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Executive Summary 
This report draws on dozens of internal fossil fuel industry documents obtained through 
investigative research, lawsuits, congressional subpoenas, publicly available reports, and 
industry testimony. It provides a decades-long review of what fossil fuel companies knew 
about climate change, when they knew it, and, critically, the extreme steps they took to 
deceive the public to protect their profits at the expense of people and the planet. 

Scientists are now increasingly able to quantify the role of human-caused emissions in driving 
climate impacts and evaluate how carbon emissions from fossil fuels extracted by particular 
companies have contributed to climate change. Research has determined that just 122 
companies are responsible for more than 94 percent of all industrial carbon dioxide (CO2) 
emissions since 1959 and 75 percent of all industrial CO2 emissions since 1981. In these time 
frames, fossil fuel companies already had clear scientific evidence that their products were 
contributing to climate change. 

What Fossil Fuel Companies Knew About Climate Change—and When 
They Knew It  

The report links to key documents spanning many decades, to let people see the evidence of 
this deception for themselves. These documents include the following: 

• A 1980 presentation by Stanford climate scientist John Laurmann to the American
Petroleum Institute, the fossil fuel industry’s largest trade association, in which
Laurmann said global warming caused by fossil fuels would bring “major economic
consequences” with potentially “globally catastrophic effects.”

• An internal 1988 report by Shell, acknowledging the significant portion of carbon
emissions the company is responsible for and warning 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 stabilize the situation.”

• Testimony by Martin Hoffert, former head of ExxonMobil’s Research & Engineering
division, at a 2019 congressional hearing. “Exxon was publicly promoting views that its
own scientists knew were wrong,” Hoffert testified. “This was immoral and has greatly
set back efforts to address climate change.”

What Fossil Fuel Companies Did Instead of Addressing Climate Change 

Oil and gas companies were highly aware of the risks to them if the public learned about 
climate change threats and demanded accountability. 

The companies feared similar consequences as those faced by the tobacco industry for the 
harms caused to public health by its products—which included a payout in the hundreds of 
billions of dollars from a landmark 1998 settlement. So the fossil fuel industry developed and 
deployed an aggressive campaign of deception and disinformation about climate science.  
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A 1998 “Roadmap” memo prepared by the American Petroleum Institute explicitly outlined 
how the companies could try to increase uncertainty among the public and policymakers about 
the realities of climate science. “Victory will be achieved when . . . average citizens 
‘understand’ (recognize) uncertainties in climate science,” the plan stated. 

The following decades saw the industry unleash these strategies and many others to distract 
and confuse the public. This report describes the following documentation of these strategies: 

• Court documents alleging a coordinated scheme to hack into the email accounts of staff 
members at the Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS) and several other public interest 
organizations, all of whom were working to hold fossil fuel companies accountable for 
their role in climate change. The documents, together with related reporting, suggest 
that the US government possesses evidence the criminal scheme was indirectly paid for 
by ExxonMobil and that one of its lobbying firms, the Washington, DC-based DCI 
Group, provided a list of “targets” to a middleman linked to the hackers and sent the 
fruits of the hacking to the oil and gas company. 

• Internal ExxonMobil communications subpoenaed by Congress in 2021. The evidence 
shows executives were aware that they were failing to invest sufficiently in a biofuels 
program, even while they were actively promoting the program as an example of the 
company’s commitment to environmental sustainability. 

• A trade show presentation by FTI Consulting, the PR agency hired to build and run the 
Energy in Depth website, which attacks climate accountability experts while 
promoting false claims about oil, fossil gas, and environmental and economic issues. 
Launched in 2009 by the Independent Petroleum Association of America, Energy in 
Depth has depended on backing from fossil fuel companies, including BP, Chevron, 
ExxonMobil, and Shell. The presentation states that the value of such programs and 
platforms lies in their “ability to say, do and write things that individual company 
employees cannot and should not.”   

• Video of an infamous and shockingly candid interview in which Keith McCoy, then 
ExxonMobil’s senior director of government affairs, admits that the corporation used 
front groups as part of its “fight” against climate science.  

Preserving Access to Justice and Ratcheting Up Climate Accountability 

A careful and thorough review leaves little room for doubt that major fossil fuel corporations 
deserve to be held accountable through all lawful means for their decades of climate deception 
and the resulting devastating damages.  

UCS is calling for elected officials, investors, financiers, experts, and the public to increase 
pressure on these companies to do the following:  

 Cease disinformation and greenwashing on climate science, public policy, and 
corporate actions.  

 Stop obstructing science-informed public policy and its implementation. 
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 Pay an equitable share of the costs for climate damages; climate adaptation; and the 
environmental, social, and systemic impacts of fossil fuel products and production. 

 Fully disclose, and regularly and publicly report on, risks and impacts to the climate, 
communities, and the economy. 

 Accelerate actions, investment, and business planning for a fair and fast phaseout of 
fossil fuels worldwide. 

 Stop violating civil rights, human rights, and the rights of Indigenous peoples. 

Further, the report warns of a potential renewed push for a blanket waiver of liability for the 
fossil fuel industry and calls on federal representatives to do everything in their power to 
ensure any such effort does not succeed—so that communities harmed by climate change have 
access to justice and funding, and these corporations face legal and legislative consequences 
for their misconduct. 
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Introduction  
The Case Against Major Fossil Fuel 
Companies 
Climate change is no longer a distant threat; its impacts are already devastating communities 
worldwide, intensifying many kinds of extreme weather events, driving sea level rise, and harming 
human health. Advances in climate attribution science, which quantifies the extent to which 
human activities are responsible for observed changes in the climate system, show it is 
indisputable that the primary driver of these escalating harms is the burning of fossil fuels. Despite 
this, the cost of climate change falls disproportionately on taxpayers and communities on the front 
line of those impacts, rather than on the corporations that knowingly caused the crisis.  

A mounting body of documentary evidence—reinforced by recently released internal corporate 
documents—demonstrates that major fossil fuel companies have known for decades that the 
continued extraction, production, promotion, and sale of their products would lead to 
catastrophic consequences, and that action to ward off the crisis would threaten their bottom 
lines. Instead of acting responsibly, they engaged in a long-term, deliberate disinformation 
campaign to sow public doubt, block climate action, and continue profiting from fossil fuel 
extraction at the expense of the planet. These companies have not only failed to take 
responsibility for their role in the climate crisis but also actively obstructed efforts to 
transition to a clean energy future.  

Given this overwhelming evidence, legal action against the fossil fuel industry is gaining 
traction. Several dozen states, counties, cities, and tribes across the United States and its 
territories have filed lawsuits against fossil fuel corporations, seeking accountability for fraud, 
climate damages, or racketeering. These cases, part of a growing global movement for climate 
justice, contend that fossil fuel companies knowingly misled the public about climate science 
and the risks of continued fossil fuel use. The lawsuits argue that, much like the tobacco industry 
in its deception about the dangers of smoking, fossil fuel companies have long understood the 
harm their products cause and chose to prioritize profit over people and the planet.  

The Need for Accountability and Justice 

Climate justice remains elusive. Fossil fuel corporations deploy vast legal resources to delay 
proceedings, seeking to evade accountability. More concerning still, fossil fuel corporations 
may revive past attempts to shield themselves from liability by, for example, lobbying 
Congress to grant them immunity akin to protections afforded to gun manufacturers. These 
efforts, if successful, would represent a devastating setback for climate accountability and the 
public interest.  

Holding these corporations responsible is a matter of both justice and necessity. Without 
intervention, these companies will continue their deception, delaying the urgent action 
needed to mitigate further climate destruction. Public awareness and legal pressure are 
critical tools in demanding that fossil fuel companies pay for their role in the climate crisis and 
contribute to paying the cost of addressing and adapting to the damage they have caused. The 
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lawsuits currently making their way through the courts are not just focused on securing 
financial compensation—some intend to establish accountability, prevent future deception, 
and ensure that those responsible for climate harm can no longer operate with impunity.  

This report provides a comprehensive analysis of the legal and scientific case against major 
fossil fuel companies. It details what these corporations knew, when they knew it, and how 
they deliberately misled the public and influenced policymakers to continue profiting from 
planetary destruction. By exposing the extent of industry deception and the strength of the 
lawsuits seeking justice, the Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS) aims to inform courts, 
advocates, policymakers, regulators, and the public about the critical need to hold these 
companies accountable. 

Mounting Evidence of the Global Climate Crisis  

To understand how strong the case is against the fossil fuel companies, it is important to first 
briefly review what scientists know about global climate change and its causes.   

Of course, you do not need to be an academically trained scientist to recognize that climate 
change is already wreaking havoc on our planet; worsening heat waves, wildfires, flooding, 
and droughts; melting glaciers and polar ice masses; raising sea levels; and threatening human 
health. For centuries, Indigenous communities and frontline populations—many of whom are 
scientists of the environment, with holistic understandings of the interconnected drivers of 
climate change—have documented changing environmental conditions, recognizing patterns 
of disrupted weather, ecological shifts, and resource depletion caused by extractive industries 
(Whyte et al. 2023). Their observations align with each other, provide robust evidence of 
climate-related changes and strategies for adaptation, and complement the Western scientific 
measurements recorded over the past century.   

Today, we see the effects of climate change in almost daily reports of severe weather events and 
a host of other documented developments, from extinctions to ocean acidification that threatens 
the entire marine ecosystem. We know that droughts have become more frequent in many areas, 
lengthening wildfire season in the US Western states, for example. Extremely heavy rainfall has 
also become more common in other regions, such as parts of the Eastern United States, leading 
to increased and sometimes unprecedented flooding (Marvel et al. 2023).  

To appreciate the scale of the problem, consider one robust data source: the US National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), which has tracked extreme weather and 
climate-related disasters, including hurricanes, wildfires, droughts, and floods. According to 
NOAA data, 2024 saw 27 confirmed weather and climate disaster events that each caused 
damages amounting to $1 billion or more.   

The number of such events fluctuates from year to year, but climate change is altering the 
frequency and severity of certain extreme events that contribute to costly disasters 
(Seneviratne et al. 2021). Multiple factors contribute to the increase of such events, including 
population changes, infrastructure expansion, and greater exposure to hazards, as well as a 
changing climate that can intensify certain extreme events.   

The overall trend is unmistakable: Over the past five years, NOAA reports that there have 
been, on average, 23 billion-dollar disaster events per year. Over the prior decade (2010–19) 
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NOAA tracked 13.1 billion-dollar disasters per year, using adjusted dollar amounts to account 
for inflation. The decade of the 2000s (2000–2009) saw an average of 6.7 (inflation-adjusted) 
billion-dollar disasters; the 1990s (1990–99) saw an average of 5.7 such disasters per year; the 
1980s (1980–89) saw 3.3 such events (NOAA NCEI 2020).   

The implications of climate change for human health are also increasingly apparent, as rising 
temperatures, poor air quality, and extreme weather events contribute to a growing array of 
health crises. The World Health Organization predicts that climate change will cause an 
additional 250,000 deaths annually between 2030 and 2050, due to complications arising from 
heat exposure, malnutrition, and the spread of infectious diseases (WHO 2023). Additionally, 
worsening air quality from increased wildfire smoke and industrial emissions has been linked 
to respiratory problems and cardiovascular diseases (Chen et al. 2021).   

The Science of Climate Change Is Well Established  

For all the industry-stoked disinformation and bad-faith political debate about climate change, 
the underlying science is clear and beyond dispute about what is driving these changes. 
Scientists have known for well over a century that carbon dioxide (CO₂) in the Earth’s 
atmosphere traps heat like a blanket. When fossil fuels are burned, CO₂ is released and 
increases in concentration. As the proportion of CO₂ increases in the atmosphere, it lets in the 
sun’s rays but traps an increasing amount of heat radiating from the Earth’s surface.   

In 1856, Eunice Foote, a scientist and women’s rights advocate, was the first to experimentally 
demonstrate the “greenhouse effect” of CO₂, publishing her findings in the American Journal 
of Science and Arts (Foote 1856). In 1896, scientist Svante Arrhenius showed that rising levels 
of CO₂ in the atmosphere would trap a growing proportion of the sun’s heat and cause the 
planet to warm. Arrhenius quantified the impact of CO₂ in the atmosphere and hypothesized 
that fossil fuel combustion would increase global temperatures (Arrhenius 1896). His work 
was widely recognized in the field and was included in many academic geology texts 
throughout the early 20th century.   

Beyond the powerful theoretical understanding, though, scientists have long known precisely 
how much CO₂ is in the atmosphere because they have been carefully measuring it for 
generations. Many research teams around the world now track CO₂ levels, but one of the most 
respected sources of data began with the work of a scientist named Charles David Keeling. 
From a weather monitoring facility in Hawai‛i, far from industrial resources that might skew 
the results, Keeling began taking measurements in 1957.   

Today, the Mauna Loa Observatory, where Keeling set up his experiment, continues to make 
hourly measurements of the CO₂ in the atmosphere. The measurements are so precise and 
have been handled so consistently that they have long been considered the gold standard in 
the field of climate studies.   

Keeling’s work eventually earned him the National Medal of Science, the nation’s top honor 
for a scientist. His Keeling Curve, as it is now known, is engraved on the wall of the National 
Academy of Sciences’ headquarters in Washington, DC.   
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In 1958, Keeling measured 315 parts per million (ppm) of CO₂ in the atmosphere. Levels have 
grown steadily since then. For 2024, the Mauna Loa Observatory reports atmospheric 
measurements of roughly 422 ppm of CO₂—a 33 percent increase (NOAA GML 2025).   

We also know temperatures are rising because we have been taking precise temperature 
measurements around the world for centuries. Scientists have consistently charted increases 
in global average temperatures, with particularly sharp warming observed in polar regions. 
The world has experienced record-setting temperatures since 2005, and the 10 warmest years 
since 1850 have all occurred in the past decade (NOAA NCEI 2024).   

Fossil Fuels Leave Fingerprints  

For a host of powerful reasons, scientists are confident that rising global temperatures are due 
to increasing levels of heat-trapping gases, such as CO₂, in the atmosphere, primarily from the 
burning of fossil fuels. One key source of confidence is a technique sometimes known as 
“climate fingerprinting.” Similar to how detectives analyze forensic evidence, climate 
scientists can study carbon molecules and gradations in temperature between the lower and 
upper atmosphere for clues about the source of warming trends.   

Benjamin Santer, long a climate scientist at the Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory in 
California, is one of the researchers who first explored the implications of climate 
fingerprinting. He recognized that if the warming were caused by increased energy from the 
sun, for instance, careful temperature measurements of the atmosphere at different altitudes 
would reveal that it was warming from the top straight down to Earth’s surface. Volcanic 
eruptions would yield a distinctly different temperature profile.   

But Santer’s research, now replicated by many other scientists around the world, shows a 
telltale warming of the lower atmosphere, or troposphere, and a cooling of the upper layer of 
the atmosphere, or stratosphere. This pattern precisely matches the expected “fingerprint” of 
heat-trapping CO₂ from fossil fuel emissions building up in the atmosphere (Santer et al. 1996; 
Santer et al. 2023).   

In addition to the upward trend in global average temperatures, scientists have identified 
multiple other indicators of a rapidly changing climate, including warming oceans, rising sea 
levels, more frequent extreme weather events, thawing permafrost, earlier snowmelt, shifting 
wildlife habitats, and longer wildfire seasons. Collectively, these lines of evidence reinforce 
the conclusion that human activities are altering Earth’s climate in profound ways.  

The Emergence of Powerful Climate Attribution Science   

Although scientists have long understood that the burning of fossil fuels was the major driver 
of climate change, they have discovered powerful ways, over the past several decades, to tease 
apart the natural and human factors that contribute to changes in the climate and the oceans. 
The fast-developing field, known as climate attribution science, addresses how human 
activities contribute to the warming of the atmosphere and oceans and to specific climate 
impacts (IPCC 2013). Scientists are now increasingly able to quantify the role of human-
caused emissions in driving climate impacts and to assess how carbon emissions from fossil 
fuels extracted by particular companies have contributed to climate change.  
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The rapid expansion of observational networks—from satellites to ground sensors—paired 
with major advances in climate modeling allow researchers to generate increasingly precise 
estimates that underpin attribution analyses. This synergy helps scientists ascribe the 
contribution of fossil fuel emissions to specific climate impacts and project future changes 
with greater accuracy.   

In turn, communities, policymakers, and others gain scientific insights for devising adaptation 
strategies, inform accountability efforts, and improve understanding of climate risks. As 
attribution science continues to advance and gains greater recognition, its findings enable us 
to recognize the direct link between climate impacts and the emissions driving them. These 
advancements can be especially crucial for Indigenous nations, small island states, and 
frontline communities who have long experienced and documented climate shifts.  

A key link in quantifying the contributions of major fossil fuel companies to cumulative global 
emissions comes from a tool known as the Carbon Majors database, now run by a global 
nonprofit based in the United Kingdom (UK) called InfluenceMap (InfluenceMap 2024).  

This database tabulates the cumulative historical carbon emissions, from 1854 through 2022, 
of 122 major oil and gas companies, as well as producers of cement, an industrial product with 
very high carbon intensity. The database includes both investor-owned and state-owned 
corporations, as well as nation-state producers. This relatively small number of producers 
accounts for roughly 72 percent of total global fossil fuel and cement CO2 emissions since 1751. 
Astonishingly, more than 70 percent of these global CO2 emissions can be attributed to just 78 
companies or state-producing entities (InfluenceMap 2024).  

The Carbon Majors database was initially developed over the course of eight years by an 
energy expert named Rick Heede. Tracking down production figures in fossil fuel companies’ 
annual reports, which were scattered among university archives on multiple continents, 
Heede spent thousands of hours compiling worldwide company data dating back to the 
Industrial Revolution and entering the data into detailed spreadsheets. Heede’s years of 
painstaking work led to two crucial findings. 

First, he determined that just 90 companies have produced and marketed the fossil fuels and 
cement responsible for almost two-thirds of the world’s industrial heat-trapping carbon 
emissions over the past two and a half centuries. Of these, 50 are investor-owned oil and gas 
companies, including BP, Chevron, ConocoPhillips, ExxonMobil, and Shell (Heede 2014). 1  

Secondly—and perhaps equally consequential for understanding the role of major fossil fuel 
producers in climate change—the Carbon Majors database, which has since added some new 
companies, shows that 122 companies are responsible for more than 94 percent of all 
industrial CO2 emissions since 1959 and 75 percent of all industrial CO2 emissions since 1981 
(Figure 1). In these time frames, fossil fuel companies already had clear scientific evidence 
that their products were contributing to climate change. The Carbon Majors database offers a 
key means through which scientists can trace carbon emissions on an annual basis to the oil 
and gas sold by individual companies.  

 
1 Royal Dutch Shell changed its name to Shell in 2022. Exxon merged with Mobil to become ExxonMobil in 1999. 
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Figure 1. Industrial CO2 Emissions Since 1900 

 
Just 122 fossil fuel and cement companies are responsible for more than 94 percent of all industrial CO2 

emissions since 1959 and 75 percent of all industrial CO2 emissions since 1981.  
Source: InfluenceMap 2025. 

UCS-Led Research Traces Climate Impacts to Fossil Fuel Companies 

UCS has been a leader in peer-reviewed scientific research linking climate impacts to 
emissions that trace directly to fossil fuel companies. Research teams led by UCS climate 
scientists and joined by a variety of top academic expert collaborators have published a series 
of pathbreaking studies quantifying the contribution of major fossil fuel companies to 
increases in global temperatures, sea level rise, ocean acidification, and increasing damage 
from wildfires. These studies provide valuable scientific evidence on emissions and their 
impacts and represent one component of a broader framework for assessing responsibility.   

In 2017, a team led by Brenda Ekwurzel, a UCS climate scientist, documented the link between 
emissions from major carbon producers and the rise in global temperature and sea level 
(Ekwurzel et al. 2017). This team’s groundbreaking research found that emissions traced to 
the largest 90 carbon producers accounted for nearly half of the rise in global average 
temperature since 1880 and about 30 percent of global sea level rise relative to 1880 levels.   

Building on this work in 2019, a study led by former UCS climate scientist Rachel Licker 
focused on how emissions from major carbon producers were contributing to ocean 
acidification, a consequence of excess CO₂ being absorbed by ocean waters (Licker et al. 2019). 
Scientists have long known that the ocean is absorbing a large portion of the carbon pollution 
released when gas, oil, and coal are burned. This UCS-led study was the first to quantify the 
impact of ocean acidification from carbon emissions traced to major carbon producers.   

The research found that, between 1880 and 2015, more than half (approximately 55 percent) of 
the increase in ocean acidity was tied to emissions from just 88 fossil fuel producers and 
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cement manufacturers, led by Chevron, ExxonMobil, BP, Shell, and ConocoPhillips. The study 
also quantified the impact from just the time period 1965–2015—during which the companies 
in question understood the impacts their products were causing. The research found that 
roughly 51 percent of the decline in surface ocean pH during that period was caused by 
emissions from these 88 companies.   

In 2023, a team of scientists led by another former UCS climate scientist, Kristina Dahl, 
quantified the contribution of major carbon producers to the increase in wildfires in the 
western United States and southwestern Canadian forests. Building on previous UCS research, 
the team’s peer-reviewed study found that some 19.8 million acres of burned forestland—37 
percent of the total area scorched by forest fires in the western United States and southwestern 
Canada between 1986 and 2021—can be attributed to heat-trapping emissions traced to the 
world’s 88 largest fossil fuel producers and cement manufacturers (Dahl et al. 2023).  

Most recently, a 2025 study led by former UCS science fellow Shaina Sadai built on and 
extended earlier research by quantifying not only the historical but also the long-term future 
contributions of major fossil fuel companies to sea level rise (Sadai et al. 2025). The study 
found that emissions traced to the 122 largest carbon producers from 1854 to 2020 contributed 
to 37–58 percent of the increase in average global surface temperatures and 24–37 percent of 
present-day sea level rise. These past emissions have already locked in an additional 10–22 
inches of global sea level rise by 2300—regardless of future reductions in climate-warming 
pollution—posing escalating risks to coastal and island communities.   

The study also modeled three counterfactual scenarios, revealing that if fossil fuel companies 
had begun reducing emissions in 1950 or 1990, global temperatures today would be 0.18°C–
0.23°C lower and sea level rise would be 0.7–1.2 inches lower. These findings underscore the 
long-term consequences of delayed climate action by major carbon producers and highlight 
the disproportionate burden placed on communities that have contributed the least to the 
climate crisis.  

These studies—and other attribution studies like them—help to quantify the role of fossil fuel 
companies in driving climate impacts, offering policymakers, elected officials, and legal experts 
valuable scientific insights for assessing the role of major carbon producers in climate damages. 
A 2023 analysis by social scientist Marco Grasso and Heede uses the Carbon Majors dataset to 
calculate that the top 21 fossil fuel companies owe climate reparations of $209 billion annually to 
communities most harmed by climate impacts and their disinformation, including those in the 
Global South, which have been affected disproportionately (Grasso and Heede 2023).   

There is no question that the Earth is warming, that disastrous climate impacts are already 
occurring and imposing enormous economic and social costs, and that continued use of fossil 
fuels extracted and sold by relatively few major companies will lead to further warming and 
worsening impacts.  
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Chapter 1 
What Fossil Fuel Companies Knew 
About Climate Change—and When 
They Knew It 
As noted earlier, increasingly, climate attribution science is accurately quantifying the share of 
climate impacts that can be attributed to the emissions traced to individual fossil fuel 
companies. While scientists can make these calculations linking the contributions of fossil fuel 
companies to climate impacts, a key step toward assessing these companies’ culpability 
requires examining exactly how much the companies knew about the climate change their 
products were causing—and when they knew it.   

Internal corporate documents that have come to light via investigative research, lawsuits, and 
government subpoenas now show clearly that by the late 1950s, the companies knew a good 
deal about the threat posed by climate change. The evidence shows that by the 1970s and early 
1980s, fossil fuel companies had developed a deep and sophisticated understanding of climate 
change that far exceeded that of the general public and policymakers.  

The selected internal documents, corporate presentations, and congressional testimonies 
shared in this report leave little doubt that major fossil fuel corporations recognized the 
projected impacts of climate change for at least a half century. The evidence shows that these 
companies possessed detailed knowledge of the risks their products posed to the planet, a 
circumstance that greatly increases their culpability.   

These documents show that scientists employed by major fossil fuel companies made climate 
modeling predictions that have since proven to be remarkably accurate. Yet, despite their 
understanding of the damage their products were causing the planet, these companies sought 
to hide the scientific evidence, and they worked activelyto confuse the public about the 
realities of the climate damage they were causing. In some instances they relied on clandestine 
schemes and benefited from  criminally obtained material. 

When reviewing this body of evidence, it is important to bear in mind that three-quarters of 
all industrial CO2 emissions driving climate change have occurred since 1981. By that year, 
these companies could have deployed their substantial knowledge about climate science to 
take steps to alert the public and policymakers and work to prevent the damage they knew 
their products were causing. 

Fossil Fuel Companies Have Understood Since the 1950s That Climate 
Change Was Happening   

Beginning in the late 1950s, global dependence on oil, gas, and coal, as well as gradually 
emerging environmental concerns, made climate change a topic of considerable interest in 
many scientific circles. Importantly, renowned nuclear physicist and Manhattan Project 
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scientist Edward Teller discussed the topic in his 1959 keynote address at an event in New 
York City organized by the American Petroleum Institute (API), the nation’s largest oil 
industry trade association. With many high-level industry executives in attendance, Teller 
discussed the problem of rising levels of CO₂ in the atmosphere, caused by the burning of fossil 
fuels. He warned the assembled executives that “a temperature rise corresponding to a 10 
[percent] increase in carbon dioxide will be sufficient to melt the icecap and submerge . . . all the 
coastal cities [emphasis added].” As Teller put it: Since “a considerable percentage of the 
human race lives in coastal regions, I think that this chemical contamination is more serious 
than most people tend to believe” (Teller 1960). 

As noted previously, the fundamental process Teller was highlighting had been understood for 
more than a century. By 1965, the problem of global warming was recognized as a matter of 
sufficient concern that then–President Lyndon Johnson’s science advisors devoted an entire 
section to the subject in the administration’s high-profile report Restoring the Quality of Our 
Environment, noting “the concerning rise of atmospheric carbon dioxide due to human 
activity” (The White House 1965).   

As the report’s introduction explained: “Pollutants have altered on a global scale the carbon 
dioxide content of the air.” The section addressing the issue, compiled by a group of experts 
chaired by well-known oceanographer and climate scientist Roger Revelle, recognized that 
CO₂ levels in the atmosphere had already increased by roughly 7 percent between 1860 and 
1960. The experts also determined that fossil fuel combustion was the only “new major 
producer of carbon dioxide” that could plausibly explain the increase. Revelle and his co-
authors predicted that, if the amount of CO₂ in the atmosphere continued to grow at a steady 
rate, it portended a future of melting ice caps, rising sea levels, and acidification of water 
sources (The White House 1965). They presciently (and accurately) warned:   

“By the year 2000 the increase in atmospheric CO2 will be close to 25%. This may be 
sufficient to produce measurable and perhaps marked changes in climate, and will 
almost certainly cause significant changes in the temperature and other properties of 
the stratosphere.” (The White House 1965)  

As we now know, the fossil fuel industry paid close attention to these warnings. In 1968, the 
API even commissioned its own report on the subject from the Stanford Research Institute 
(Box 1). The report, by Stanford scientists Elmer Robinson and R. C. Robbins, identified 
growing levels of CO₂ in the atmosphere as a danger:   

“Significant temperature changes are almost certain to occur by the year 2000, and 
these could bring about climatic changes. . . . If the Earth’s temperature increases 
significantly, a number of events might be expected to occur including the melting of 
the Antarctic ice cap, a rise in sea levels, warming of the oceans and an increase in 
photosynthesis.” (Robinson and Robbins 1968)  

This 1968 scientific report to the fossil fuel industry also starkly warned that left unabated, 
“there seems to be no doubt that the potential damage to our environment could be severe 
[emphasis added]” (Robinson and Robbins 1968). 
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Box 1. American Petroleum Institute (API)/Stanford Research Institute Report, 1968 

Commissioned by API, this report by Stanford Research Institute scientists Elmer Robinson 
and R. C. Robbins, titled Sources, Abundance, and Fate of Gaseous Atmospheric Pollutants, 
highlighted for the fossil fuel industry the growing threat posed by rising carbon dioxide 
(CO₂) levels in the atmosphere. It also identified rising CO₂ levels as a driver of climate 
change.  

With eerie prescience, this report accurately predicted that, given trends at the time, CO₂ 
levels could reach 400 parts per million by the year 2000 and that urgent action was needed. 
The report warned that “there seems to be no doubt that the potential damage to our 
environment could be severe [emphasis added].”   

(Robinson and Robbins 1968; read excerpts at 
https://www.smokeandfumes.org/documents/document16.) 

 
It is important to emphasize that we know fossil fuel executives were made aware of these 
findings, as an assessment by the Center for International Environmental Law (CIEL) 
explains: “We know the Robinson report was seen by industry leaders. In 1971, Robinson 
delivered the major findings of the study to industry experts gathered at the World Petroleum 
Congress.” Furthermore, CIEL notes, a 1972 industry report about air pollution, authored by a 
steering committee of high-level executives and submitted to the US Department of the 
Interior, specifically acknowledges the 1968 report (CIEL 2017). 

Fossil Fuel Companies Recognized the Scientific Consensus That 
Climate Change Was Happening—and That It Was Caused by the 
Burning of Their Products 

In 1977, Exxon scientist James Black gave a presentation to the management committee of the 
Exxon Corporation (Box 2). Black predicted that if the burning of fossil fuels continued 
unabated, it would lead to a 1°C–3°C global temperature increase above preindustrial levels 
by 2050. 

Black said that the “greenhouse effect” problem was “one of the most significant 
environmental issues” of the coming decades (Black 1978). His presentation also made clear 
that scientists at the time were in widespread agreement that atmospheric levels of CO₂ were 
increasing and that the increasing levels were caused by fossil fuel combustion. 

https://www.smokeandfumes.org/documents/document16
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Box 2. James Black Exxon Presentation on the “Greenhouse Effect” to the Exxon 
Corporation Management Committee, 1977 

In 1977, Exxon scientist James Black made a presentation to the management committee of 
the Exxon Corporation in which he predicted that rising levels of carbon dioxide in the 
atmosphere would lead to an increase in global average temperature between 1°C and 3°C 
by 2050. He also warned that the company had a 5- to 10-year window in which to gather the 
necessary information and act.  

Black said that the issue—which he called the “greenhouse effect”—was “one of the most 
significant environmental issues” of the coming decades. His presentation clearly stated that 
scientists at the time were in widespread agreement that atmospheric levels of carbon 
dioxide were increasing and that the increasing levels were caused by fossil fuel combustion. 

As Black put it: “In the first place, there is general scientific agreement that the most likely 
manner in which mankind is influencing the global climate is through carbon dioxide release 
from the burning of fossil fuels. A doubling of carbon dioxide is estimated to be capable of 
increasing the average global temperature by from 1 to 3 degrees C, with a 10-degree C rise 
predicted at the poles.”  

(Black 1978; read at https://www.climatefiles.com/exxonmobil/1978-exxon-memo-on-
greenhouse-effect-for-exxon-corporation-management-committee/.) 

 
Black’s presentation appears to have caused a considerable stir inside Exxon.  

As internal documents show, a 1980 memo from the Exxon Research & Engineering company 
stated that “[t]here is little doubt that these observations indicate a growth in atmospheric 
CO2. It is also believed that the growth of atmospheric CO2 has been occurring since the 
middle of the past century, i.e., coincident with the start of the Industrial Revolution” (Shaw 
1980). We now know that Exxon Research & Engineering’s Harold Weinberg even sent a 
memo about the subject to Exxon engineer N. Richard Werthamer (Weinberg 1980).  

Roger Cohen, then Exxon’s director of theoretical and mathematical sciences, summarized 
Black’s presentation in a 1982 memo to other Exxon executives, writing that “a clear scientific 
consensus has emerged regarding the expected climatic effects of increased atmospheric CO2 
[emphasis added].” Cohen also wrote: 

“[T]here is unanimous agreement in the scientific community that a temperature 
increase of this magnitude would bring about significant changes in the earth’s climate, 
including rainfall distribution and alterations in the biosphere.” (Cohen 1982; emphasis 
added)  

Exxon had a particularly robust corporate climate research program in the 1970s. But it was 
not alone among fossil fuel companies in recognizing the severity of the climate change 
problem. In 1979, for example, the API convened a task force for its member companies. This 
Climate and Energy Task Force included senior scientists and engineers from nearly every 
major US and multinational oil and gas company at the time. That list included Exxon, Mobil 
(now ExxonMobil); Amoco, Standard Oil of Ohio (now part of BP); Standard Oil of California, 

https://www.climatefiles.com/exxonmobil/1978-exxon-memo-on-greenhouse-effect-for-exxon-corporation-management-committee/
https://www.climatefiles.com/exxonmobil/1978-exxon-memo-on-greenhouse-effect-for-exxon-corporation-management-committee/
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Gulf Oil, and Texaco (now part of Chevron); Phillips Petroleum (which later merged with 
Conoco to create ConocoPhillips); and Shell (FTC 2002; BP 2011; Banerjee 2015; Chevron 
2022b; ExxonMobil 2023b;). During this period, these task force members were actively 
monitoring developments in climate science and sharing recent findings with one another.  

Fossil Fuel Companies Projected Climate Impacts with a High Degree of 
Specificity and Accuracy 

A remarkable feature of many of the internal fossil fuel industry documents that have surfaced 
to date is the extent to which they accurately describe and predict climate effects. To offer just 
one example, the authors of the previously mentioned 1968 Stanford Research Institute report 
submitted a supplemental report the next year to the API. It projected—more than 50 years 
ago—that atmospheric CO₂ concentrations would reach 370 ppm by the year 2000. When 
scientists measured the actual CO₂ concentrations in 2000, the readings closely matched the 
industry’s 1969 prediction, at 369.64 ppm (NASA GISS, n.d.). 

More proof of the fossil fuel industry’s detailed understanding of climate change can be seen in 
an internal primer on climate science titled The CO2 “Greenhouse Effect”: Technical Review, 
written in 1982 by Marvin B. Glaser, then Exxon’s environmental affairs program manager 
(Box 3). This report was clearly marked as “not for external distribution” but includes a cover 
memo showing it was shared with 15 Exxon managers, presumably in an effort to familiarize 
company personnel with the subject.  

The document offers a detailed and complete review of the scientific consensus on climate 
change. It warns of “uneven global distribution of increased rainfall and increased 
evaporation” that it says would lead to a “dramatic impact on soil moisture, and in turn, on 
agriculture” (Glaser 1982). The report cautions that the US Midwest would dry out. It 
emphasizes the grave threat posed by rising sea levels: 

“In addition to the effects of climate on global agriculture, there are some potentially 
catastrophic events that must be considered. For example, if the Antarctic ice sheet 
which is anchored on land should melt, then this could cause a rise in sea level on the 
order of 5 meters. Such a rise would cause flooding on much of the U.S. East Coast, 
including the State of Florida and Washington, D.C.” (Glaser 1982) 
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Box 3. Exxon Internal Primer on the “CO2 Greenhouse Effect,” by Marvin B. Glaser, 1982 

In November 1982, Exxon’s environmental affairs program manager circulated a detailed 
memo to Exxon management about the “CO2 greenhouse effect.” The report, a prescient 
internal primer on the threat posed by climate change, describes prospective climate effects 
with great specificity and accuracy, for example:  

“In addition to the effects of climate on global agriculture, there are some potentially 
catastrophic events that must be considered. For example, if the Antarctic ice sheet which is 
anchored on land should melt, then this could cause a rise in sea level on the order of 5 
meters. Such a rise would cause flooding on much of the U.S. East Coast, including the State 
of Florida and Washington, D.C. 

“Although all biological systems are likely to be affected, the most severe economic effects 
could be on agriculture. There is a need to examine methods for alleviating environmental 
stress on renewable resource production—food, fiber, animal, agriculture, tree crops.”  

(Glaser 1982; read the report at https://www.climatefiles.com/exxonmobil/1982-memo-to-
exxon-management-about-co2-greenhouse-effect/.) 

 

Exxon’s confidential internal primer projects a wide array of consequences borne out in 
subsequent years. It clearly states that warming would likely be “much greater at the polar 
regions” and “the dynamics of ocean currents” would be threatened, and notes the potential 
for climate change to exacerbate “international and interregional conflicts” (Glaser 1982). 

According to the company’s report, “All biological systems would be affected,” and “the most 
severe economic effects could be on agriculture.” It recommends studying “soil erosion, 
salinization, or the collapse of irrigation systems” to understand how society might be affected 
and might respond to global warming, and it even addresses the prospect of socioeconomic 
consequences, such as climate-driven health effects and “stress associated with climate-
related famine or migration” (Glaser 1982).  

This document is one of many internal memos that have surfaced, to date, from Exxon. 
Researchers Geoffrey Supran, Stefan Rahmstorf, and Naomi Oreskes—a team of geologists and 
science historians—reviewed all the major internal Exxon documents and scientific 
publications on the subject of human-caused climate change that were publicly known as of 
2021 (Supran, Rahmstorf, and Oreskes 2023).  

Overall, they found that Exxon’s global warming projections turned out to “closely track” 
subsequent measured temperature increases. Using a variety of statistical metrics, they 
determined that 63–83 percent of Exxon’s climate projections were statistically consistent 
with historical climate observations: “Our results show that in private and academic circles 
since the late 1970s and early 1980s, Exxon predicted global warming correctly and skillfully.” 
Their findings lend quantitative evidence to the contention that Exxon “accurately foresaw 
the threat of human-caused global warming, both prior and parallel to orchestrating lobbying 
and propaganda campaigns to delay climate action” (Supran, Rahmstorf, and Oreskes 2023). 

https://www.climatefiles.com/exxonmobil/1982-memo-to-exxon-management-about-co2-greenhouse-effect/
https://www.climatefiles.com/exxonmobil/1982-memo-to-exxon-management-about-co2-greenhouse-effect/
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The analysis builds on their earlier work and concludes that while ExxonMobil’s internal 
discussions accurately acknowledged the reality of climate change, the company’s public 
communications told a dramatically different story from the ones the companies’ scientists 
were telling internally (Supran and Oreskes 2017).  

The 2023 study provides further evidence of ExxonMobil’s duplicity. But it is important to 
recognize that the company was not alone. Similar work has shown that throughout the fossil 
fuel industry, companies deliberately misled the public about climate science, revealing a 
pervasive pattern in which these companies internally recognized climate risks while 
promoting doubt in public communications (Bonneuil, Choquet, and Franta 2021; Brulle 2023). 
Despite the detailed knowledge the industry had about the threat their products were posing 
to people and the planet, and despite the clear and growing scientific consensus about the 
reality and causes of climate change, these companies chose to follow the path of the tobacco 
industry closely, underwriting disinformation campaigns to increase public skepticism about 
what they privately knew to be true.  

Fossil Fuel Companies Understood the Consequences of Climate 
Change Could Be Catastrophic and Urgent Action Was Needed 

An abundance of documentary evidence exists to show that, in addition to recognizing the 
problem of climate change and projecting climate impacts with great accuracy, fossil fuel 
company representatives were explicitly informed by their own experts that the carbon 
emissions from the burning of fossil fuels would have dire consequences for people and the 
planet.  

Examples abound, especially in internal correspondence among Exxon executives that has 
surfaced in recent years. In August 1981, for example, Cohen wrote a brief memo reviewing 
the company’s emerging understanding of the severity of potential climate risks. In it, Cohen 
takes issue with an internal corporate document that had described projected climate change 
impacts by 2030 as “of a magnitude well short of catastrophic.” Cohen called that assessment 
“too reassuring” and said that it was “distinctly possible that the CPD [corporate planning 
department] scenario will likely produce effects which will indeed be catastrophic (at least for a 
substantial fraction of the earth’s population) [emphasis added]” (Cohen 1981, 163). 

It was also well understood that urgent action was needed to address climate change. A 1978 
memo from Exxon scientist James Black to F. G. Turpin, vice president of Exxon’s Research 
and Engineering Company, stated, “Present thinking holds that man has a time window of five 
to ten years before the need for hard decisions regarding changes in energy strategies might 
become critical” (Black 1978). 

Again, Exxon was not alone. Evidence shows that many fossil fuel companies recognized 
climate change’s potentially catastrophic consequences. 

For example, the API hosted its CO2 and Climate Task Force on February 29, 1980, in the 
Manhattan Room of LaGuardia Airport in New York (Box 4). The minutes show that API 
representatives were in attendance, as were executives from Exxon, Texaco (now part of 
Chevron), and Standard Oil of Ohio (now part of BP) (Nelson 1980). 
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The task force invited Stanford scientist John Laurmann, “a recognized expert in the field of 
CO2 and climate,” to make a presentation to its members. The seven-hour meeting included a 
“complete technical discussion” of global warming caused by fossil fuels, including “the 
scientific basis and technical evidence of CO2 buildup, impact on society, methods of modeling 
and their consequences, uncertainties, policy implications, and conclusions that can be drawn 
from present knowledge” (Nelson 1980).  

Box 4. American Petroleum Institute (API) CO2 and Climate Task Force, John Laurmann 
Presentation, 1980 

At an extraordinary seven-hour meeting on February 29, 1980, in New York, hosted by the 
API, Stanford climate scientist John Laurmann presented members with a technical 
discussion of global warming caused by fossil fuels, including “the scientific basis and 
technical evidence of CO2 buildup, impact on society, methods of modeling and their 
consequences, uncertainties, policy implications, and conclusions that can be drawn from 
present knowledge.”  

Laurmann told the task force that there was “strong empirical evidence that [the carbon 
dioxide] rise [was] caused by anthropogenic release of CO2, mainly from fossil fuel burning.” 
Unless fossil fuel production and use were controlled, he said, the planet could expect an 
increase in global average temperature of 2.5°C by 2038 that would bring “major economic 
consequences,” as well as the prospect of a 5°C increase by 2067, with “globally catastrophic 
effects.” Laurmann warned that there was “no leeway” regarding the “time for action.”  

(Nelson 1980; read the presentation at https://www.climatefiles.com/climate-change-
evidence/1980-api-climate-task-force-co2-problem/.) 

 
Laurmann informed the API’s CO₂ task force that there was “strong empirical evidence” that 
the increase in levels of CO₂ in the atmosphere was “caused by anthropogenic release of CO2, 
mainly from fossil fuel burning.” According to Laurmann, unless fossil fuel production and use 
were controlled, atmospheric CO₂ would double preindustrial levels by 2038, using a 3 percent 
per year growth of atmospheric release rate, with “likely impacts” along the following 
trajectory: By 2005, there would likely be a 1°C increase in global average temperatures, with 
barely noticeable impacts. By 2038, there would be a 2.5°C increase in global average 
temperatures that risked major economic consequences and could “bring world economic 
growth to a halt.” Finally, Laurmann noted that following this trajectory and with continued 
inaction, by 2067, an increase in average global temperature of 5°C could be expected, with 
what he called “globally catastrophic effects [emphasis added]” (Nelson 1980).  

API distributed the minutes of the meeting and Laurmann’s presentation to the entire CO2 and 
Climate Task Force membership, which included scientists and executives from major US oil 
and gas companies, including Exxon, Mobil; Amoco; Phillips; and Texaco (Banerjee 2015). 
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Fossil Fuel Companies Realized Climate Change Posed a Threat to Their 
Businesses—Especially If the Public and Policymakers Became 
Knowledgeable and Engaged 

The evidence shows that as early as the mid-1960s, many in the fossil fuel industry recognized 
that mounting levels of CO₂ in the atmosphere could have direct consequences for the 
industry’s bottom line. The companies understood not only that their products were fueling 
climate change but that if the public mobilized and policymakers took action, they could be 
forced to pay for the damage. Rather than aligning their business models with a livable planet, 
they undertook decades of strategic disinformation campaigns that have disproportionately 
harmed communities of color, working-class populations, and Global South nations—many of 
whom now bear the worst impacts of climate destruction.  

An example of this understanding of potential commercial implications came in 1965, when 
Frank Ikard, then president of the API, addressed industry leaders at the trade association’s 
annual meeting. He relayed the findings of the recent presidential report on environmental 
quality. Ikard said that one of the report’s “most important predictions” was that CO₂ was 
being added to the Earth’s atmosphere by the burning of coal, oil, and natural gas at such a fast 
pace that “by the year 2000 the heat balance will be so modified as possibly to cause marked 
changes in climate beyond local or even national efforts” (Ikard 1965). Quoting the report’s 
findings, he said:  

“The pollution from internal combustion engines is so serious, and is growing so fast, 
that an alternative nonpolluting means of powering automobiles, buses, and trucks is 
likely to become a national necessity.” (Ikard 1965, 13) 

As one 1979 internal Exxon memo starkly put it: “There is a possibility that an atmospheric 
CO2 buildup will cause adverse environmental effects in enough areas of the world to consider 
limiting the future use of fossil fuels as [a] major energy source” (Ferral 1979). 

In a 1984 internal Exxon presentation, Exxon’s Shaw enumerated the calamities global 
warming could be expected to inflict if carbon emissions continued unabated. Shaw reiterated 
many of the effects mentioned in Marvin B. Glaser’s confidential internal memo: the melting of 
polar ice, sea level rise, redistribution of rainfall, effects on agricultural productivity, 
accelerated growth of pests and weeds, detrimental health effects, and population migration, 
among other disastrous outcomes. And he ended his presentation starkly, saying: “We can 
either adapt our civilization to a warmer planet or avoid the problem by sharply curtailing the 
use of fossil fuels” (Shaw 1984).  

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, Shaw pressed internally at Exxon for the company to address 
the issue of climate change proactively. For example, in 1977, he circulated a memo to 
colleagues pointing out that the climatic effects of rising CO2 “may be the primary limiting 
factor on energy production from fossil fuels over the next few centuries” (Shaw 1977). 

But Shaw’s pleas for action went unheeded. Instead, the company opted to scale back its 
climate research effort dramatically by the early 1980s. It then leaned heavily into sponsoring 
a covert climate science disinformation campaign to try to confuse the public and block 
governmental action.  
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Other companies followed a largely similar trajectory. Perhaps one of the most striking 
examples of a fossil fuel company’s explicit focus on climate change’s potential impact on the 
industry’s business prospects can be seen in a confidential 94-page report written by a team at 
Shell in 1988, reflecting the findings of a five-year internal study group (Box 5). The report not 
only offers an extensive overview of climate science but also surveys the political landscape, 
including perceived legislative threats to the company around the world.  

The 1988 internal Shell report explicitly acknowledges the burning of fossil fuels is a primary 
driver of CO2 buildup and warns that global warming could “create significant changes in sea 
level, ocean currents, precipitation patterns, regional temperature and weather.” The report 
notes 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 stabilize the situation.” It adds that 
“the potential implications for the world are . . . so large that policy options need to be 
considered much earlier” and that more research should be directed “to the analysis of policy 
and energy options” (Shell Internationale Petroleum 1988). 

The report even explicitly calculates the company’s own assessment of the portion of carbon 
emissions for which it is responsible:  

“Fossil fuels which are marketed and used by the [Shell] Group account for the 
production of 4% of the CO2 emitted worldwide from combustion. 2 Of these emissions, 
80% come from [Shell] Group oil, 12% from [Shell] Group gas and 8% from [Shell] Group 
coal.” (Shell Internationale Petroleum 1988, 29) 

 
2 The Carbon Majors analysis accounts for CO2 and methane emissions from the operations and use of oil, 
gas, and coal extracted by a corporation or nationalized company. Shell calculated its own downstream 
Scope 3 CO2 emissions, presumably also including those from oil and gas sold but not extracted by the 
company. 
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Box 5. The Shell Report: The Greenhouse Effect, 1988 

A confidential 94-page report written by a team at Shell not only offers an extensive review 
of extant climate science but also surveys the political landscape, including perceived global 
legislative threats to the company.  

The report acknowledges that the burning of fossil fuels is driving climate changes that “may 
be the greatest in recorded history” and could lead to lost ecosystems, rising sea levels, and 
disruption of food and water supplies. In addition, the report warns 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 stabilize the situation.” 

While assessing the perceived threats that mounting concern about climate change presents 
to Shell’s business, the report also quantifies the company’s contribution. It states that Shell 
is responsible for some 4 percent of the CO2 emitted from combustion worldwide.  

(Shell Internationale Petroleum 1988; read the report at 
https://s3.documentcloud.org/documents/4411090/Document3.pdf.) 

 

A decade after the internal release of the 1988 Shell report The Greenhouse Effect, the company 
produced yet another confidential internal report. In that report, a Shell team envisions an 
eerily prescient scene to describe the threat climate change might pose to the fossil fuel 
business.  

This 1998 Shell report offers a scenario projecting 12 years into the future, envisioning a series 
of violent storms in 2010. The storms cause extensive damage to the eastern coast of the 
United States and garner public outcry against the fossil fuel industry for its role in 
contributing to climate change. In this scenario, the insurance industry refuses to accept 
liability and a fierce debate ensues over who should bear the costs. The situation leads a 
coalition of environmental nonprofit groups to bring a class action lawsuit against the US 
government and fossil fuel companies on the grounds of neglecting what scientists (including 
the companies’ own) had been saying for years: that something must be done.  

The scenario continues:  

“A social reaction to the use of fossil fuels grows, and individuals become ‘vigilante 
environmentalists’ in the same way, a generation earlier, they had become fiercely anti-
tobacco. Direct-action campaigns against companies escalate. Young consumers, 
especially, demand action.” (Royal Dutch Shell Group 1998) 

The timing of this Shell report is notable. State health care cost–recovery lawsuits against the 
tobacco industry had gathered momentum from 1994 onward. That litigation came to a head in 
1998 with the Master Settlement Agreement among the four largest US tobacco companies and 
the attorneys general of 52 states and territories (Public Health Law Center 2019). It seems 
Shell was acutely aware of the threat of legal accountability for the harms caused by its 
products. 
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Shell’s assessments, much like Exxon’s 1982 primer, were widely distributed within the 
company but not distributed externally. With its eerily prophetic 1998 scenario, Shell 
accurately forecast not only climate impacts but the public’s eventual outcry at the company’s 
abdication of its responsibility to act on its extensive internal knowledge about the threat 
posed to people and the planet by its continued extraction and sale of climate-destroying fossil 
fuels. Yet, even with this internal recognition of the situation, the company did little to alter its 
business plan, continuing full speed ahead to extract oil and gas while working to block 
climate action and maintain the profitable status quo. 

Abundant Documentary Evidence Is Bolstered by Insider Testimony 

In recent years, former industry scientists have further corroborated the extent of fossil fuel 
companies’ knowledge about climate change even while the companies continued to profit 
from the destruction they were knowingly causing. One powerful example is the 2019 
testimony of Martin Hoffert, professor emeritus at New York University, before the US House 
of Representatives (Box 6). Hoffert, a noted physicist and prominent researcher in climate 
modeling who worked with Exxon Research & Engineering from 1981 to 1987, explained that 
the company’s climate models were state of the art and closely aligned with independent 
academic and government models of the time. 

“The quality of the scientific work done by our Exxon research group was high,” Hoffert 
testified, adding that some of their seminal work is still cited today (Hoffert 2019). He 
emphasized that Exxon’s research correctly predicted the warming that has occurred in the 
decades since. He noted that the company’s scientists were fully aware that continued fossil 
fuel use would lead to global warming.  

He also testified that, even at the time, he recognized that the company was deceiving the 
public:  

“I was greatly distressed by the climate science denial campaign that Exxon’s front 
office launched around the time I stopped working as a consultant for Exxon. The 
advertisements that Exxon ran in major newspapers raising doubts about climate 
change were contradicted by the scientific work we had done and continued to do. 
Exxon was publicly promoting views that its own scientists knew were wrong. This was 
immoral and has greatly set back efforts to address climate change.” (Hoffert 2019; 
emphasis added)  

Emerging steadily over the past decades, the accumulated evidence of fossil fuel companies’ 
awareness of climate science is a slam dunk. With their early recognition of climate risks in the 
1950s and comprehensive analyses presented in the following decades, the industry possessed 
a clear understanding of the consequences of its products and operations. 
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Box 6. Testimony by Martin Hoffert Before the US House of Representatives, 2019 

Martin Hoffert, a noted physicist and prominent researcher in climate modeling who worked 
with Exxon’s Research & Engineering division from 1981 to 1987, testified before the US 
House of Representatives in 2019. He stated that the company’s climate models were state of 
the art and closely aligned with independent academic and government models of the time. 
He noted that the findings of Exxon’s scientists were contradicted by the company’s public 
statements about climate change.  

“I was greatly distressed by the climate science denial campaign that Exxon’s front office 
launched around the time I stopped working as a consultant for Exxon. . . . Exxon was 
publicly promoting views that its own scientists knew were wrong. This was immoral and has 
greatly set back efforts to address climate change [emphasis added].”  

(Hoffert 2019; read the testimony at https://oversightdemocrats.house.gov/sites/evo-
subsites/democrats-oversight.house.gov/files/MIH%20Written%20Testimony.pdf.) 

 
The evidence compiled to date amply demonstrates that fossil fuel companies were well aware 
of the implications of climate science. And with numerous lawsuits now in or entering the 
phase of legal discovery, in which plaintiffs can demand access to internal company 
documents, further compelling evidence is likely to emerge.  

The late 1980s and early 1990s marked the turning point at which the public and policymakers 
began to recognize and discuss climate change more widely. For instance, in 1988, James 
Hansen, a National Aeronautics Space Administration scientist, asserted at a US congressional 
hearing that global warming was already occurring and that he could make the assertion “with 
99% confidence.” His testimony drew a banner front-page headline in The New York Times 
(Shabecoff 1988). 

The same year, the United Nations formed the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC), a team of scientists selected by member states to study the causes and impacts of 
climate change. Their work would lead to the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC), under which 154 countries committed to addressing the issue. 
Also that year, members of the US Congress introduced the National Energy Policy Act of 
1988, which intended to “establish a national energy policy that will quickly reduce the 
generation of carbon dioxide and [other] trace gases as quickly as is feasible in order to slow 
the pace and degree of atmospheric warming . . . to protect the global environment” 
(Frumhoff, Heede, and Oreskes 2015).  

As the next chapter details, this period coincides with an increase in companies’ organized 
efforts to undermine scientific consensus about climate change and to actively work to block 
climate action. Despite the evidence of clear warnings from scientists—both within and 
outside the companies—major fossil fuel corporations sought to mislead the public about the 
need for climate action, with dire consequences for us all.  

 
 
 

https://oversightdemocrats.house.gov/sites/evo-subsites/democrats-oversight.house.gov/files/MIH%20Written%20Testimony.pdf
https://oversightdemocrats.house.gov/sites/evo-subsites/democrats-oversight.house.gov/files/MIH%20Written%20Testimony.pdf
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Chapter 2 
What Fossil Fuel Companies Did 
Instead of Addressing Climate 
Change and Working Toward 
Needed Carbon Emissions 
Reductions 
The previously presented documents offer a small sampling of the wealth of evidence that has 
emerged in recent years documenting how much the fossil fuel companies knew about climate 
science and the severity of the impacts their products were causing to the planet.  

Of equal import, however, is the documentary evidence revealing how major fossil fuel 
companies responded to the information they possessed about the dangers of climate change. 
A company possessing such alarming information about the dangers of its products should 
have alerted the public, government, and its shareholders about what its scientists had found 
and actively worked to alter its business plans, promote renewable sources of energy, and 
reduce carbon emissions.  

Instead, major oil companies embarked on a campaign of deception, diversion, and delay to try 
to foil government and public demands for change, often colluding with each other to do so. 
Many of the tactics they used—often following the playbook of the tobacco industry—are still 
being deployed today.  

Fossil Fuel Companies Launched a Coordinated Campaign of Deception 
and Disinformation About Climate Science 

Among the starkest and most damning documents outlining a collusive fossil fuel company 
deception campaign is a 1998 memo written by a team convened by the API. The nine-page 
strategy document, sometimes referred to as the API “Roadmap” memo, was leaked by an 
industry official to the National Environmental Trust, a nonprofit cited in the memo as 
championing media education on the science of climate change. The Trust gave the memo to 
The New York Times, which published a story about the campaign (Cushman 1998). (UCS 
published the memo in its entirety in 2015; it is available at 
https://www.ucs.org/sites/default/files/attach/2015/07/Climate-Deception-Dossier-2_API-
Climate-Science-Communications-Plan.pdf.) 

The exposure of the memo in draft form interrupted the effort and led industry 
representatives to emphasize that the plans were not formally approved by participating 
organizations. Representatives for companies including Chevron, Exxon, and Southern 
Company acknowledged their involvement to the Times (Cushman 1998). Several conservative 
and libertarian organizations involved with the road map—for example, the American 

https://www.ucsusa.org/sites/default/files/attach/2015/07/Climate-Deception-Dossier-2_API-Climate-Science-Communications-Plan.pdf
https://www.ucsusa.org/sites/default/files/attach/2015/07/Climate-Deception-Dossier-2_API-Climate-Science-Communications-Plan.pdf
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Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC), Competitive Enterprise Institute, and Committee for a 
Constructive Tomorrow—received funding from Exxon through its foundation and corporate 
grant-making program (Negin 2020). 

The draft “Roadmap” explicitly and cynically outlined a goal for the companies to try to 
increase uncertainty among the public and policymakers about the realities of climate science. 
It also laid out plans to undermine the recently signed 1997 Kyoto Protocol, an international 
agreement under the UNFCCC that broke new ground by setting binding targets for reducing 
nations’ carbon emissions. The action plan plainly stated:  

“Victory will be achieved when: 

“--Average citizens ‘understand’ (recognize) uncertainties in climate science; 
recognition of uncertainties becomes part of the ‘conventional wisdom.’ 

“--Media ‘understands’ (recognizes) uncertainties in climate science . . . and those 
promoting the Kyoto treaty on the basis of extant science appear to be out of touch with 
reality. (Walker 1998) 

To accomplish these goals, the memo outlines a multifaceted deception strategy for the fossil 
fuel industry, including a plan akin to one previously used by the tobacco industry. The idea 
was for companies to “identify, recruit, and train” a team of five seemingly independent 
scientists whose research would be promoted to confuse the public by accentuating 
“uncertainties” in climate science—even though a scientific consensus existed that climate 
change was real, driven by the burning of fossil fuels and other human behavior, and 
dangerous for all species (Walker 1998). The strategy was a major factor in the United States’s 
failure to ratify the Kyoto Protocol, undermining the treaty’s ultimate impact (Bassetti 2022). 

UCS has worked for nearly two decades to expose and document these companies’ deception 
campaigns. The organization’s 2007 report Smoke, Mirrors, and Hot Air (cited in many of the 
current lawsuits against fossil fuel companies) detailed how ExxonMobil used its corporate 
giving program to divert millions of dollars into front groups with often scientific-sounding 
names. These groups were established to publish cherry-picked science and disinformation—
sometimes even going so far as to mimic the style of actual peer-reviewed scientific studies. 
The report showed that through this effort, ExxonMobil was able to promote the work of 
several early career scientists who were specifically selected to confuse the public by 
undermining the scientific consensus about climate science—precisely following the plan that 
had been outlined in the API “Roadmap.” 

A prime example of the plan in action is the fossil fuel industry‘s efforts to promote the work 
of a scientist named Wei-Hock “Willie” Soon, who specializes in studying sunspots and solar 
variation. These topics have little to do with the actual cause of climate change. However, 
front groups bankrolled by ExxonMobil and other fossil fuel interests worked to amplify 
Soon’s findings to try to increase the sense that scientists were uncertain about what was 
causing climate change.  

As documented in the 2015 UCS report The Climate Deception Dossiers, Soon’s research papers 
identified his affiliation with the prestigious Harvard & Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics 
but never acknowledged his clandestine funding from fossil fuel companies. That came to light 
only after a Freedom of Information Act request by Greenpeace and the Climate Investigations 
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Center uncovered documents showing that the Harvard & Smithsonian Center for 
Astrophysics had signed an agreement to hide the fact that Soon had received more than $1.2 
million in research funding from the industry.  

Between 2001 and 2012, Soon’s research was directly funded by fossil fuel interests, including 
ExxonMobil, the API, Southern Company, and Koch foundations. The Harvard & Smithsonian 
Center for Astrophysics clandestine agreement included the unorthodox provision that 
ExxonMobil would have the right to review all of Soon’s work prior to any peer-review 
publication (Preston 2010).  

The UCS report The Climate Deception Dossiers tells the detailed story of the fossil fuel 
industry’s deception campaign through a collection of some 85 internal company and trade 
association documents. The documents were leaked to the public, brought to light through 
lawsuits, or disclosed through Freedom of Information Act requests. In the decade since the 
release of that report, the evidence—both of internal fossil fuel company knowledge of climate 
science and of the industry’s climate deception—has strengthened substantially.  

As reporters, activists, and scholars have pored over corporate archives, much new evidence 
has come to light. A grim example of fossil fuel deception can be seen, for instance, in a fall 
1996 Exxon public relations (PR) pamphlet published by Kert Davies, now director of special 
investigations at the Center of Climate Integrity (Box 7). In it, Exxon CEO Lee Raymond 
writes:  

“Proponents of the global warming theory say that higher levels of greenhouse gases—
especially carbon dioxide—are causing world temperatures to rise and that burning 
fossil fuels is the reason. Yet scientific evidence remains inconclusive as to whether 
human activities affect global climate.” (Raymond 1996; emphasis added)  

In this passage, Exxon’s top executive personally dispenses disinformation with an outright 
denial of the near unanimous scientific consensus about the reality of climate change being 
driven by the burning of fossil fuels. As this report shows, for well over a decade prior to this 
public statement, Raymond and other top executives had been fully and accurately briefed by 
Exxon’s own scientists about the role of fossil fuel emissions in global climate change.  
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Box 7. Global Warming: Who’s Right, by Exxon CEO Lee Raymond, 1996  

A clear example of fossil fuel company duplicity can be seen in a fall 1996 Exxon PR 
pamphlet.   

“Proponents of the global warming theory say that higher levels of greenhouse gases—
especially carbon dioxide—are causing world temperatures to rise and that burning fossil 
fuels is the reason,” Exxon CEO Lee Raymond writes in the pamphlet’s lead essay. “Yet 
scientific evidence remains inconclusive as to whether human activities affect global climate 
[emphasis added].”   

In this passage, Exxon’s top executive blatantly denies the near unanimous scientific 
consensus about the reality of climate change. He and other executives had been fully and 
accurately briefed about the realities of climate science by Exxon’s own scientists for well 
over a decade.   

(Raymond 1996; read the pamphlet at https://climateintegrity.org/uploads/deception/1996-
Exxon-Global-Warming-Whos-Right.pdf.) 

Fossil Fuel Companies Developed—and Continue to Carry Out—Highly 
Deceptive Public Relations and Lobbying Campaigns to Stall Climate 
Action 

Manipulating public opinion is vitally important to an industry with as much direct impact on 
our world as the oil and gas industry. Fossil fuel companies deploy PR firms—which often 
provide both advertising and lobbying services—as field marshals in the industry’s battle for 
influence. Major fossil fuel companies engage these firms to valorize the industry and distract 
the public from the industry’s efforts to maintain its power over market and policy outcomes. 
Such efforts are often at odds with its public messaging.  

A core tactic in this battle is disinformation—that is, the intentional spread of false 
information. Disinformation is then repeated by the public, thereby becoming misinformation, 
or incorrect information spread through ignorance or error (UCS 2022).  

A 2022 investigation by the US House of Representatives Committee on Natural Resources 
corroborated this conclusion. It found that the fossil fuel industry was using PR to effectively 
spread climate disinformation by promoting a positive image of oil and gas companies, 
weaponizing third parties, and delegitimizing opponents.  

“By portraying themselves or their products as more environmentally friendly than 
they are, fossil fuel companies can maintain their social license to operate even in the 
face of strong political headwinds and scientific consensus about the need to reduce 
fossil fuel emissions.” (US Congress HCNR 2022)  

According to figures compiled by OpenSecrets, a nonpartisan nonprofit that tracks money in 
politics, the fossil fuel industry spends upward of $100 million per year to lobby the federal 
government directly (OpenSecrets, n.d.). On top of this enormous sum, fossil fuel companies 
also spend millions of dollars each year on PR and advertising, services that—unlike federal 

https://climateintegrity.org/uploads/deception/1996-Exxon-Global-Warming-Whos-Right.pdf
https://climateintegrity.org/uploads/deception/1996-Exxon-Global-Warming-Whos-Right.pdf
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lobbying—do not legally require disclosure. Fossil fuel industry trade associations alone spent 
more than $1.4 billion on PR and advertising between 2008 and 2018. Nearly half of that came 
from API (Climate Investigations Center 2018).  

A report assessing international companies’ and trade associations’ climate policy engagement 
ranked US companies Chevron and ExxonMobil and trade associations API and the American 
Fuel & Petrochemical Manufacturers most negatively influential for their efforts to block 
policies aligned with the 2015 Paris Climate Agreement (InfluenceMap 2021). The agreement, 
negotiated under the UNFCCC, established the goals of keeping the global average 
temperature increase to well below 2°C and striving to limit it to 1.5°C above preindustrial 
levels (UNFCCC, n.d.). 

The fossil fuel industry’s deceptive PR and lobbying strategies were described with ringing 
clarity in 2021 by an ExxonMobil lobbyist who unknowingly confessed his company’s ongoing 
tactics to undercover reporters (Box 8). In an infamous and shockingly candid interview 
secretly recorded by investigators with Unearthed (Greenpeace UK’s investigative platform), 
who posed as headhunters, Keith McCoy, then ExxonMobil’s senior director of government 
affairs, admitted that the company used front groups as part of its “fight” against climate 
science (Carter 2021).  

“Did we aggressively fight against some of the science? Yes,” said McCoy during the 90-
minute interview. “Did we join some of these shadow groups to work against some of 
the early efforts? Yes, that’s true. . . . We were looking out for our investments, we were 
looking out for our shareholders” (Carter 2021). 

Box 8. Interview with Keith McCoy, Former ExxonMobil Senior Director of Government 
Affairs, 2021  

In an infamous and shockingly candid interview secretly recorded by investigators posing as 
headhunters, Keith McCoy, then Exxon’s senior director of government affairs, admitted 
that ExxonMobil used front groups as part of its “fight” against climate science.  

McCoy admitted that ExxonMobil “aggressively” fought climate science using front groups. 
He also revealed that ExxonMobil’s public support for a carbon tax was simply an “advocacy 
tool” and “great talking point,” because no one in the company believed such a tax would 
ever pass the US Congress.  

(Carter 2021; read about the interview at 
https://unearthed.greenpeace.org/2021/06/30/exxon-climate-change-undercover/.) 

 
McCoy also articulated the role trade associations play, promoting industry messages while 
functioning as shock absorbers. This arrangement is well documented in a 2024 Joint 
Congressional Committee staff report examining the mechanisms the fossil fuel industry uses 
to evade accountability for climate change (HCOA and SCOB 2024).  

Emails obtained by staff investigators show how companies leverage trade associations such as 
API to push policy goals and lobby for unpopular proposals with which companies do not want 
to be associated. “We don’t want it to be us—to have these conversations, especially in a 
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hearing,” said McCoy. “It’s getting our associations to come in and have those conversations 
and answer those tough questions and be, for lack of a better term, a whipping boy for some of 
those members of Congress” (Channel 4 News 2021).  

McCoy also explained the duplicity of ExxonMobil’s position on taxing carbon emissions. The 
carbon tax idea had floated around Washington, DC, for years, only to die on Capitol Hill—
largely as the result of lobbying by the fossil fuel industry (Nanko and Coan 2024).  

McCoy said ExxonMobil’s public support for a carbon tax was simply an “advocacy tool” and 
“great talking point.” He explained that ExxonMobil and API adopted the position only after 
determining it would never actually happen. As he put it: “It gives us a talking point to say, 
what is ExxonMobil for? Well, we’re for a carbon tax” (Carter 2021). 

The 2021 McCoy interview laid bare what those who closely watch the oil and gas industry 
have known for years: The industry has mastered the art of paying lip service to climate action 
when speaking to the public and policymakers and works behind the scenes to delay and block 
measures that would limit climate damage and curb industry profits. 

McCoy paid for breaking the industry’s code of silence about their tactics. ExxonMobil 
dropped him shortly after the interview became public (Hiar 2021). 

Fossil Fuel Companies Knowingly Deploy Greenwashing and 
Disinformation Campaigns to Distract and Confuse the Public  

One of the key tactics fossil fuel companies use to confuse the public is to play on concerns 
about climate change by making empty, environmentally friendly sounding claims and using 
phrases linked to sustainability. This tactic has become common enough in recent years to 
earn its own term: “greenwashing.”  

Greenwashing can take many forms, such as highlighting a company’s minor investment in a 
renewable energy project as a major achievement or labeling its products as “clean” without 
evidence to back up the claim (Aronczyk, McCurdy, and Russill 2024). Greenwashing claims 
and campaigns project to the public a corporate image of fostering positive environmental 
outcomes, even while the companies continue to profit from the unabated extraction of fossil 
fuels or other destructive business practices. 

The practice has become pervasive enough for several countries to guard against it in their 
consumer protection regulations, and fossil fuel companies have frequently run afoul of those 
rules. For example, a German court ruled in 2024 that BP misled customers by branding its 
motor oil and lubricants “climate neutral” and “certified carbon neutral” based on carbon 
emissions certificates BP had purchased. The certificates turned out to be of dubious quality, 
thus rendering the claims incorrect and violating the German Act Against Unfair Competition 
(Deutsche Umwelthilfe 2024).  

BP may have been forced to rebrand its motor oil, but ExxonMobil embarked on a much more 
expensive greenwashing exercise with little adverse consequence to the company. In 2008, it 
announced the launch of a research program that aimed to create biofuels from algae. The goal 
was to use fatty acids in the plant to create an oil that could power ships and planes. From 2009 
to 2023, ExxonMobil spent nearly $175 million to advertise the program, making it a 
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cornerstone of a key advertising campaign. During that same period, however, the company 
reportedly spent only $350 million on the project itself—less than half what its own experts 
said was necessary to get such a project off the ground—before ending it in 2023 (Westervelt 
2023).  

Internal corporate communications subpoenaed by Congress in 2021 show that ExxonMobil 
executives were aware that they were failing to invest sufficiently to make algae biofuels 
commercially viable, even while they were actively promoting the program in an 
advertisement campaign (US Congress 2024a). An internal ExxonMobil document, Algae 
Biofuels Program Talking Points, explicitly states that the investment in algae biofuels was 
potentially prohibitively expensive: “ExxonMobil’s analysis has concluded that final 
development and broad deployment of algae-based biofuels by the company would require 
future investments of billions of dollars” (Box 9).  

This dissonance created communication problems for the company as well. Another internal 
document obtained by Congress shows that ExxonMobil CEO Darren Woods requested his 
speechwriters include the algae research in a talk he planned to give at a 2017 energy 
conference as an example of “relevant climate related technology.” However, the 
speechwriters did not believe the algae research supported the speech’s argument about the 
compatibility of oil and gas production with environmental “progress” (US Congress 2024c). 

The company’s capital expenditures during this period highlight how misleading 
ExxonMobil’s promotion of its fledgling algae program was. Though its advertisements made 
it sound as if ExxonMobil was working hard to find more environmentally friendly energy 
solutions, the company’s capital expenditures between 2009 and 2022 totaled more than $400 
billion, based on annual reports filed with the government (SEC, n.d.). That means the 
company’s spending on algae biofuels amounted to less than 1 percent of its total investments 
in infrastructure, equipment, and technology—the vast majority of which still go to expanding 
oil and gas production. 
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Box 9. Internal ExxonMobil Talking Points on Algae Biofuels, 2009 

In 2008, ExxonMobil announced the launch of a research program to create biofuels from 
algae. From 2009 to 2023, ExxonMobil spent nearly $175 million to advertise the program, 
but reportedly invested only $350 million in the project itself—less than half what its own 
experts said was necessary to get such a project off the ground—before ending it in 2023. 

Internal corporate communications subpoenaed by Congress in 2021 show ExxonMobil 
executives were aware that they were failing to invest sufficiently to make algae biofuels 
commercially viable, even while they were actively promoting the program in an 
advertisement campaign. 

An internal ExxonMobil document titled Algae Biofuels Program Talking Points explicitly 
states that the investment in algae biofuels was potentially prohibitive: “ExxonMobil’s 
analysis has concluded that final development and broad deployment of algae-based biofuels 
by the company would require future investments of billions of dollars.”  

(US Congress 2024a; read the talking points at 
https://journaliststudio.google.com/pinpoint/document-
view?collection=50a90caf6871715e&p=45&docid=9bdb00529ee38a6d_50a90caf6871715e&pa
ge=4.) 

Fossil Fuel Companies Use Front Groups to Disseminate Disinformation 
and Sway Public Opinion 

Although ExxonMobil lobbyist McCoy spoke of shadow groups—organizations created or 
controlled by companies to push industry agendas—as a thing of the past, they continue to play 
a major role in spreading climate disinformation. These groups can take a “soft persuasion” 
approach (for example, creating an industry coalition to promote climate pledges that 
exaggerate companies’ actual efforts) or a “hard persuasion” approach (for example, 
fabricating memberless front groups to run attack ads spouting what are, in fact, fossil fuel 
company talking points they dare not make themselves). Both approaches serve the same 
purpose: to create a screen that companies can hide behind, allowing them to say one thing 
while doing another (Brulle and Downie 2022). 

One of the more innocuous-seeming examples of the soft persuasion approach is the Oil and 
Gas Climate Initiative (OGCI), founded in 2014 by leaders from major energy companies. The 
initiative’s website says it is committed to “accelerating action towards a net zero future 
consistent with the Paris Agreement” (OGCI, n.d.). This group focuses on approaches such as 
methane emissions reductions in oil and gas operations and carbon capture, utilization, and 
storage—which aren’t likely to play a material role in meeting 2030 targets and are not a 
substitute for immediate and sharp reductions in fossil fuel production.  

Member fossil fuel companies find these kinds of third-party arrangements appealing. The 
companies can tout their association with groups such as OGCI to help make the case that they 
are doing something to address climate change without actually doing it. But even that level of 
commitment has apparently proved too much for some members—for example, when OGCI’s 
positions threaten to commit the member companies to real climate action.  
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A 2019 briefing document subpoenaed by the US House Committee on Oversight and 
Government Reform makes this duplicity explicit. In it, an ExxonMobil executive 
recommends that Chair and CEO Darren Woods urge OGCI to remove any references to the 
Paris Climate Agreement from its documents, including public statements and an annual 
report. The memo states that OGCI should avoid any language that “potentially commits 
[OGCI] members to enhanced climate-related governance, strategy, risk management, and 
performance metrics and targets.” The document, which describes “critical edits” ExxonMobil 
provided to OGCI, noted that Chevron was “generally aligned” with ExxonMobil’s sentiment 
(US Congress 2024d).  

OGCI staffers pushed back on many edits, such as one from Chevron asking to change a 
description of OGCI’s goal of “net-zero emissions” to “emissions reduction.” The staffers 
pointed out that the goal of achieving net-zero emissions dated to OGCI’s founding—four years 
before ExxonMobil and Chevron joined the body (US Congress 2024e).  

The hard persuasion approach includes creating advocacy groups masquerading as grassroots 
community initiatives, a tactic known as astroturfing. Though trade associations and lobbyists 
are often the motors of such groups, it is difficult for the public or policymakers to hold them 
accountable. Trade associations are not legally required to list their membership or boards of 
directors publicly.  

Companies are also reluctant to disclose their memberships or discuss whether their public 
stance on climate change is aligned with the groups they fund. Even so, several oil and gas 
corporations have begun to disclose memberships, payments, and policy alignment in response 
to shareholder and public pressure (Hong, Miles, and Bakhshi-Azar 2022). And companies 
have even publicly severed ties with groups when shady influence campaigns are exposed. 

A master of the astroturfing tactic is the Western States Petroleum Association (WSPA), which 
counts nearly every major US oil and gas producer as a member, including ExxonMobil, 
Chevron, and Shell’s US division (Shell Oil). As detailed in the 2015 UCS Climate Deception 
Dossiers report, WSPA’s reputation as an expert in astroturfing was cemented when the 
2014 presentation by its president, Catherine Reheis-Boyd, was leaked to the public (WSPA 
2014; Mulvey and Shulman 2015). The presentation showed WSPA’s plan to attack climate-
related policies, such as low-carbon fuel standards, by creating more than a dozen astroturf 
groups with names like California Drivers Alliance, Californians for Affordable and Reliable 
Energy, and Fed Up at the Pump (Mulvey and Shulman 2015).  

WSPA funneled millions of dollars into billboards, radio spots, and other messaging paid for by 
these groups to create the impression that the public did not support climate legislation. For 
example, WSPA created the California Drivers Alliance in response to California’s Clean 
Energy and Pollution Reduction Act of 2015, which would have cut the state’s oil consumption 
by increasing electricity from renewable sources and enhancing energy efficiency, among 
other actions. The mysterious alliance sent full-color mailers to homes and sponsored radio 
spots calling the act the “California Gas Restriction Act” and falsely claiming the bill would 
impose a tax on minivans (Alvord 2015).  

More recently, in 2023, Chevron gave more than $7 million to Citizens for Energy 
Independence, an astroturf group created by WSPA, to fight California initiatives that would 
impose a windfall tax on oil companies and create a buffer zone for oil wells. Studies have 
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shown that proximity to oil production facilities puts communities at a higher risk for asthma, 
cancer, and other chronic diseases (Williams et al. 2020). While Citizens for Energy 
Independence characterizes itself as a coalition of 200,000 Californians, its tax documents 
show the organization has only three employees: a lawyer for a firm that works on ballot 
initiatives, the CEO of the California Independent Petroleum Association, and WSPA’s Reheis-
Boyd.  

One analysis found that three WSPA-funded groups—Citizens for Energy Independence, 
Californians Against Higher Taxes, and Californians for Affordable and Reliable Energy—
spent $11 million on advertising in 2023 to falsely blame the buffer zone law for driving gas 
prices up in the state, among other claims (CSHC 2024).  

Another expert at weaponizing disinformation is the Independent Petroleum Association of 
America (IPAA), a Washington, DC-based trade association established in 1929 to represent 
smaller oil companies. Launched in 2009 by the IPAA, the Energy in Depth website has 
depended on backing from fossil fuel companies, including BP, Chevron, ExxonMobil, and 
Shell (DeMelle 2011; Energy in Depth, n.d.a; Tabuchi 2020) (Box 10). 

Energy in Depth attacks climate accountability experts while promoting false claims about oil, 
fossil gas, and environmental and economic issues (Energy in Depth, n.d.b). FTI Consulting, 
the PR agency hired to build and run Energy in Depth, said plainly in at an oil and gas trade 
show presentation that the value of such programs and platforms lies in their “ability to say, do 
and write things that individual company employees cannot and should not” (Climate 
Investigations Center 2019).  

FTI has expertise in this area: It has run several astroturf campaigns for the fossil fuel industry 
in which the agency creates websites for seemingly local grassroots groups that parrot 
industry concerns (Tabuchi 2020). Energy in Depth does not disclose its funders, but former 
FTI employees have stated publicly that their client ExxonMobil also had a hand in directing it 
(Tabuchi 2020). ExxonMobil cut its ties with IPAA in 2022, about a year after an exposé on 
Energy in Depth appeared in The New York Times (Peterson 2024).  
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Box 10. Fossil Fuel Companies Underwrite Energy in Depth 

Launched in 2009 by the Independent Petroleum Association of America, the Energy in 
Depth website has depended on backing from fossil fuel companies, including BP, Chevron, 
ExxonMobil, and Shell (DeMelle 2011; Energy in Depth, n.d.a; Tabuchi 2020). Energy in 
Depth attacks climate accountability experts while promoting false claims about oil, fossil 
gas, and environmental and economic issues (Energy in Depth, n.d.b).  

FTI Consulting, the public relations agency hired to help run Energy in Depth, said plainly at 
an oil and gas trade show presentation that the value of such programs and platforms lies in 
their “ability to say, do and write things that individual company employees cannot and 
should not” (Climate Investigations Center 2019). Former FTI employees have stated 
publicly that their client ExxonMobil had a hand in directing the site (Tabuchi 2020). 

(Tucker and Heeren 2014); read the presentation at 
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/6571135-FTI-Consulting-and-Energy-in-
Depth/.) 

 
A 2019 memo obtained by congressional investigators lays out unequivocally how oil 
companies use groups like WSPA to drive policy outcomes. The memo describes a strategy for 
neutralizing public and political opposition to BP’s Cherry Point refinery in Whatcom County, 
in the northernmost regions of Washington state. BP had already given WSPA hundreds of 
thousands of dollars for an ultimately unsuccessful campaign to fight a county bill that would 
have required the refinery to reduce emissions and limit expansion (Streett 2019).  

In response, BP staffers proposed a “robust program of external education, community 
engagement, political influence and advocacy” to reduce local opposition to Cherry Point (US 
Congress 2024b). The program included the hard persuasion tactic of creating a social media 
identity for the refinery. As the memo explicitly states, the plan would “allow BP CHP to be a 
proactive participant in the social media portfolio—both as a provider of content and as an 
appropriate supplier of information to platforms that create disinformation about Cherry 
Point.” Whether the “disinformation” BP refers to came from refinery critics or the WSPA-
created “social media identity” is open to interpretation, but BP left WSPA in 2020 after some 
of the group’s most egregious lobbying and PR tactics were publicly exposed and challenged, 
including by company shareholders (Bush and Bernton 2020; Mulvey 2018). 

Fossil Fuel Companies Have Opened a New Front to Shut Down 
Disclosure of the Role of Climate Change in Financial Markets 

A relatively recent tactic in the war against climate action is a push by fossil fuel companies to 
obstruct financial regulation and shareholder actions aimed at addressing climate-related 
financial risk. The industry ramped up this strategy in 2021. That year, shareholders replaced 
three members of ExxonMobil’s board with directors nominated by an activist hedge fund, 
and they passed a resolution urging Chevron to cut its global warming emissions (Dunn 2021; 
McGowan 2021). The response was swift: Within months, a campaign sponsored by fossil fuel 
companies and their allies intensified to try to prevent businesses, investors, and regulators 
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from recognizing climate risk as financial risk (Elbein 2023). Climate change and severe 
climate events pose obvious financial risks to fossil fuel companies.  

The campaign focused on rebranding environmental, social, and governance (ESG) investing 
as “woke capitalism”. It included the launch of a legislative attack against companies that 
made pledges to reduce their global warming emissions, unsubstantiated accusations that 
shareholder advocates and sustainability investors were colluding against the oil and gas 
industry, and an effort to legally obstruct regulations requiring companies to disclose their 
global warming emissions and other data about their exposure to climate-related risk. The 
campaign was launched and driven by organizations with strong ties to the fossil fuel industry.  

One such organization is ALEC, a lobby group backed by corporations and right-wing donors 
that produces model legislation for advocacy at the state and local levels. ALEC’s corporate 
task force membership has included leaders from ExxonMobil, BP America, and Shell as top-
tier funders (SourceWatch, n.d.). While all of those companies have left ALEC, Chevron 
included ALEC on its most recent list of trade association memberships (Cama 2018; Chevron 
2022a; Chevron 2023).  

In 2021, ALEC circulated so-called model legislative text intended for bills to be proposed in 
state legislatures. The proposed legislation would actually prevent state governments—
including public employee pension funds—from doing business with companies or financial 
firms that had reputedly divested from fossil fuel companies (CMD, n.d.). 

The fossil fuel industry has long fought regulations that protect investors’ rights to raise issues 
with company leadership by filing shareholder resolutions. The anti-ESG campaign has given 
these companies a newfound opportunity to try to further suppress investors who attempt to 
hold companies accountable for the impact of their products and services on climate. In 2024, 
ExxonMobil even took the extreme measure of filing suit against two investor groups that filed 
resolutions asking for deeper global warming emissions reductions, refusing to drop the suit 
even after the shareholders withdrew their proposal (Mulvey 2024). By taking the case to a 
friendly Texas court instead of appealing through the US Securities and Exchange Commission 
(SEC), ExxonMobil created a chilling effect on investor initiatives, even though the case was 
ultimately dismissed (Smith 2024; As You Sow 2024).  

Fossil fuel companies have also used trade associations as proxies in their anti-ESG crusade. In 
March 2024, the SEC finalized a regulation that would compel publicly traded companies to 
assess and report on how climate change will affect their bottom lines and, by extension, 
investors and the public. The fossil fuel industry and its allies lobbied against the rule, 
weakening the final version to the point that companies are essentially allowed to decide what 
climate-related risks they disclose to investors (Ellfeldt 2024).  

Nevertheless, fossil fuel industry proxies immediately filed lawsuits against the rule. The 
Republican Attorneys General Association filed one of the suits. It is supported by several 
fossil fuel companies and trade associations, including ExxonMobil, Chevron, and API. The US 
Chamber of Commerce filed another suit. That business advocacy association is so intertwined 
with the distribution of climate disinformation that it was among the subjects of the 2024 
congressional investigation and was called out for refusing to produce material responsive to a 
subpoena (HCOA and SCOB 2024). Shortly after President Donald Trump’s inauguration, the 
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SEC asked the court to pause the lawsuits, and in March 2025 the commission voted to 
withdraw its defense altogether (Johnson 2025). 

The oil and gas industry—a heavy donor to Trump’s presidential campaign—has benefited 
from the new administration (Frazin and Giorno 2024). A policy document from the American 
Exploration & Production Council (an oil and gas trade association that counts virtually all 
major US oil and gas corporations as members) specifically names the SEC rule and a related 
executive order on climate-related financial risk as targets for revocation (Box 11). Trump 
revoked the Order on his first day in office, and ExxonMobil announced its withdrawal from 
the group soon after the document was leaked to the press (ExxonMobil 2023a; Office of the 
US President 2025b). 

Box 11. Fossil Fuel Trade Association Briefing Book, 2024 

A new tactic in fossil fuel companies’ war against climate action is its effort to obstruct 
financial policies and shareholder actions aimed at curbing climate-related financial risks. 
Ramped up in 2021, the effort seeks to stop companies, investors, and regulators from 
recognizing climate risk as financial risk.  

The campaign attempts to rebrand environmental, social, and governance (ESG) investing as 
“woke capitalism” and has launched legislative attacks against companies that have made 
ESG pledges, attacked shareholder advocates and sustainability investors by accusing them 
of colluding against the oil and gas industry, and fought regulations to compel companies to 
disclose their carbon emissions and other information that indicates company exposure to 
climate-related risk (Noor 2023).  

A policy briefing book created by the American Exploration & Production Council, a trade 
association founded in 2000, targeted for elimination the US Securities and Exchange 
Commission climate disclosure regulation and an executive order on climate-related 
financial risk. 

(AXPC 2024; read briefing book at https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/25196783-
axpc-board-book-aug-9-2024/.) 

Fossil Fuel Interests Target Opponents with Intimidation Campaigns 
Including Evidence of Hacking Opponents’ Emails 

As previously noted, much evidence has surfaced about the tactics to which fossil fuel 
companies have resorted to distort the facts, intimidate their opponents, and block climate 
action that might hurt their bottom lines.  

One still-developing criminal conspiracy case seems to take such underhanded activities to 
new heights, however. The alleged scheme involved hacking into the email accounts of staff 
members at UCS and several other public interest organizations, all of whom were working to 
hold fossil fuel companies accountable for their role in climate change. Court documents and 
related reporting suggest that the US government possesses evidence that the criminal scheme 
was indirectly paid for by ExxonMobil and that one of its lobbying firms, the Washington, DC-
based DCI Group, provided a list of “targets” to a middleman linked to the hackers and sent 

https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/25196783-axpc-board-book-aug-9-2024/
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/25196783-axpc-board-book-aug-9-2024/
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the fruits of the hacking to the oil and gas company. The hacking, occurring between 2015 and 
2018, targeted at least 128 individuals.  

One of the hackers who carried out this scheme, Aviram Azari, an Israeli private detective, was 
arrested in 2019 and pleaded guilty in US district court in 2023 to three counts: conspiracy to 
commit computer hacking, wire fraud, and aggravated identity theft. According to the US 
government’s sentencing memo, clients of Azari’s firm paid him approximately $4.8 million 
from November 2014 through his arrest in September 2019 for managing intelligence-
gathering and multiple hacking campaigns (including the attack on UCS) (United States 
District Court, Southern District of New York 2023). Azari was sentenced to over six years in 
prison for his part in the conspiracy but was released from prison on January 3, 2025, after 
serving only a portion of his sentence. 

More recently, however, a court filing in Britain has revealed critical new allegations about the 
hacking scheme and who was behind it. A US government filing in Britain’s Westminster 
Magistrates’ Court requested the extradition from Britain to the United States of another 
Israeli citizen named Amit Forlit, who is being held in custody in London (United States 
District Court, Southern District of New York 2025b). Forlit’s hearing in British court began on 
January 22, 2025, and continued with court dates in early February, early March, and on April 
30, 2025, when the extradition was granted (John 2025). 

The filing reveals that a multiyear investigation by the US Department of Justice and 
conducted by the Federal Bureau of Investigation led to a sealed grand jury indictment of 
Forlit for his alleged involvement in several criminal hacking schemes, as well as a US warrant 
for his arrest. To support the government’s case that Forlit should be extradited to the United 
States to face trial, the document publicly reveals many new details about the hacking scheme 
alleged by the US government. According to court filings and related reporting, the US 
government’s allegations include: 

• Forlit’s clients included a consulting firm in Washington, DC, later identified by Forlit’s 
attorney in a court filing as the DCI Group, which has a long history of working for 
ExxonMobil (United States District Court, Southern District of New York 2025b). 
(ExxonMobil reportedly ended its contract with the DCI Group in 2020. This was after 
the hacking investigation became public [Matthews, Strasburg, and Hope 2024]). 

• The DC-based lobbying group paid Forlit’s multiple firms a total of $16 million 
between 2013 and 2018 (United States District Court, Southern District of New York 
2025b). 

• For one of its projects, the DC-based lobbying group “acted on behalf of one of the 
world’s largest oil and gas corporations, centred in Irving, Texas, in relation to ongoing 
climate change litigation being brought against it” (United States District Court, 
Southern District of New York 2025b). Forlit’s attorney stated in a January filing that 
the corporation in question is ExxonMobil (United States District Court, Southern 
District of New York 2025a). 

Both ExxonMobil and the DCI Group have so far publicly denied involvement in the hacking 
scheme. At the time of Azari’s sentencing, an ExxonMobil spokesperson said that the company 
“has no knowledge of Azari, had no involvement in any hacking activities and has not been 
accused of any wrongdoing” (Matthews 2023). In subsequent media reports, ExxonMobil has 
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said it “has not been involved in or aware of any hacking activities,” while DCI Group has said: 
“We direct all our employees and consultants to comply with the law” (Satter and Bing 2024).  

But the US government’s recent filing suggests it is in possession of evidence to the contrary 
against DCI Group. According to the extradition filing, the US government’s evidence 
includes:  

“(i) dozens of email accounts, including four used by [Forlit], obtained via judicially 
authorised search warrants; (ii) financial and business records; (iii) the product of the 
searches of Azari’s two mobile telephones.” (United States District Court, Southern 
District of New York 2025b) 

The extradition filing claims that the US government possesses evidence that Forlit met in 
person with the DC-based lobbying group (which, per Forlit’s attorney, is DCI Group), that the 
perpetrators referred to the hacking scheme as “Operation Fox Hunt,” and that it included at 
least 128 individual hacking targets (United States District Court, Southern District of New 
York 2025b).  

The extradition filing claims that the US government possesses email evidence of a November 
2015 memo between “the D.C. Lobbying Group” (revealed as the DCI Group) and “the oil and 
gas corporation” (revealed as ExxonMobil), forwarded by the group’s managing partner to 
Forlit. The memo explicitly refers to “going on the offense” after what it calls “attacks” on the 
oil and gas corporation “over climate change” (United States District Court, Southern District 
of New York 2025b). According to the filing, this November 2015 memo specifically references 
some of the victims of the hacking that would subsequently take place. The filing also alleges 
the US government has a record of the lobbying firm’s payments Forlit received for the job, 
which he deposited into US bank accounts controlled by him and his companies. 

Furthermore, the filing states that prosecutors possess evidence that hacked materials were 
subsequently published: “From early 2016, shortly after the hacking, emails show the D.C. 
Lobbying Group  sent the fruits of the hacking to the oil and gas corporation and it was 
published” (United States District Court, Southern District of New York 2025b). The US 
government’s sentencing memo for Azari stated that the published articles about the stolen 
and leaked documents appeared designed to undermine the integrity of investigations by state 
attorneys general into ExxonMobil or of individual victims of the hacking scheme, and were 
incorporated into ExxonMobil’s court filings litigating against the state investigations (United 
States District Court, Southern District of New York 2023). According to reporting by Reuters 
and NPR, DCI Group allegedly shared some of the stolen material with ExxonMobil before 
leaking it to the media, and an executive at the DC-based lobbying group is also alleged to have 
emailed a published article featuring a private memo belonging to an environmental lawyer to 
colleagues with the subject line “BOOM” (Satter and Bing 2024; Copley 2025). 

As the filing  concludes, its “summary of the evidence provided by the USA, taken with the 
financial records, presents a compelling case” for Forlit’s extradition. The evidence was 
sufficient to have convinced a New York grand jury in 2022 to indict Forlit on three counts, 
including conspiracy to commit computer hacking, conspiracy to commit wire fraud, and wire 
fraud. It was also sufficient for the US District Court for the Southern District of New York to 
find probable cause to issue a warrant for Forlit’s arrest. The maximum sentences Forlit would 
face if found guilty are 5, 20, and 20 years’ imprisonment, respectively.  
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Much was previously known about the hacking scheme, thanks in part to the work of the 
Citizen Lab, a Canadian cybersecurity group based at the Munk School of Global Affairs & 
Public Policy at the University of Toronto. The group issued a detailed report on the case in 
2020, calling it a “massive hack-for-hire operation” (Scott-Railton et al 2020).  

By identifying several telltale “cyber fingerprints,” the Citizen Lab determined with high 
confidence that the hackers had, between 2015 and 2018, attempted to infiltrate the email 
accounts of key staff members of at least 10 nonprofits, including UCS, 350.org, the Climate 
Investigations Center, Greenpeace, and the Rockefeller Family Fund. Notably, all of these 
groups are involved in work aiming to hold ExxonMobil and other major fossil fuel companies 
accountable for their deception about climate science and their efforts to block climate action.  

Between 2015 and 2018, several senior staff members at UCS had their email accounts hacked 
through a sophisticated phishing campaign that indicated the perpetrator had a good deal of 
knowledge about these individuals’ interests and contacts. After conducting an internal 
investigation, UCS found that, while no fundraising files or member or donor accounts had 
been breached, the perpetrators nevertheless had likely gained access to sensitive UCS emails 
and strategic planning documents. 

It was also previously known, from court testimony and documents in Azari’s case, that he was 
paid to orchestrate the cyber espionage, that he contracted with a hacking group in India to 
carry it out, and that the hackers in India emailed him to say they had successfully infiltrated 
the targets. Azari pled guilty to facts that he undertook espionage campaigns under contract 
from corporate clients in Europe and the United States (Copley and Brady 2023).  

 

Box 12. The “Operation Fox Hunt” Hacking Scheme 

Court documents have revealed previously undisclosed allegations by the US government 
regarding the genesis of a coordinated scheme to hack into the email accounts of staff 
members at UCS and other public interest organizations working to hold fossil fuel 
companies accountable for their role in climate change.  

The court filing alleges that the US government possesses evidence that a “D.C. Lobbying 
Firm” (likely referring to longtime ExxonMobil lobbyist the DCI Group) paid a middleman at 
least $16 million between 2013 and 2018, that co-conspirators referred to one of multiple 
hacking schemes as “Operation Fox Hunt,” and that this scheme included at least 128 
individual targets. The US government also claims to possess email evidence linking “one of 
the world’s largest oil and gas corporations, centred in Irving, Texas” (likely referring to 
ExxonMobil, which was previously headquartered there) to what the government calls “the 
fruits of the hacking” scheme.  

(United States District Court, Southern District of New York 2025b; read the US government 
filing at https://legacy.www.documentcloud.org/documents/25501845-250113-usa-v-
forlit/.) 
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As previously mentioned, those in the hacking scheme’s list of targets were also involved in 
work at nonprofit groups to hold ExxonMobil and other fossil fuel companies accountable. 
The cyberattacks occurred at a key moment, when pressure was building against ExxonMobil 
in particular. For example, when UCS email accounts were infiltrated in 2017, then-New York 
Attorney General Eric Schneiderman was preparing to file a lawsuit against ExxonMobil for 
deceiving its shareholders about the realities of climate change. At the time, other attorneys 
general across the country were considering lawsuits as well, and UCS was in contact with 
some of their offices, providing information about specific examples of climate deception. 

During the period noted in the legal filing, the previously mentioned fossil fuel industry–
backed news site Energy in Depth published disinformation citing former UCS Science and 
Policy Director Peter Frumhoff by name and spuriously accusing him and the organization of 
having “conspired” against ExxonMobil. The site even quoted language from Frumhoff’s 
work-related emails (Energy in Depth 2017). 

An excerpt from a private email sent to Lee Wasserman, director of the Rockefeller Family 
Fund, similarly found its way into an article from The Wall Street Journal. That article 
subsequently was published by the right-wing Washington Beacon newspaper, Energy in 
Depth, and later on ExxonMobil’s website, on a dedicated page about the #ExxonKnew 
allegations that has since been taken down. Wasserman recently told The Wall Street Journal 
that ExxonMobil used his private emails to try to “develop a convoluted and completely false 
story” of a conspiracy against the company. He likened ExxonMobil’s effort to “arsonists 
trying to pin blame on the firefighters” (Matthews 2023). The same stolen document was 
submitted as evidence of the “conspiracy” against ExxonMobil in court proceedings in New 
York state, Massachusetts, and other venues (Copley and Brady 2023). 

Until now we haven’t seen public court evidence linking ExxonMobil and its then-lobbying 
firm, the DCI Group, to the hacking conspiracy. 
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Conclusion 
Preserving Access to Justice and 
Ratcheting Up Climate 
Accountability 
Today, one in four people in the United States live in a state, territory, or municipality that is 
taking major fossil fuel corporations to court to hold them accountable for climate deception 
and the massive resulting harms. Lawsuits against major fossil fuel corporations are also 
advancing in courts around the world. Separately, a growing number of US state legislatures 
are considering so-called climate superfund laws, which would require the corporations 
responsible for the most heat-trapping emissions to help pay for the growing costs to protect 
public infrastructure from climate-driven damages.  

Major fossil fuel corporations are desperately fighting to avoid accountability for their outsize 
role in driving climate change. The fossil fuel industry has fiercely attacked climate lawsuits 
and legislative efforts in court, delaying justice in climate litigation for years with meritless 
procedural hurdles and unfounded claims of preemption. ExxonMobil, other major fossil fuel 
corporations, and their surrogates have sought to intimidate and undermine the credibility of 
those working to hold them accountable. Now they may attempt to seize the opportunity 
presented by a friendly Congress and White House to secure immunity from liability for their 
deception and the massive resulting harms. A fossil fuel industry advocacy group has launched 
a public campaign opposing climate accountability lawsuits, and CEOs of major oil and gas 
corporations including Chevron and ExxonMobil reportedly met with President Trump to ask 
for his help fighting and climate litigation and climate superfund legislation (Morenne and 
Eaton 2025; Clark 2025; Joselow and Phillips 2025). In March 2025, President Trump issued an 
Executive Order attacking states’ rights, including laws and lawsuits related to environmental 
justice, pollution standards, and fossil fuel industry-driven climate damages (Office of the US 
President 2025a). 

The fossil fuel industry’s shameful record, placing profits above the health of people and the 
planet, demands that any effort to evade accountability be stopped in its tracks. 

The Past Decade: Mobilizing to Confront an Escalating Emergency 

Ten years ago, in the lead-up to the adoption of the Paris Agreement, UCS published The 
Climate Deception Dossiers and launched a corporate accountability campaign focused on 
major investor-owned fossil fuel corporations (Mulvey and Shulman 2015). This novel idea 
was a natural and strategic expansion for a science advocacy organization that calls for 
science-informed policy and action by powerful parties, both public and private. The 
campaign aims to exert public pressure and undercut the social license of these major 
corporate contributors to climate change. (Social license refers to the corporations’ acceptance 
and legitimacy among local communities, employees and potential employees, investors, the 
business community, and society at large that enables them to operate and deliver returns). 

https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/climate-deception-dossiers
https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/climate-deception-dossiers
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UCS’s campaign focuses on providing science and expert analysis to inform strategies—such as 
investor action and litigation—that deter climate-damaging conduct. 

From 2015 to 2025, the climate crisis intensified, necessitating a more hard-line stance toward 
fossil fuel corporations. While the Paris Agreement marked a critical milestone in global 
climate policy, the past decade has revealed the stark inadequacies of fossil fuel corporations’ 
actions and commitments. Research by UCS and others has shown that corporations—
including BP, Chevron, ExxonMobil, and Shell—have continued to obstruct climate progress 
while failing to meet even basic standards for transparency, accountability, and transformative 
action. 

The rapidly shrinking carbon budget (the finite amount of CO₂ emissions that can be released 
while still limiting global temperature rise to 1.5°C or 2°C) narrows societal options while 
demanding new and stringent strategies to overcome the fossil fuel industry’s bad-faith 
lobbying, greenwashing campaigns, and evolving corporate tactics. Key developments include 
increased use of litigation as a tool for accountability, the emergence of new societal and 
scientific expectations for corporate responsibility, advances toward mandatory corporate 
disclosure and due diligence requirements, and a growing movement at the intersection of 
environmental and climate justice.  

With the federal government backsliding on climate, clean energy, and clean transportation—
and apparently prepared to grant the fossil fuel industry’s every wish—corporate 
accountability campaigning is an essential tool. In this moment, society must ratchet up what 
we are demanding from the fossil fuel industry based on the sobering realities of the climate 
crisis and lessons learned over the past decade.  

While fossil fuel corporations have lost our trust as good-faith actors—through their continued 
emissions, expansion, delays, diversionary tactics, and calculated disinformation—they have 
the opportunity to regain social license through meaningful and sustained changes in their 
conduct. There is still potential for them to get ahead of mounting litigation and growing 
public awareness of their central role in blocking climate action by acknowledging and 
fulfilling their shared responsibility to protect our planet and its people. 

A Call to Action: Pressure the Fossil Fuel Industry  

In light of the evidence presented in this report, UCS is calling for a massive increase in 
pressure on fossil fuel corporations to fulfill their responsibilities to the global community and 
take meaningful steps toward a sustainable and just future. Simply put, the clock is running out 
and these corporations deserve to be held accountable through all lawful means for their 
decades of climate deception and the resulting devastating damages. The world cannot risk 
another 10 years of empty promises and delays. Everyone—including affected communities, 
experts, consumers, public prosecutors, litigators, investors, financiers, business partners, 
regulators, and policymakers—has a role to play and levers to pull. 

First and foremost, we demand that major fossil fuel corporations do the following: 
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Cease disinformation and greenwashing on climate science, public policy, and 
corporate actions.  

Major fossil fuel producers’ past and ongoing efforts to deceive the public, investors, and 
policymakers have shifted the burden of proof. These corporations must now earn the public’s 
trust in their climate-related statements and actions. To meet this demand, fossil fuel 
companies must end their greenwashing campaigns, their attempts to downplay the severity of 
the climate crisis, and their diversionary tactics that distract from the urgent need to phase out 
fossil fuels. They must admit and publicly renounce past wrongdoing and issue corrective 
statements similar to those required of the tobacco industry after a federal court ruling that 
major US tobacco corporations had violated civil racketeering laws and engaged in a decades-
long conspiracy to deceive the public.  

Unfortunately, because of the cumulative effects of decades of deception and delay by the 
fossil fuel industry, swearing off of lying is necessary but not sufficient. That’s why we also 
insist major fossil fuel corporations take the following actions: 

Stop obstructing science-informed public policy and its implementation.  

Just as the tobacco industry has a fundamental and irreconcilable conflict of interest with 
public health policymaking (WHO FCTC 2013), the fossil fuel industry has a fundamental and 
irreconcilable conflict of interest with the development and implementation of public policies 
intended to limit fossil fuel–driven climate change and accelerate the transition to clean 
renewable energy.  

Major fossil fuel corporations have repeatedly shown that they cannot be trusted as good-faith 
players in climate policymaking. On the contrary, these companies have consistently sought to 
delay and block action. They must finally stop spending their shareholders’ money on anti-
climate lobbying, front groups, and misleading public relations campaigns such as those 
documented in this report. 

Pay an equitable share of the costs of climate damages; climate adaptation; 
and the environmental, social, and systemic impacts of fossil fuel products and 
production.  

For too long, fossil fuel corporations have privatized the profits of oil, gas, and coal while 
socializing the massive costs they could have prevented society from incurring. All of us are 
living with the effects of extreme heat, stronger hurricanes, extreme flooding, more 
devastating wildfires, and other climate impacts—which take an enormous toll on our lives, 
well-being, and cultural heritage and impose an enormous economic burden. Environmental 
racism compounds the harm for Black, Brown, and Indigenous communities in the United 
States and across the Global South.  

To meet this demand, major fossil fuel companies would need to pay for losses and damage 
from fossil fuel exploration, production, transportation, and burning. It would also entail 
covering the costs to decommission and clean up fossil fuel facilities while supporting workers 
and communities in the transition to a clean energy economy.  
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Fully disclose, and regularly and publicly report on, risks and impacts to the 
climate, communities, and the economy.  

The ongoing expansion of fossil fuel exploration, production, and infrastructure is driving 
disruptive climate change, which in turn threatens the safety and security of communities and 
the stability of the global economy. The business models of major fossil fuel corporations still 
revolve around expanding fossil fuel production.  

Major fossil fuel companies have fought hard to block mandatory and standardized corporate 
climate disclosures. They pressed for the SEC and the state of California to water down and 
delay climate disclosure requirements, and have worked through trade associations to target 
such rules for elimination and sue to block their implementation.  

As a first step, major fossil fuel corporations must tell the US Chamber of Commerce to stand 
down and drop anti-disclosure lawsuits. They must then comply promptly and thoroughly 
with disclosure requirements in jurisdictions around the world. They must also stop attacking 
investors calling for robust and meaningful ESG data to be factored into investment decisions. 

Accelerate actions, investment, and business planning for a fair and fast 
phaseout of fossil fuels worldwide.  

The latest science from the IPCC and the International Energy Agency shows that projected 
emissions from current fossil fuel infrastructure will already exceed the levels needed to keep 
global temperature increase less than 1.5°C above preindustrial levels. Further expansion of 
fossil fuels is incompatible with climate goals (IEA 2021; IPCC 2023).  

To begin to meet this demand, major fossil fuel corporations must stop exploring for new 
fossil fuels, stop expanding fossil fuel extraction, and stop building new fossil fuel 
infrastructure. These companies’ leadership can decide whether they want to redirect their 
investments toward renewable energy or plan for a managed decline of their fossil fuel 
production. Today, many of them are doing exactly the opposite—shrinking their spending on 
renewables while doubling down on oil and gas. 

Stop violating civil rights, human rights, and the rights of Indigenous peoples.   

The extractive business models of major fossil fuel producers systematically threaten human 
rights, Indigenous rights, and territorial sovereignty. Human rights defenders and Indigenous 
protectors of water and land have lost their liberty and sometimes their lives resisting fossil 
fuel exploration, extraction, infrastructure, despoliation of nature, and expropriation of the 
commons.  

Major fossil fuel corporations must fulfill the responsibility to respect human rights affirmed 
in the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights and comply with 
other international instruments, including the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples.  

They should begin by dropping any strategic lawsuits against public participation (SLAPPs) 
and forswearing future use of SLAPPs and other judicial harassment tactics against human 
rights, Indigenous rights, and climate justice activists. 
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Recommendations to the US Congress 

President Trump has vowed to quash lawsuits against the fossil fuel industry, and at least 
twice in recent history, there have been documented efforts by oil and gas corporations and 
their allies to secure a blanket waiver of liability for the industry. Borrowing a page from the 
gun industry’s playbook, oil and gas corporations even attempted to block access to the courts 
completely when they sought a liability waiver from Congress in 2018. 

In the current political context, we have reason to believe that the fossil fuel industry and its 
allies will attempt yet again to pass some form of liability waiver and get off scot-free for 
decades of deception, pollution, and massive damage to people and the planet. Congress must 
do everything in its power to ensure such an effort does not succeed. 

Communities and states seeking to hold ExxonMobil, API, and other fossil fuel industry 
entities accountable need support from their federal representatives. Members of Congress 
should champion climate accountability, highlighting evidence from their own investigations 
and the examples in this report to challenge oil and gas corporations’ climate deception and 
insist that they pay their fair share of the massive and mounting costs to protect communities 
from the impacts of climate change. 

This is a pivotal moment. It is more critical than ever to build the scientific and legal evidence 
base to support fossil fuel industry accountability and to collaborate across academic, 
business, legal, policy, and community sectors. By revoking the social license of corporations 
that fail to act responsibly, we can advance a vision of accountability that aligns with the 
urgency of the climate crisis. UCS reaffirms its commitment to holding fossil fuel corporations 
accountable for their role in the climate crisis and to advocating for the transformative change 
needed to secure a healthy, equitable, and sustainable future. 
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