit-
ments and actions to expose and fight climate obstruction. Shaming and
faming tactics can also be combined by, for example, ranking and exposing
the best and worst actors in either climate obstruction or fighting climate
obstruction.

For example, the international NGO Greenpeace has dedicated decades
to shaming fossil fuel companies for their false statements and misinforma-
tion.”# In 2001, Greenpeace embarked on a series of reports and web projects,
including the “Decade of Dirty Tricks” report and the web project “ExxonSe-
crets,” which exposed the climate denial activities of carbon majors including
ExxonMobil.”> Greenpeace continues its efforts to expose and shame climate
deniers, including “polluters, lobbyists, and politicians standing in the way of
progress.”’® They operate a “PolluterWatch” to hold “polluters, their lobbyists,
and the politicians who work with them accountable for poisoning the climate
debate and blocking much-needed environmental regulations.””’ Greenpeace
also tracks and shames business magnates the Koch brothers and their affili-
ated organizations for financially supporting nearly one hundred groups that
attacked climate change science and policy from 1997 to 2018.78 Their web-
site features a list shaming these groups, signaling to stakeholders associated
with them that they should distance themselves or face reputational repercus-
sions.” This form of shaming has led to increased scrutiny and resistance from
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individuals and organizations in the United States®? and the establishment of
the organization UnKoch My Campus, a campaign to disrupt corporate power
on US campuses and communities, as discussed later.

ExxonMobil was also a focus of a coordinated climate obstruction sham-
ing campaign initiated by a coalition of US-based NGOs that harnessed social
media activists, most notably using the hashtag #ExxonKnew.?! The campaign,
which began in 2015 based on investigative reporting by Inside Climate News,
the Los Angeles Times, and Columbia University’s Graduate School of Journal-
ism,%? focused on exposing what ExxonMobil knew as early as the late 1960s
about global warming and its link to burning fossil fuels and how, despite that
knowledge, it continued business as usual and misled the public and policy-
makers.® As part of the campaign, activists also initiated and participated in a
mock trial during the 2015 United Nations Conference of the Parties (COP21).
Titled “Exxon vs. the People,” it highlighted the company’s wrongdoing and
deceit.®

Another notable example involves the Energy and Policy Institute, a watch-
dog organization exposing attacks against renewable energy and countering
mis/disinformation by fossil fuel and utility interests.2> One of the Institute’s
primary tactics is to publicly name and shame specific fossil fuel producers,
utilities, and automakers that have been aware of climate change for decades
while simultaneously supporting climate mis/disinformation campaigns.®
The NGO InfluenceMap also conducts climate obstruction shaming by eval-
uating and ranking businesses based on whether their lobbying efforts align
with the goals of the Paris Agreement or are focused on counterobstructionist
goals (see the following section).®”

Efforts to encourage transparency, including ranking systems like that used
by the US-based organization Law Students for Climate Accountability, are
also a form of shaming. The group rates and ranks US law firms on a scale
from A (colored green) to F (colored red) based on their engagement in fos-
sil fuel work over five years.®8:89 Similarly, CAAD rates and ranks social-media
platforms according to their climate disinformation policies.”® This rating
system incentivizes tech corporations to enhance their standards, catalyzes
policymakers (including regulators) into advocating legislation mandating the
adoption of these standards, and increases public awareness regarding the role
platforms play in facilitating the dissemination of climate misinformation.

Climate obstruction shaming also targets specific countries. One example
is the Fossil of the Day Award from the Climate Action Network (CAN), an
international, Germany-based network of hundreds of civil-society organiza-
tions. First bestowed in 1999, the award is presented at COPs to countries
that are “doing the most to achieve the least” and “doing their best to be the
worst” in climate negotiations and climate action.”® Numerous governments

have been shamed in their national media for receiving the award, including
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Australia, which was dubbed the “Colossal Fossil” at COP 26 for its ongoing

embrace of fossil fuels under its then-conservative government.?*

Lobbying

A second strategy for countering obstruction involves lobbying, which refers
to directly advocating policy or regulatory changes to policymakers through
two main tactics: disinformation rebuttal and counterbalancing. Disinforma-
tion rebuttal attempts to persuade policymakers that obstructionist claims
are false. It includes refuting disinformation about climate science, the
costs of climate policy, and the severity of climate risks.” Counterbalanc-
ing involves making offers and/or threats to policymakers with the inten-
tion of directly countering obstructionists’ influence over those or other
policymakers.”®

These tactics are used at different stages in the policymaking process.
Counterobstructionist lobbying often targets the policy-drafting stage. At this
stage, counterobstructionist lobbyists persuade policymakers to resist diluting
climate policy proposals, such as attempts to introduce loopholes that signifi-
cantly reduce a policy’s climate mitigation potential. At other times, it targets
the legislative voting stage to ensure that policymakers understand climate
obstruction efforts before they vote. This lobbying can be influential because
sometimes the fate of climate legislation is determined by a few votes.

Counterobstruction lobbying has been used by businesses, NGOs, and
related coalitions with varying success. Counterobstruction lobbying by com-
panies can be particularly prevalent when divisions are present within a sector
or industry in which some firms, for example, rely on emissions-intensive tech-
nologies and others use more environmentally friendly technologies.”” Within
the automobile industry, for example, companies well positioned to profit from
electric vehicles (EVs) have engaged in counterobstruction lobbying to encour-
age regulations that favor EVs in response to climate obstruction lobbying by
other automotive companies who want to maintain high demand for their fos-
sil fuel-based internal combustion engines. For example, Tesla cited the Federal
Chamber of Automotive Industries in Australia in 2024 for making false claims
about the impact that different fuel efficiency standards for passenger cars
would have on emissions and car prices.”®

Another example of counterobstructionist lobbying was employed by a
coalition of businesses and NGOs that lobbied in response to the European
Commission’s proposal to ban (fossil fuel) internal-combustion cars and vans
by 2035. In early 2023, the Commission was considering diluting the proposal
under pressure from Germany, which highlighted the potential costs to its
large auto industry (see Chapter 3).9 In response, the coalition addressed a
joint letter to the Commission’s president, Ursula von der Leyen, requesting
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no changes to the proposal.!'? The letter used disinformation-rebuttal tac-
tics (highlighting the ban’s air-quality and other environmental benefits as
a counter to the costs highlighted by Germany) and counterbalancing tac-
tics (warning that weakening the ban would hamper the signatory companies’
decarbonization plans and undermine business trust in the policymaking
process). In the end, Germany’s demands were excluded from the legisla-
tion, but the Commission did agree to include them in subsequent technical
legislation.1%t

Businesses often engage in counterobstructionist lobbying through
regional, national, and international business associations. Many of these
associations form partnerships with business-oriented NGOs such as CERES
(an advocacy organization working to accelerate the sustainability transition
by working with investors and companies to change markets and sectors),
EDF+Business (an environmental organization that partners with businesses
to help them make their business practices more sustainable), the We Mean
Business Coalition (a network that catalyzes business and policy action to
halve emissions by 2030), and The Climate Group (an international nonprofit
founded in 2002 that works with businesses and governments to accelerate
climate action). These organizations all coordinated efforts in producing the
joint letter in the example above.

NGOs also engage independently from businesses in lobbying efforts to
counter climate obstruction. However, it is crucial to acknowledge the signif-
icant disparity in funding available to support counterobstruction lobbying
by NGOs compared with the resources possessed by businesses engaged in
climate obstruction.!% NGOs often overcome their comparatively limited
resources through forming coalitions including transnational networks.%® An
example is the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) which, in coalition
with other NGOs, lobbied intensely for the passage of the 2022 climate policy
known as the US Inflation Reduction Act (IRA).194 Against fears sown by the
US Chamber of Commerce and other organizations, NRDC and its lobbying
partners used disinformation-rebuttal tactics such as providing credible and
detailed reports to congressional committee members illustrating how the pol-
icy would create investment and jobs in states that faced the closure of fossil
fuel infrastructure.19>:106

One approach to counter climate obstruction lobbying is the develop-
ment of guidelines and standards to constrain corporate climate lobby-
ing. While these standards sometimes require lobbying efforts themselves,
they constitute another form of monitoring to resist climate obstruction
(similar to the media tracking discussed previously).!%” One of the most
prominent guides and standards in this regard is the Global Standard on
Responsible Climate Lobbying, which has been incorporated into the Climate
Action 100+ Net Zero Benchmark. These standards mandate that compa-
nies lobby for science-based climate policies and refrain from obstructing
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them. Investors sometimes use these standards to establish expectations
for companies. The Climate Action Network (CAN) also promotes standards
for including fossil fuel, industrial-scale forestry, and agribusiness industries
in United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)

negotiations.%8

Campaigns and Protests

Campaigns and protests that contest climate obstruction are another impor-
tant category of strategies. These strategies are classified as extra-institutional
because they involve actions that transcend the boundaries of current insti-
tutions and tend to be more radical and disruptive than the other strategies.
Campaigns and protests often build on evidence from research that revealed
climate obstruction and then develop a specific demand that people can rally
around to delegitimize or disassociate from the climate obstruction. Many
campaigns and protests to counter climate obstruction have focused on gov-
ernments and actors aligned with the fossil fuel sector, who are known to
be blocking climate action through spreading misinformation and other tac-
tics. Others are focused explicitly on resisting fossil fuel development and
infrastructure, not just because fossil fuels are the most significant contrib-
utor to climate change but also because the fossil fuel industry has been
strategically investing in climate obstruction for decades.'®® This section cat-
egorizes campaigns into three types based on their main objectives (though
some may overlap): (1) shifts in industry norms and practices, (2) sunset-
ting industries, and (3) stopping specific projects or seeking remediation for
them.

Shifting Norms

In the pursuit of shifting industry norms and practices related to climate
obstruction, civil-society groups have used campaigns and protests to raise
awareness and frame the fossil fuel industry’s economic and political activ-
ities as morally objectionable. This effort contributes to the emergence of
“anti-fossil fuel norms.”*? The goal of norm change is to stigmatize and dele-
gitimize the fossil fuel industry and those supporting it, effectively revoking
their “social license to operate.”!1! Stigmatized sectors tend to have fewer allies
and weaker public support than legitimate industries, making it more feasible
to enact laws and policies that restrict those industries. Thus, such campaigns
can indirectly help counter the industry’s obstructionist activities.'!?

Targeted activities include campaigns on fossil fuel investments, subsi-
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dies,'*® and new projects and infrastructure.’* Campaigns related to invest-

ments typically pressure organizations to “divest” their capital from fossil
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fuel companies. For example, Fridays for Future, the global youth climate
movement inspired by activist Greta Thunberg’s school strike in Sweden,'”
demands an end to government subsidies for fossil fuels.''® Divestment cam-
paigns at universities and public pension funds demand an end to investments
in companies profiting from continued fossil fuel expansion, and some target
directly companies that seek to deny climate science or delay efforts to mitigate
emissions.'” The divestment campaign can be understood economically and
as a coordinated effort to delegitimize fossil fuels and the fossil fuel industry’s
climate obstruction strategies.!8119

The higher-education sector has played a key role in the fossil fuel divest-
ment movement, in part because of the strong opposition among students
and faculty on college campuses to the fossil fuel industry’s climate obstruc-
tionism.’?° One example of a coordinated counterobstructionism campaign
in higher education is the aforementioned UnKoch My Campus, a nonprofit
organization founded by student activists in 2013 in the United States in
response to the realization that donations from the Koch family, who were
associated with climate obstruction and fossil fuel support, were exerting
influence over college curricula, research agendas, and the hiring and firing
of faculty on multiple campuses.’?! The organization investigates and audits
relationships between wealthy donors, corporations, and educational institu-
tions to reveal strategic investments promoting private interests of the fossil
fuel industry and provides training on how to resist them.'??> UnKoch My
Campus supports university campaigns and protests to resist the fossil fuel
industry’s efforts toward “academic capture” designed to advance their climate
obstruction agenda.?3

While students have been the primary driving force behind university-
based fossil fuel divestment campaigns,'?* faculty and academic staff have
also contributed to the movement.'?> Student participation in campaigns to
change their universities’ investments can create, in some cases, an important
educational impact by shifting the universities’ core values.'?® Beyond fossil
fuel divestment, campaigns in some universities, including Brown'?’ in the
United States and Cambridge'?® in the United Kingdom, have expanded to
call for disassociation from companies that promote disinformation or engage
in obstructionist lobbying. The Fossil Free Research campaign and organi-
zation also urges universities to reject fossil fuel industry funding for their
research.!?

Sunsetting Industries

Resisting decades of climate obstruction by fossil fuel companies also includes
efforts to sunset (phase out or terminate) fossil fuel extraction or use within a
specificindustry or region. By sunsetting these industries or reducing the fossil
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fuel investments of leading companies within them, their capacity and motiva-
tion to engage in climate obstruction can also be reduced. For example, in the
United States, the “Beyond Coal” campaign has leveraged research exposing
the coal industry’s climate obstruction efforts to accelerate the closure of many
coal-burning electricity-generation facilities. This campaign has expanded to
include gas as well as coal, as some utilities transition from coal to gas while
continuing to engage in climate obstruction.'3? Fossil fuel phaseout campaigns
highlighting the climate obstruction of the fossil fuel industry are also being
mounted in specific geographic regions. For example, building on decades of
efforts to protect the rainforest, dating back to the work of Chico Mendes,
Brazil’s “No More Oil” campaign advocates for oil-free zones by bolstering the
anti-oil agenda in communities negatively affected by the industry and its cli-
mate obstructionism.'3! In the Amazon region, these campaigns often involve
direct action, including occupying extraction infrastructure sites and staging
protests at government offices. The mis/disinformation of the industry are fre-
quently highlighted in these campaigns, which sometimes include alliances
among Indigenous communities. These alliances can be fragile, and Indige-
nous communities may have divisions over resisting extraction or seeking its
benefits.!?

Stopping Specific Projects

In addition to broader campaigns aimed at countering obstruction by sunset-
ting industries and phasing out fossil fuels, numerous local campaigns have
emerged to counter false claims to stop local fossil fuel extraction and infras-
tructure projects or secure remediation for the damage caused (see Chapter 12
for further discussion on legal actions). Although these campaigns often high-
light the climate impacts associated with expanding extractive capacity and

133 they also include opposition to local environmental injus-

infrastructure,
tices and other adverse effects. Understanding complex coalition dynamics
requires research on the tensions that can emerge between national or global
organizations focused on energy transitions and climate obstruction and
local organizations more concerned with local environmental, cultural, and
economic effects of fossil fuel infrastructure.3*

These diverse campaigns and protests can be interconnected, with localized
mobilizations against a single project expanding into broader regional sunset-
ting initiatives. A prime example was the local dissent against constructing a
coal-fired power plant in Bohol, an island province in the central Philippines.'3
Led by a coalition of citizens, businesspeople, and members of the clergy who
recognized the climate obstruction strategies of the coal plant developers, this
movement employed various tactics that prompted the Bohol government to

prohibit any future coal-based development in the province: mounting social
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media campaigns, publishing position papers, and organizing public events.!®

Such campaigns can transcend local opposition struggles by forming alliances
with national and international organizations. Such shifts in campaign scale
often involve a change in goals and frames, shifting the focus toward global
issues such as climate change and human rights.*’

Since 2020, for example, a rapidly growing global network of policymakers,
scholars and activists has been working to counter fossil fuel interests’ exten-
sive climate obstruction by advocating a global fossil fuel nonproliferation
treaty.!3® Fossil-free zones are also gaining traction within communities and
organizations, including at some universities.’®® Another emerging campaign
is the Fossil Free Careers campaign, led by People & Planet UK. This campaign
urges universities to discontinue their recruitment partnerships with oil, gas,
and some mining companies, discouraging students from entering extractivist
industries.!*°

Another global campaign to counter climate obstruction is Clean Creatives,
a movement of advertisers, public relations (PR) professionals, and their
clients who are committed to cutting ties with the fossil fuel industry, moti-
vated in part by evidence that “fossil fuel producers have been able to mislead
people about climate change with the support of advertising agencies who have
helped them spin false or deceptive narratives.”**! Recognizing how the fossil
fuel industry has relied on advertising to promote climate obstruction, this
campaign invites individuals and organizations to take a pledge not to work
for the fossil fuel industry. Consequently, it resists climate obstruction by con-
straining who will collaborate with and provide services to support climate
obstruction.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has identified three distinct yet overlapping and often synergis-
tic strategies for countering climate obstruction. This categorization of efforts
to confront climate obstruction provides a framework to assess and compare
such efforts. The social exposure category includes research, media coverage,
media monitoring, and naming and shaming to reveal and expand awareness
about climate obstruction. The lobbying category includes advocacy efforts to
prevent climate obstruction. Campaigns and protests comprise a broad range
of coordinated collective actions to mobilize public concern about climate
obstruction. Each of these strategies and tactics is dynamic, nonlinear, and
context-dependent. This framework offers a structure to advance further the-
oretical and empirical analysis of civil society’s role in responding to climate
obstructions. The examples reviewed here provide insights into the diversity
of efforts to confront climate obstruction in recent years, and the various
mechanisms that are developing in this arena.
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Additional research is needed to determine the effectiveness, subsequent
mobilization, and overall impact of various strategies and tactics to resist
climate obstruction. Assessing the effectiveness of efforts to resist climate
obstruction is challenging. For example, some strategies may not be effec-
tive initially but could provide the building blocks for other strategies to be
used over time. Given the adaptability of different tactics used to resist cli-
mate obstruction, their calibration to specific targets, and their historical
context within various campaigns, additional assessments of the emergence
of coalitions and synergies among different types of actors engaged in various
strategies would be valuable.

Evaluating the effectiveness of resistance to climate obstruction should
also consider the role of contextual conditions in outcomes and explore the
risks and likely consequences associated with various strategies and tactics in
other places and contexts. In regions characterized by authoritarian states and
weak civil-society institutions, some strategies and tactics may inadvertently
lead to repression and weaken mobilization efforts. Recognizing the scope and
scale of targets, ranging from local communities to subnational, national, and
regional governments to international organizations and multinational cor-
porations, should also be an integral part of future analysis of resistance to
climate obstruction.

As climate instability worsens, many of the same powerful actors and insti-
tutions promoting climate obstruction also support other forms of misinfor-
mation to fuel polarization and expand divisiveness. In this context, revealing,
resisting, and confronting climate obstruction is increasingly entangled with

the complex geopolitics of fossil fuel power. 4
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