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Introduction

The First Portrait of Climate Obstruction across Europe

ROBERT J. BRULLE AND J. TIMMONS ROBERTS

EUROPE’S GLOBAL ROLE IN CLIMATE ACTION

Decades of effort to address anthropogenic climate change have failed to 
decrease the greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions that are destabilizing Earth’s 
life- support systems. Many theories of why we have failed have been ad-
vanced, but one reason has barely been studied: the well- organized efforts 
to obstruct climate action. Since the 2010s, an expanding body of inves-
tigative reporting and academic research has documented an extensive, 
well- organized enterprise, led by corporations and their affiliated trade 
associations, to interfere with progress on reducing carbon emissions.1 Yet, 
for the most part, these impediments remain marginal to the public discus-
sion on how best to address climate change.

Europe, as a cultural region and a political bloc, has taken the need to 
act on climate change more seriously than most other parts of the world. 
For decades, Europe has seen itself as a leader on climate action, and, in the 
more than thirty years of United Nations (UN) negotiations on the issue, 
the European Union (EU) has brought leading pledges and policy ideas to 
the table.2 However even its efforts have been inadequate, uneven, and 
halting. Some climate policies in Europe have been rolled back, and others 
are threatened by economic crises, war, global competition, and authori-
tarianism. We must ask: Who are the actors and organizations obstructing 
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climate action in Europe? What are their strategies, and how are those 
evolving? This volume seeks to advance our understanding of climate ob-
struction in the region as a whole and to learn from the significant varia-
tions across the continent.

To date, research into systematic efforts to obstruct climate action has 
focused primarily on the United States and been concentrated on the activ-
ities of a few major oil companies and a handful of publicly visible conser-
vative think tanks. As a result, an inaccurate picture has emerged, centring 
on a few American industrial giants and organizations, particularly Exxon 
Mobil, the Koch brothers, the Competitive Enterprise Institute, and the 
Heartland Institute. However, the nature and extent of these organized 
efforts to obstruct climate action are far broader, more complex, and geo-
graphically dispersed than often portrayed. Recent scholarship has shown 
that they span multiple sectors, including agriculture, transportation, coal, 
and utilities, among others. As the essays in this book show, climate ob-
struction efforts take place across all of the European countries, each with 
its own particular characteristics. National industries and their trade or-
ganizations seek to slow climate action even in the ‘greenest’ countries. 
Research on the role of conservative think tanks, for example, reveals an 
increasingly coordinated and multinational effort to promulgate scientific 
misinformation and advocate against rapid and robust climate action by 
undermining confidence in renewable energy and other legitimate climate 
solutions.

The popular but inaccurate image of climate obstruction efforts as ex-
tremely limited in sectoral and geographic scope is both an academic and a 
practical concern. Addressing the lack of effective political action on climate 
change requires pulling back the curtain on the constellation of organized 
interests engaged in the contentious politics of climate change, the nature 
of their activities, and their impact on both public perception of the cli-
mate crisis and the policymaking process. It also requires an understanding 
of the actions climate advocates have taken to effectively overcome these 
efforts. As this volume shows for the first time, these constellations differ 
in important ways depending on national context, even within subregions 
of the continent.

Recently a growing number of scholars have moved beyond studying 
American obstructionism and have turned to researching various aspects 
of climate obstruction across Europe. This work opens up new perspectives 
on how various institutional actors in these nations influence climate policy 
based on their particular cultural and political structures. Capitalizing on 
this trend, the Climate Social Science Network’s (CSSN) fall 2022 call for 
chapter proposals on the theme yielded eleven national case studies and 
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one focused on the European Union. The cases are not exhaustive but do 
include countries in Europe’s four major subregions: Northern Europe, 
the United Kingdom (UK), Eastern Europe, and Southern Europe. These 
studies show that entrenched interests vary significantly by country and 
region and that political structures create widely different opportunities 
for these interests to block, dilute, delay, or even reverse required action 
on climate change. And they show that, after exerting influence in their 
national arenas, these industrial interests frequently exploit a second op-
portunity to slow action by working to diffuse wider efforts in Brussels, 
the de facto capital of the European Union and the home of the European 
Commission (EC). Their collected findings form the basis of this book.

This introductory chapter lays out the basics of what we already know 
about how climate action is being obstructed. It begins with a review of the 
more than thirty years of scientific assessments by the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), and how the IPCC reports have han-
dled obstructive action against climate solutions. We then outline the 
types of organizations involved and the main types of short- , medium- , 
and long- term strategies they have developed to avoid regulation and in-
fluence public opinion. These sections describe the ‘structure of climate 
obstruction’ in very general terms, and the insights from this issue area 
can be useful to those seeking to understand resistance to policy on other 
topics. After a brief review of Europe’s emissions history, we introduce the 
forthcoming chapters and provide a brief overview of the core arguments 
presented. A fuller synthesis of the twelve case studies and the lessons they 
offer is covered in the concluding chapter.

IMPROVING ASSESSMENTS

One explanation for the minimization of obstruction efforts in humanity’s 
inadequate response to climate change has been the failure of the IPCC to 
focus on this important factor. Formed in 1988 to bring together scientists 
from around the world to summarize scientific knowledge on climate 
change and possible solutions, the IPCC has produced six massive ‘assess-
ment reports’, achievements that have vastly improved our understanding 
of the issue. Capping five years of intensive research by hundreds of authors 
and thousands of reviewers, each IPCC report is organized around the work 
of three Working Groups: one documenting changes in Earth’s climate and 
their causes, the second looking at impacts around the world, and the third 
focused on mitigation, or efforts to reduce the emissions causing human- 
caused warming.3 Therefore, Working Group III (WG III) would be expected 
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to be the place where obstruction of emissions- reduction efforts is system-
atically reviewed and discussed.

Unfortunately, for the most part, the IPCC reports have minimized 
their attention to intentional efforts to hinder meaningful policy ac-
tion to rapidly reduce GHG emissions. The latest IPCC Synthesis 
Report (AR6, released in 2023) contains no mention of organizational 
barriers to mitigation efforts in its Summary for Policymakers (SPM).4 
The Synthesis Report does mention unnamed ‘institutional barriers’ 
to mitigation efforts and a statement that ‘developmental pathways 
create unintentional . . . barriers to accelerated mitigation’.5 Both these 
statements lack mention of any actors and express an inevitability in 
the situation we face. In this way, thirty- five years on, IPCC reports 
still fail to clearly address intentional climate obstruction efforts in 
their leading summaries. Because the press and policymakers seldom 
examine the IPCC reports beyond the SPM, this limits the public discus-
sion of climate obstruction.

It is hard to blame the IPCC authors for this omission in the report’s 
summary, which is vetted by nearly every government on Earth and is fre-
quently watered down, with key text struck from the final document before 
publication.6 As de Pryck has documented, ‘both authors and governments 
seek to have their perspectives reflected’, and their interests and strategies 
are often in tension. As a result, we see ‘the entanglement between the 
scientific and diplomatic rhetoric in the fabric of the SPM, which tends to 
construct climate change as a decontextualized and nonpolitical problem’. 
Still, the IPCC is under attack from right- wing organizations and media 
outlets that have advanced climate change denial.7 Governments and other 
major economic actors would prefer to avoid attention to their failures 
and the ways they are being influenced. Sensitive to this, the scientists 
rewriting sections or wording of the report in response to government 
comments seek to avoid bringing up political issues and endangering the 
already fragile legitimacy of the organization.

Unlike the SPM, however, the full IPCC reports are not subject to gov-
ernment review, and important progress can be seen in their presenta-
tion of obstructive actors and practices in the most recent assessments. 
Though buried deep within the latest WG III report on mitigation (2022), 
a number of important conclusions regarding intentional efforts to op-
pose climate mitigation can be found. In the introductory chapter, the 
report concludes that ‘Political and institutional dynamics shape climate 
change responses in important ways, not the least because incumbent ac-
tors have frequently blocked climate policy’.8 Citing peer- reviewed studies 
of campaigns by oil and coal companies in the United States, Australia, 
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Brazil, South Africa, Canada, Norway, and Germany, the WG III authors 
concluded that ‘One factor limiting the ambition of climate policy has 
been the ability of incumbent industries to shape government action 
on climate change’.9 The authors also report that ‘Countermovement 
coalitions work to oppose climate mitigation’, and that ‘A good number 
of corporate agents have attempted to derail climate change mitigation 
by targeted lobbying and doubt- inducing media strategies’.10 Finally, the 
report notes that ‘Accurate transference of the climate science has been 
undermined significantly by climate change counter- movements, par-
ticularly in the USA in both legacy and new/ social media environments 
through misinformation, including about the causes and consequences of 
climate change’.11

The historic failure of the IPCC to accurately convey the extent and 
importance of organized efforts to obstruct climate action in its major 
public- facing documents hinders the global discussion of actions that 
can be taken to increase the pace and extent of mitigation efforts. As US 
Senator Sheldon Whitehouse put it, doing so is like telling the story of 
Star Wars without mentioning Darth Vader. This situation is improving, 
but not quickly enough. While it is clear from the full Working Group 
report that the IPCC is aware of this literature, the analyses of climate 
obstruction efforts remain buried in the text of the reports themselves 
and are not widely circulated in either media or policy discussions due 
to their absence from the key document, the SPM. Despite the afore-
mentioned growing body of peer- reviewed research, awareness of these 
activities outside of the United States is limited, media coverage is still 
rare and mostly limited to a few news outlets, and scholarship remains 
scattershot throughout the social science literature. This knowledge gap 
limits the building of a coordinated research effort and inhibits the type 
of social movements and government policies that could remove major 
barriers to adequate and effective climate action. In turn, this lack of in-
formation allows climate obstruction efforts across the globe to continue 
uncontested.

This volume is the first effort in the much- needed task of collecting and 
disseminating existing knowledge on the scope and nature of obstruction 
efforts across the nations of the world. Because research on the Continent 
is accelerating and the analyses contained in this volume are likely to offer 
fruitful lessons for policymaking, Europe was the logical choice for a first 
region to examine in what we hope will become a series of books on climate 
obstruction across the globe. Before turning to the collected essays in this 
volume, we first review what is already known about the major sets of ac-
tors and strategies for obstructing action on climate change.
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THE PRACTICE AND STRUCTURE OF CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION

The term ‘climate obstruction’ covers a wide variety of social, economic, 
and political practices. In this volume, we define climate obstruction as in-
tentional actions and efforts to slow or block policies on climate change that are 
commensurate with the current scientific consensus of what is necessary to avoid 
dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system.12

Starting in the late 1980s, a broad range of actors with divergent 
interests entered into the public arena and engaged in a struggle to con-
trol public discussion and understanding of climate change and thus define 
appropriate policy responses. Extensive research has shown that, despite 
their knowledge of climate science and its implications, many corporations 
and trade associations, acting in coordination with conservative think 
tanks, foundations, and public relations firms, mounted a long- term effort 
to oppose action to mitigate the carbon emissions known to be responsible 
for climate change.13 However, climate obstruction manifests differently 
in different parts of the world and by nation and can be compared with 
what we know about patterns of obstruction in the United States, where 
the most research to date has been conducted.

Moving from left to right in Figure 1.1, the network of organized op-
position to climate change action begins with and is funded by wealthy 
individuals (and their philanthropic foundations), corporations, and 
foundations. These players fund and direct advocacy groups, advertising 
agencies, trade associations, think tanks, and university centres. These 
institutions then promulgate the positions of the funders through a net-
work of blogs, social media, book publishing, sympathetic media outlets, 
lobbying firms, funding campaigns, and political action committees.14 
Climate change obstruction is often part of a broader political agenda, es-
pecially the effort to stop and roll back the power of the administrative 
state to address social issues. This libertarian and neoliberal movement 
has, since before the administrations of US President Ronald Reagan and 
British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, successfully shifted society’s 
orientation away from governments and toward the rights of corporations.
These various organizations act in different political and cultural arenas 
and employ different time horizons to achieve a range of objectives (Table 
1.1). For these reasons, we cannot refer to the organized efforts to block 
or delay climate action in monolithic terms. Rather, these efforts stem 
from an amalgam of loosely coordinated groups that can be understood 
collectively as the climate change countermovement15 (CCCM). Initially 
launched in the United States, the CCCM has taken root in other nations 
with histories of powerful fossil fuel industries and has been diffused 
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internationally primarily via networks of conservative think tanks. This 
countermovement, grounded in corporate interests seeking to maintain a 
fossil fuel- based energy system and its economic benefits, is augmented by 
a range of neoliberal ideological interests that are opposed to government 
regulations. Together, they are waging a concerted war against restrictions 
on carbon emissions.

A common tactic employed by these obstructive actors has been to deny 
the seriousness of anthropogenic climate change by manufacturing un-
certainty about the scientific evidence, attacking climate scientists, and 
portraying climate science writ large as a controversial field— all of which are 
designed to undercut the perceived need for policies to address this crisis.16 
Starting in 1989, several conservative think tanks opposed to government 
regulatory action, often assisted by a small number of contrarian scientists, 
joined fossil fuel corporations in generating scientific misinformation about 
climate change. This information was then spread, and continues to be 
spread, by conservative media, sympathetic politicians, and other actors.17 
As climate impacts have accelerated, these efforts have placed more focus on 
delaying action and attacking proposed climate solutions such as renewable 
energy as expensive, unreliable, or even dangerous.

More recent scholarship aimed at understanding the forces that have 
thus far blocked effective efforts to reduce carbon emissions has broadened, 
focusing on funding for think tanks espousing denial and delay18 and the 
larger network of actors involved in promoting climate change misinfor-
mation in which the think tanks and their funding sources are embedded.19 
Further research has shown that the promotion of scientific misinforma-
tion is only part of a much larger, integrated effort to develop and promul-
gate a consistent ideological message praising and defending fossil fuel use, 
which is then used to pressure decision- makers to limit efforts to reduce 
carbon emissions.20

From the beginning of organized opposition to climate action, coor-
dinated information and influence campaigns, typically designed by ad-
vertising and lobbying firms, have been widely used by CCCM members 
(corporations, trade associations, and advocacy organizations) to achieve 
their political objectives— through either direct persuasion or generation 
of political pressure to influence the decision- making process.21 This or-
ganizational strategy employs sophisticated public relations campaigns to 
simulate the appearance of a unified front that comprises diverse voices 
advocating for a uniform position. This perception is reinforced through 
the use of various communication strategies to reach different audiences, 
from members of parliament and prime ministers to influential media fig-
ures and key segments of the public at large.
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In the next section, we provide an overview of climate obstruction by 
briefly reviewing the current literature on the practice and structure of 
climate obstruction efforts to establish a baseline from which to view the 
nature of climate opposition in Europe. The early research on the Global 
South indicates that different types of societies produce different forms 
of climate obstruction, including different discursive practices, organiza-
tional structures, and interactions among governing institutions.22 This 
pattern is likely to emerge in the examination of European climate obstruc-
tion. Again, the material in this volume is based largely on the research 
conducted on climate obstruction efforts in the United States and offers 
only a preliminary perspective on the nature and extent of efforts to delay 
attempts to meaningfully address climate change.

The practice of climate obstruction

As noted earlier, key research has uncovered an integrated network of or-
ganizational relationships (sometimes termed the ‘denial machine’) that 
exists to influence the public, media, and political arenas to slow, stop, or 
reverse effective climate action. This countermovement is highly sophisti-
cated, operates in multiple institutional arenas, and pursues a wide variety 
of coordinated strategies. These activities also operate in three distinct 
time frames: long term, intermediate term, and short term.23 Table 1.1 
provides an overview of these activities. As there are some variations in the 
activities of corporations and the conservative movement, that division of 
labour is noted in the figure.

Long- term activities

The first set of activities comprises long- term efforts ranging from five years 
to decades in duration. Their goal is to build and maintain a cultural and in-
tellectual infrastructure of organizations that supports the development 
of ideas and policies favourable to conservative or industry viewpoints. 
One aspect of this effort is creating and maintaining academic programs at 
institutions of higher education, endowing academic chairs, and providing 
educational support for students in these programs.24 In the United States, 
both corporations and the conservative movement engage in such efforts, 
which are only beginning to be documented in Europe. We can see their 
outcome in the proliferation of programs in economics and law that advo-
cate Chicago School theories of neoliberal economics, which promote the 
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value of a ‘free market’.25 Additionally, both fossil fuel corporations and 
conservative think tanks attempt to promulgate conservative ideas and 
support for fossil fuels in public schools, as exemplified by the Heartland 
Institute’s circulation of misleading materials to secondary school science 
teachers.26

Another set of long- term activities in which corporations and affiliated 
trade associations engage is the development and implementation of cor-
porate or industry- sector promotional campaigns to enhance their cultural 
legitimacy and thus defuse potential regulations. Such campaigns include 
sponsorship of cultural events and forums, one of the best- known examples 
of which is Mobil Oil’s decades- long sponsorship of Masterpiece Theatre, 
the dramatic television series distributed by the Public Broadcasting 
Service.27 This approach is known as ‘affinity of purpose’ advertising and 
seeks to improve the corporation’s public image by associating it with sci-
entific and cultural achievements.28 Mobil also developed an aggressive 
public relations campaign. In 1970, the company began buying adver-
tising space on The New York Times’ editorial pages.29 The campaign’s over-
arching viewpoint was the purported need for growth in energy (oil) use 
and the economy.30 Additionally, corporations engage in extended promo-
tional advertising campaigns. To establish and enhance their legitimacy, 
these companies attempt to promote themselves as representing norms 
of rationality, progress, and appropriate conduct. Excellent examples of 
these sorts of campaigns are the American Petroleum Institute’s ‘Fueling 
It Forward’ television and magazine ad campaign and BP’s early 2000s’ 
‘Beyond Petroleum’ campaign. As of this writing, all of the major oil 
companies have ongoing major corporate promotion campaigns of this 
type, and, as this volume shows, other industries do as well.

Medium- term activities

The second set of climate opposition activities focuses on the intermediate 
time horizon of one to five years. This stage involves the translation and 
promulgation of scholarly ideas into concrete policies. One key example is 
Exxon’s 2017 proposal for a carbon tax, which would have placed a small tax 
on carbon emissions while rolling back other regulations and indemnifying 
fossil fuel companies from civil suits related to their culpability for climate 
change. Such campaigns employ a wide range of channels to distribute their 
messages, from mass media to published books, and provide testimony at 
government hearings to influence legislation. The major institutional ac-
tors utilizing this time frame are think tanks, advocacy organizations, and 
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public relations firms, which recruit credible third- party spokespersons 
to boost the legitimacy of their policy arguments.31 Public relations firms 
play a further role in securing medium- term objectives by developing and 
disseminating materials that support policy objectives and by securing 
media coverage. Additionally, these same organizations seek to under-
mine the science of climate change by attacking the veracity of climate sci-
ence and high- profile climate scientists. An example of this tactic was the 
2009 ‘Climategate’ affair, which involved denigrating several important cli-
mate scientists based on misinterpretations of their stolen emails.32

Short- term activities

The third set of climate obstruction activities focuses on short- term (six 
months to one year) political outcomes such as elections or pending legisla-
tion. Actors put considerable effort into influencing public opinion around 
climate change. One style of public opinion management is to promote pos-
itive perceptions of fossil fuel corporations through the extensive use of 
advertising campaigns. A second tactic involves citizen mobilization and/ 
or the creation of front groups to demonstrate popular support for a polit-
ical position. A third approach involves lobbying activities, either directly 
(by corporations or trade associations) or indirectly (through employing 
public affairs firms to influence legislative outcomes). In the United States, 
one notable example was the high levels of fossil fuel company spending in 
2009 and 2010 to defeat the American Clean Energy and Security Act of 
2009 (known as Waxman- Markey).33 A fourth activity is targeted giving of 
political contributions via political action committees.

Information and influence campaigns are also used, which straddle 
the medium-  and short- term time frames. Information and influence 
campaigns take the form of ‘systemic, sequential and multifaceted effort[s]  
to promote information that orients the political decision- making process 
toward a desired outcome’, either through direct persuasion or persuading 
other parties to bring pressure on decision- makers.34 And as media outlets 
have proliferated, the bases of a public consensus have fragmented, and it 
can no longer be assumed that there is a commonly accepted position de-
fining the basis of public discourse. ‘Public discourse is fragmented struc-
turally and culturally as different, incommensurable forms of interest come 
into competitive play’.35 In this situation, organizations have powerful 
incentives to engage in activities to set the terms of the debate to favour 
their preferred policy outcomes.36 Information and influence campaigns 
are highly sophisticated and coordinated actions that have now become a 
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routine component of the political process. They are comprehensive, well- 
designed efforts that start with an analysis of the factors that impinge on 
the decision- making process and then bring pressure to bear to shift that 
decision in the desired direction. These campaigns involve communication, 
action, and relationship objectives all designed to manage the outcome to 
the advantage of the protagonist (client), in this case the opponents of cli-
mate action.

The structure of climate obstruction

The rapidly growing body of social science research reveals much about 
the major actors in the CCCM: not only who is responsible for obstructing 
efforts to mitigate climate change, but also their interrelationships and the 
strategies and tactics they employ. As discussed earlier, Figure 1.1 illustrates 
the organizations to which these actors belong and their relationships 
within the CCCM ‘ecosystem’. These organizations seek to drive the overall 
policy agenda on climate change by influencing three arenas: (1) public 
opinion and what is seen to comprise the public agenda, (2) the media 
agenda; what and how the media cover climate change, and (3) the focus of 
political action and which actions politicians propose as their own political 
agendas. The following list describes the key actors in the US CCCM, the 
most- studied case against which the European CCCM players and national 
structures of obstruction can be compared.

 1. Corporations. Since the early 1990s, individual corporations, especially 
fossil fuel companies like ExxonMobil, have engaged in efforts to ob-
struct climate action. These efforts include a wide range of activities, 
such as funding major misinformation campaigns37 and large- scale 
corporate promotional advertising efforts,38 along with traditional 
lobbying and political campaign contributions.

 2. Conservative foundations. Several foundations have provided major 
funding to neoliberal think tanks that produce and disseminate cli-
mate change misinformation, challenging the need for government 
action on the crisis.39 Research has shown that think tanks receiving 
foundation funding receive more attention in media and policymaking 
circles than do think tanks not receiving such funding.40

 3. Individuals. When staging events in support of fossil fuels, the CCCM 
often uses corporate employees (and sometimes paid actors) as their 
spokespeople. However, some individuals exert enormous influence 
on their own, such as Charles Koch and the late David Koch. While 
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Koch family- affiliated foundations have played central roles in funding 
other actors, the brothers’ personal and corporate networks provide 
numerous additional avenues of influence on policy issues such as en-
ergy and climate change.

 4. Advocacy coalitions. Numerous corporations and trade associations 
from industry sectors facing threats of government regulation have 
banded together to form advocacy coalitions. These coalitions consoli-
date resources and engage in collective lobbying and public persuasion 
efforts to stop or slow regulatory action on climate change.41

 5. Advertising firms. With the rise in concern over global climate change, 
fossil fuel interests have hired advertising firms to develop compre-
hensive public relations campaigns to both promote a positive image 
of their clients and discredit climate change mitigation efforts, in-
cluding by designing campaigns against proposed legislation.42

 6. Trade associations. Trade associations serve as mechanisms for 
corporations in similar industrial sectors to pursue collective po-
litical strategies by acting as command centres that help individual 
corporations pool resources, share information, and act as a collective 
political force.43

 7. Conservative think tanks. As previously noted, by the early 1990s, many 
conservative think tanks had begun producing and disseminating cli-
mate change misinformation intended to sow doubt and confusion 
about global warming and the need to reduce carbon emissions. Global 
networks of think tanks— especially the Atlas Network— have also 
played a key role in diffusing denial internationally. Besides issuing 
press releases, policy reports, and books, think tanks’ spokespersons 
have written op- eds, testified at congressional hearings, and given 
radio and television interviews to advance their goals.44

 8. Universities. Major oil companies such as ExxonMobil, Shell, and 
Chevron Corporation fund large energy research programs at major 
universities over which they have considerable influence, leading these 
programs to take more industry- friendly approaches to addressing cli-
mate change.45 Conservative foundations and individuals make major 
contributions that seek to support ideologies aligned with slowing cli-
mate action.

 9. Campaign funding/ PACs. Increasingly, corporations have been funding 
political action committees (PACs) as a way of influencing climate 
change legislation. Research has shown that targeted PAC funding 
significantly decreases the odds that candidates will take pro- climate 
stances. These committees have emerged as significant actors in shaping 
political discourse and potential legislation on climate change.46
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 10. Lobbying firms. There is an extensive and well- funded lobbying effort 
to prevent legislative action on climate change. Research in the United 
States has shown that fossil fuel interests outspend renewable energy 
corporations and environmental groups by a ratio of 10 to 1, providing 
these interests an overwhelming advantage in the crucial strategy of 
lobbying members of Congress.47

 11. Conservative media and denial bloggers. Conservative media, including 
talk radio, TV and online sources, conservative newspapers, and widely 
circulated columnists, have become major amplifiers of climate change 
misinformation.48 Users of these media show significantly lower levels 
of concern about the issue than individuals who didn’t use those media 
outlets to learn about climate change.49 A variety of social media 
and online outlets are also tools in the diffusion of climate change 
misinformation.

CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION IN EUROPE

The nations of Europe have their own distinct vested interests, coalitions, 
discourses, and strategies for blocking stronger climate action, but they 
have been scantily documented and never systematically compared with 
one another or with those of the United States. Europe is a critical area for 
the success or failure of global climate policy for several reasons. The coun-
tries that comprise it account for 8% of all production- based GHG emis-
sions; more, if emissions are measured by the products consumed within 
a nation but produced elsewhere (a process known as consumption- based 
emissions accounting).50 The European Union emits the fourth- largest quan-
tity of GHGs in the world, followed by Russia, with the United Kingdom 
the eleventh- largest global emitter.51 The distribution of GHG emissions 
among the countries examined in this book are illustrated in Figure 1.2.

As the figure shows, the largest quantity of emissions (3,460 metric 
tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent, or MMT CO2e) emanates from the 
twenty- seven EU countries collectively. Of this total, 2,254 MMT CO2e, or 
66% of the total emissions of the European Union, are covered by the EU 
members discussed in this volume. The remaining 1,206 MMT CO2e in the 
EU countries not discussed in this book amounts to 33% of total emissions. 
So, although the book includes only nine of the twenty- seven countries in 
the European Union, it does cover most of the major emitting countries. 
On a country- by- country basis, Russia, with a total of 2,160 MMT CO2e, is 
by far the single largest contributor. Germany is the second- largest GHG 
emitter, with a total of 763 MMT CO2e; followed by the United Kingdom, 
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Italy, and Poland, with about 400 MMT CO2e each. Spain, the Netherlands, 
the Czech Republic, Ireland, and Sweden all emit smaller quantities. Thus 
the overall emissions picture varies widely throughout Europe. In each 
chapter of this book, we therefore provide a discussion of each country’s 
emissions trends, discuss their overall climate mitigation goals, and assess 
their success in reaching them.

Given their economic influence and political power, the countries of 
Europe also exert a major influence in global climate policy negotiations 
and decision- making. With the rise of the Green Party in Germany and 
then in other countries, Europe, as both a cultural region and a political 
bloc, has taken the need to act on climate change more seriously than most 
other parts of the world. For decades, Europe has seen itself as a leader 
on climate action, and in the over thirty years of UN negotiations on the 
issue, the European Union has brought leading pledges and policy ideas to 
the table.52 Europe’s support of the Kyoto Protocol, the development of the 
EU- Emissions Trading System, and the 2030 Climate Target Plan53 are all 
significant (and flawed) achievements for this diverse region. Coordination 
and alignment of EU policies has not been easy, however, and early oppo-
sition by industry to region- wide climate policies led to targets not being 
met. Substantial effort has therefore been needed to address a ‘credibility 
gap’ between domestic climate policies and international proposals from 
the region.54

Indeed, although world- leading, even Europe’s efforts on climate have 
been inadequate, uneven, and halting. In a 2014 article on EU climate 
policy, Jakob Skovgaard described a ‘recurring pattern’ by which proposals 
to increase the ambition of Europe- wide climate goals are ‘quickly rejected, 
mainly by a coalition led by Poland and including Italy and some new 
Member States (Hungary and Romania among others) . . . a large group 
of actors either did not have a clear position for or against the step- up 
or oscillated between them’.55 In a 2020 article, media scholar Juho Vesa 
and colleagues discussed how industrial lobbies work behind the scenes, 
outside of the media spotlight, to influence European climate policy by 
emphasizing the need for economic competitiveness.56 Thus, some steps 
toward stronger EU climate policy have been rolled back and others 
threatened by economic crises, war, global competition, and authoritari-
anism. Pushback is growing as the region shifts from setting bold targets 
to implementing them.57

It is therefore an urgent task to explore the larger questions raised by 
the continuing difficulty of advancing ambitious climate policy and action 
in Europe. Three decades of halting progress suggest that a new under-
standing of the obstacles to climate action is needed. Who are the actors 



[ 18 ] Climate Obstruction across Europe

18

and organizations obstructing climate action in Europe? What are their 
strategies, and how are they evolving? This volume seeks to advance our 
understanding of climate obstruction in the region as a whole and to learn 
from the significant variations in such efforts across the continent.

ELEVEN NATIONAL CASES AND THE EUROPEAN UNION

Because the literature on climate obstruction efforts in Europe is scattered 
and sporadic, it was not apparent that there was a substantial enough 
body of research on which this book could be based. Therefore its develop-
ment followed a unique approach. Working with the All Europe Academies 
of Science (ALLEA), the Climate Social Science Network (CSSN) solicited 
proposals for chapters on multiple geographic regions in Europe, hoping 
that the scholars in each country would be aware of sufficient material 
from which they could develop a review. From this solicitation, we received 
eighteen responses; twelve were selected for inclusion. While many of the 
major national actors are included here, regrettably, the editorial team 
was unable to develop analyses of climate obstruction in France, Greece, 
Norway, Portugal, or the other European nations. This gap indicates a 
need for further support to develop sufficient academic research to enable 
analyses commensurate with the twelve that appear in this book.

Additionally, by design, the analyses emphasize national- level poli-
tics. As such, they do not focus on the larger dynamics at play, such as the 
roles of multinational corporations, international agreements, or think 
tanks across international boundaries. They also do not focus on cities or 
other subnational regions. Some of these broader topical issues are taken 
up in the forthcoming First Global Assessment of Climate Obstruction, now 
under development. Each chapter of this European volume is intended as 
a stand- alone case study, as well as part of a larger unit. However, where 
appropriate, the authors discuss the broader dynamics in their individual 
chapters.

This volume thus represents the current state of social scientific know-
ledge on climate obstruction efforts. Given the above limitations, the 
chapters offer a relatively comprehensive and in- depth presentation of 
climate obstruction efforts across a wide range of countries in the four 
European regions and introduce the key actors in climate change mitiga-
tion in Europe. No overriding theoretical framework was promulgated to 
guide development of the manuscript: each team of scholars was left to its 
own creativity on how to approach their topic. The only guidance provided 
was to ask each team to provide four specific analyses related to climate 
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obstruction in their specific geography: (1) a historical narrative on climate 
obstruction in the area, (2) a description and analysis of the major actors 
and type of institutions involved, (3) a discussion of the strategies and 
tactics they utilize, and (4) a description of the discursive framings they 
employ. While this approach yielded a variety of theoretical approaches 
to their topics, we hope it will stimulate further research and collabora-
tive efforts that might ultimately refine a framework that can encompass 
the wide range of climate obstruction efforts described in this book. By 
assembling them in one volume, we hope to demonstrate the relevance of 
such analyses for expanding our understanding of climate change obstruc-
tion, especially its inherent links to social structure and societal dynamics.

The first three chapters focus on the British Isles. Chapter 2 focuses on 
climate obstruction in the United Kingdom. Through a historical account 
of the development of climate policy in the UK, the essay shows how in-
cumbent interests utilize their structural, institutional, and discursive 
power to shape climate policy and obstruct ambitious climate action. This 
use of incumbent power has locked in future carbon emissions and will fur-
ther restrain climate action. Chapter 3 provides a focused examination of 
climate obstruction related to gas and oil in Scotland. Rich with these fossil 
deposits in the North Sea, Scotland has been the site of an intense struggle 
over the development of these resources. This chapter provides a detailed 
analysis of this political struggle and how this effort has been centred on 
the protection of oil and gas jobs over mitigation of future climate change. 
Chapter 4 focuses on Ireland and the transformation of a primarily agricul-
tural economy. Despite having a small fossil fuel- based economy, Ireland 
has a strong cultural tradition based on farming and the burning of high- 
carbon- emitting peat for home heating in rural areas. This analysis shows 
how the major agricultural interests act to obstruct climate regulations 
that might affect them.

The second set of chapters focuses on Northern Europe. It starts with 
Chapter 5, an analysis of climate obstruction in Sweden. This analysis 
centres on the Swedish notion of the ‘middle way’ when developing policy 
approaches to climate change. This way reflects a centrist approach to 
moderate and incremental policy adjustments to reduce Sweden’s GHG 
emissions. To oppose these policies, the opposition to climate action 
utilizes indirect tactics involving delaying climate solutions and displacing 
impacts to other locations, such as by utilizing carbon offsets. The chapter 
concludes with a discussion of how climate obstruction is changing as pol-
itics have shifted to the right in Sweden. Chapter 6, on Germany, focuses 
on the strong neoliberal opposition to climate action there and how 
this opposition is realized through the use of think tanks and campaign 
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organizations to shape public opinion against renewable energy. German 
climate opposition does not frequently engage in outright climate denial. 
Rather, the campaigns focus on delaying mechanisms such as advocating 
for carbon offsets, less ambitious vehicle emissions standards, and the use 
of natural gas as a ‘transition fuel’ on the path to a hydrogen economy. 
Chapter 7, on the Netherlands documents a history there of early am-
bition on climate change and the subsequent mobilization of strategic 
sceptics on the science, lobbying by the nation’s largest corporations and 
trade groups, and a cultural offensive to keep fossil fuels as inevitable and 
positive contributors to solving the problem. Central to the story are the 
close ties between the Ministry of Economic Affairs and the fossil fuel in-
dustry, through lobbying and the revolving door. That ministry, in turn, 
undermined every effort to put in place ambitious climate policy in the 
Netherlands.

The third section of the book focuses on three former Soviet repub-
lics: Poland, Russia, and the Czech Republic. With the fall of the Soviet 
Union in 1989, all three of these nations experienced a dramatic drop in 
their GHG emissions after the collapse of their economies. Accordingly, 
there has been very little external pressure to reduce GHG emissions in 
these countries because the UNFCCC baseline year by which national 
reductions would be measured was set at 1990. In all three countries, state 
ownership of the energy industries and state investment led to a contin-
uation of fossil fuels as the basis for these nations’ economies. Chapter 8, 
on Poland, shows the central role that the coal industry plays in the Polish 
economy and how a coalition of government institutions, agencies, state- 
owned energy companies, and utilities works to perpetuate fossil fuel use. 
Similarly, Chapter 9 shows the centrality of fossil fuel use in the economy 
of Russia, where national defence and government stability ensure a taken- 
for- granted economic structure in which there are no significant ongoing 
efforts to meaningfully mitigate GHG emissions. Finally, Chapter 10’s anal-
ysis of the Czech Republic shows how low ‘issue saliency’ and lack of pres-
sure on politicians to reduce carbon emissions leads to a lack of meaningful 
climate policy in this country. Thus, all three former Soviet republic coun-
tries are burdened by a political system firmly linked to an economy based 
in fossil fuels, and little action on climate change is taking place because 
national priorities are focused elsewhere.

The final section of the book focuses on two southern European coun-
tries (Italy and Spain) and the European Union. Italy is the focus of 
Chapter 11, which shows the enduring opposition to climate change in 
that country is based in a strong climate countermovement. This effort, 
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which is linked to conservative think tanks in the United States, appears 
to engage in very similar tactics to oppose climate action. This effort is 
backed by Italian oil and gas companies, their lobby groups, and corpo-
rate and institutional allies. Chapter 12, on Spain, shows that the legacy 
of Spanish authoritarian government has obstructed action on climate 
change and allowed vested interests to maintain the status quo in energy 
policy, which favours large corporations and fossil fuel use. Additionally, 
its strong agricultural industry limits action to address carbon emissions 
from cattle production. Chapter 13 concludes with an analysis of obstruc-
tion at the level of the European Union. The chapter provides a histor-
ical perspective on the development of climate policy in the European 
Union and the conflict between its core mandate to develop an integrated 
European economy and a secondary effort to reduce its overall carbon 
emissions. The opposition to ambitious climate action at the EU level 
is not based on climate denial. Rather, it consists of lobbying efforts to 
reduce the ambition of climate policy initiatives and make them more 
market friendly. The chapter presents an empirical analysis to show how 
fossil fuel interests exercise a significant advantage in lobbying capacity 
and how this resource advantage leads to a systematic weakening of EU 
climate policy.

LOOKING AHEAD

However belatedly, the social sciences are finally turning more intently to 
examine human- caused climate change, a welcome trend critical for both 
the development of a series of other subspecialties in our fields— and the 
very survival of our species. In this first- of- its- kind volume, multidisci-
plinary social science teams seek to understand the ways in which the 
primary drivers of global climate change are social- structural and socio-
cultural phenomena. These eleven national case studies and the review of 
climate obstruction at the level of the European Union therefore represent 
a major leap forward in our understanding of climate obstruction efforts 
in the region, provide a good sense of what social science can contribute 
to this enterprise, and underscore the urgency of incorporating social- 
science perspectives into future research, action, and policy on climate 
change. Finally, a concluding chapter distills the book’s main findings into 
a series of ten lessons to suggest new avenues for policy and action. We 
look forward to a new era of useful research on climate obstruction across 
Europe.
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Climate Obstruction in the 
United Kingdom

Charting the Resistance to Climate Action

FREDDIE DALEY, PETER NEWELL , RUTH MCKIE, AND 
JAMES PAINTER

INTRODUCTION: MAKING SENSE OF CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION 

IN THE UNITED KINGDOM

The United Kingdom punches above its weight in climate politics for 
several historical reasons. Although currently ranked seventeenth glob-
ally regarding greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, the United Kingdom 
is the world’s sixth- largest economy. As the birthplace of the Industrial 
Revolution, which entrenched the power of ‘fossil capital’1 and marked 
the beginning of anthropogenic climate change, as well as the heart of 
the British Empire and home to one of the world’s major financial centres 
(London, a centre of both carbon trading and fossil fuel financing), what 
happens in the United Kingdom continues to have global consequences for 
climate action. The United Kingdom’s experience of a shift away from coal 
as part of the ‘dash for gas’ also holds important lessons for supporting just 
transitions, given the industrial conflict and regional decline that followed 
in the wake of this transition2— experiences that serve as a reference point 
for obstructionist actors seeking to delay climate ambition today.
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Through the size and reach of UK- based multinational companies, its 
role in global institutions such as the United Nations (as a Security Council 
member) and the World Bank (as a major contributor), as well as the size 
of its aid budget, the United Kingdom is also a significant player in global 
climate politics. Precisely because of this peculiar global profile, the United 
Kingdom has been subject to intense pressure to lead on climate change 
and fierce resistance to reject this responsibility from a powerful and dy-
namic network of incumbent actors highly influential within the United 
Kingdom’s climate policy regime.

Celebrated for its climate leadership, the UK had slowly cut its domestic 
emissions to 41% of 1990 levels by the end of 2021 (Figure 2.1). In 2019, 
the United Kingdom became the first Group of Seven (G7) economy to 
enshrine a ‘net zero’ target into law, committing the nation to reduce its 
GHGs by 100% by 2050, a proportion equal to or less than the amount of 
GHG emissions the country removes from the environment. The United 
Kingdom has also made significant progress in decarbonizing its energy 
system, with 2020’s emissions 51% lower than 1990 levels.3 While fossil gas 
remains as a dominant sources of electricity generation, by March 2023, re-
newable energy had slowly increased to a record share of 44.1%. Moreover, 
the United Kingdom’s nuclear capacity has progressively increased since 
the 1990s, with commitments made to expand nuclear power capacity to 
25% of the United Kingdom’s electricity supply by 2050.4 However, some 
see the prioritization of nuclear energy in the United Kingdom as a costly, 
time- consuming distraction from investments into renewable energies 
that could make a more immediate contribution to reaching net zero.5

Despite the government’s triumphant declaration that Britain is ‘halfway 
to net zero’ and to achieving its nationally determined contributions (NDC) 
under the 2015 Paris Agreement,6 UK emissions rebounded by 6% in 2021, 
and its policy responses to the global energy crisis look set to lock in fur-
ther fossil fuel production and consumption.7 In 2022, a UK High Court 
ruling found the government’s ‘Net Zero Strategy’ breached the nation’s 
2008 Climate Change Act and needed reassessment.8 In January 2023, 
an independent review into the Net Zero Strategy, conducted by former 
Conservative energy minister Chris Skidmore MP, concluded that the gov-
ernment is ‘not matching world- leading ambition with world- leading de-
livery’ and, on the current trajectory, Britain would miss out on ‘the growth 
opportunity of the 21st century’.9

While the United Kingdom has curtailed territorial emissions by phasing 
out coal and embracing cleaner forms of manufacturing, the energy mix, 
transportation system, and built environment are still deeply intertwined 
with fossil fuel usage. The United Kingdom’s currently ‘insufficient’ 
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progress toward meeting its NDCs highlights the need for further govern-
ment action and the need to tackle the forces of climate obstruction in the 
United Kingdom.10 This reality, paired with the current lack of progress on 
delivering net zero, suggests that the United Kingdom’s image as an inter-
national climate leader may be fading. Indeed, in June 2023, the United 
Kingdom’s independent Climate Change Committee (CCC) expressed public 
concern that government efforts to scale up climate action were ‘worry-
ingly slow’, leaving it ‘markedly’ less confident that the United Kingdom 
would achieve its legally binding emissions- reduction targets.11

Multiple strands of academic literature speak directly and indirectly 
to the question of climate obstruction.12 Alongside long- standing litera-
ture on business lobbying, some of which focuses on the United Kingdom 
and actors such as the Confederation of British Industry (CBI),13 there 
is growing interest in exploring the role of incumbent actors in resisting 
decarbonization and industrial conversion.14 Besides documenting spe-
cific strategies adopted by businesses, from contesting the science to 
exaggerating the costs of climate action, these accounts draw on different 
theoretical perspectives, from neo- pluralism (emphasizing how business 
actors are one actor among many)15 to more structural accounts that ex-
plain the power of incumbents in relation to their ability to serve broader 
state aims of growth and competitiveness.16

Here we adopt a broadly neo- Gramscian approach to account for the 
ways in which material, institutional, and discursive forms of power re-
inforce one another to maintain structural power throughout society and 
resist pressures for more transformative climate action.17 For Antonio 
Gramsci, the Italian revolutionary upon whose work the approach draws, 
hegemony was the key focus of analysis. For us, exploring these dimensions 
of power helps to shed light on the ways incumbent power is upheld and 
how challenges to it are dissipated and contained through strategies of ob-
struction.18 We apply this multidimensional understanding of power to 
identify the different sites and functions of climate obstructionism in the 
United Kingdom and how a network of actors converges to sustain climate 
obstructionism and thwart more ambitious climate action.

We recognize that definitively attributing influence to incumbent actors 
is an almost impossible endeavour. Yet careful analysis, process tracing, 
interviews with actors involved in key decision- making moments, and tri-
angulation with multiple sources can help to build a well- rounded, more 
comprehensive, and, we think, convincing account of the political economy 
of climate obstructionism in the United Kingdom, as manifested in and 
through government policy, governance arrangements, and the media.
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A HISTORICAL DESCRIPTION OF CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION 

IN THE UNITED KINGDOM

In 1989, Margaret Thatcher, then prime minister of the United Kingdom, 
delivered a famous speech to the United Nations General Assembly, 
stressing the dangers of climate change and the need for international 
action. Thatcher also outlined the role the United Kingdom would play 
in advancing climate science, coordinating what would become the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 1988. Thatcher 
argued that multinational corporations were part of the solution to 
mitigating climate change and environmental degradation and that 
Britain’s liberalized economic model would generate wealth to pay for 
these aims.

As part of this transition, several previously government- controlled 
sectors went through a process of privatization over a fifteen- year pe-
riod, including the oil, gas, and energy sectors. British Petroleum (BP) 
had been privatized in 1979, when the government became the minority 
shareholder. Similarly, the British Gas Cooperation began its transition 
to privatization under the Gas Act of 1986. A close relationship between 
government and corporations cemented by interlocking relationships be-
tween government officials and corporations, as well as lobbying activities, 
ensured that businesses would be central to the development of the United 
Kingdom’s climate- related policy, creating the framework through which 
the private sector could significantly affect and even shape climate policy 
developments.

Following the New Labour Party’s electoral victory in 1997, then- Prime 
Minister Tony Blair laid out plans to align ecological concerns with social 
and economic considerations.19 This approach engendered a form of ‘eco-
logical modernization’ whereby economic growth was not deemed anti-
thetical to protecting the environment, but rather something that could 
enhance it.20 Over time, New Labour would go on to introduce a variety 
of measures advancing reduction targets for climate- related emissions. 
Nevertheless, it was not until 2006 that the party introduced a more am-
bitious strategy that would come to include explicit emissions- reduction 
targets following the implementation of the 2008 Climate Change Act.21 
This act institutionalized the United Kingdom’s plans to significantly 
reduce its GHG emissions by 2050 and set up the independent CCC 
mentioned above.

In 2010, a coalition government was formed between the Conservative 
Party and the Liberal Democrats, led by Prime Minister David Cameron, 
who promised to create the ‘greenest ever’ cabinet22 and cultivated a 
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positive image of an environmentally conscious Conservative Party.23 
Yet, in 2011, his chancellor of the exchequer, George Osborne, expressed 
concerns around green policies for the United Kingdom and European 
Union, citing the burden on British businesses.24 In the same year, the gov-
ernment outlined its Carbon Plan, maintaining its commitments under the 
revised Climate Change Act. Demonstrating further commitment to re-
ducing emissions, in 2016, the United Kingdom signed the Paris Agreement 
before committing to net zero and a green industrial plan before the 2020 
COVID- 19 pandemic.

The 2016 ‘Brexit’ referendum, when the United Kingdom voted to 
sever ties with the European Union, provided a rupture in British pol-
itics that obstructionist forces would capitalize upon. Indeed, some 
of the major actors in furthering climate obstructionism (expanded 
upon in this chapter) began pushing for the dilution of environmental 
regulations and standards in prospective Brexit trade deals,25 building 
on strong transatlantic links with climate obstructionist forces in the 
United States, such as the Charles Koch Foundation, the Atlas Network, 
and the Heritage Foundation.26 There is a clear and continuing alignment 
of interests between climate obstructionist forces and Brexit- supporting 
actors. For instance, multimillionaire Jeremy Hosking continues to do-
nate to anti- European political parties such as the Reclaim Party and 
Reform UK, which publicly denounce the UK government’s net zero push. 
Hosking’s company, Hosking Partners, held over £100 million in fossil 
fuel investments in 2022.27

While each subsequent UK government from the 1980s onward has 
ostensibly committed to meeting national and international emissions- 
reduction targets, the forces of climate obstruction have been ever- 
present. Some of the earliest evidence of climate obstruction can be 
seen in the campaigns of fossil fuel corporations. Early episodes centred 
on efforts to disrupt EU proposals for a carbon tax, in which lobbying 
by the coal industry successfully mobilized the House of Lords’ EU 
Committee (a committee chaired by Lord Ezra, a former chairman 
of British Coal) to produce a report echoing their concerns about 
the effect of the tax on the competitiveness of the UK coal industry. 
Targeting more powerful ministries, such as trade, was a key strategy 
for the World Coal Institute, which acknowledged ‘Our influence prob-
ably goes further because the Trade Ministries are more powerful than 
the Environment ministries’.28 From the 1990s, these actors would 
closely track the UK government’s approach to emissions reductions 
and seek to obstruct them, first through lobbying and later through 
greenwashing activities.29
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UK CLIMATE OBSTRUCTIONISM: MAJOR ACTORS AND 

INSTITUTIONS INVOLVED

The network of actors that sustains climate obstructionism in the United 
Kingdom is diverse and highly developed. It is also inherently fluid and 
shaped by exogenous forces, such as electoral cycles and geopolitical shifts, 
while also shaping public debate on climate around domestic and inter-
national phenomena such as the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022. 
This section explores a selection of key actors and institutions within five 
categories to sketch the fault lines and dynamics of British climate obstruc-
tionism, highlight how these actors interact, and explore how networks 
converge around specific policy moments and political opportunities to 
further entrench obstructionism (see Figure 2.2).

The key types of actors and institutions include (1) organized sceptic 
groups and think tanks, such as the Global Warming Policy Foundation 
(GWPF) and Net Zero Watch (NZW); (2) news outlets within the British 
media, such as right- leaning newspapers The Daily Telegraph and Daily 
Mail; (3) business lobby groups and trade associations, such as the CBI 
and UK Petroleum Industry Association (UKPIA); (4) government actors 
and institutions, like the Department of Business, Energy and Industrial 
Strategy (BEIS) (now the Department of Energy Security and Net Zero); 
and (5) ‘floating’ organizations, such as the GMB trade union, a signifi-
cant number of whose members are based in the energy sector, and local 
chapters of the Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE), a ‘countryside 
charity’ that has local arms across the United Kingdom that often cam-
paign against renewable energy projects.

Organized sceptic groups and think tanks

Organized sceptic groups and think tanks have long been essential players in 
incumbent actors’ information and influence campaigns on climate change 
and beyond.30 In Britain, the GWPF has been an instrumental actor in cli-
mate obstructionism since it was founded in 2009 by former Conservative 
Chancellor, Nigel Lawson. The GWPF has published reports, made multiple 
media interventions challenging the climate policy regime in the United 
Kingdom, forged strong links with key ministers and policymakers within 
government, and fostered a transnational network of actors seeking to 
circumvent climate action, working closely with climate sceptic groups 
and think tanks in the United States.31 The GWPF says it does not receive 
donations from anyone with an interest in an energy company, but its 
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funding remains opaque. GWPF’s initial public interventions challenged 
the veracity of climate science, yet its more recent interventions have 
questioned the necessity of the net zero agenda and the associated costs.32 
In 2021, GWPF launched NZW, a campaign group that claims to scruti-
nize the UK government’s net zero policy agenda. The GWPF manages the 
campaign and has links with elected UK politicians that comprise the Net 
Zero Scrutiny Group (NZSG), including Steve Baker, a Conservative MP, 
Brexiteer, and former trustee of the GWPF; Iain Duncan Smith, a former 
leader of the Conservatives; and Jacob Rees- Mogg, a prominent Brexit sup-
porter and former energy minister who publicly promoted the expansion 
of fossil fuel production in the United Kingdom.33

NZW has used the invasion of Ukraine and subsequent price spikes in 
international fossil fuel markets to argue that the government must ‘re-
commit to fossil fuels’, as the crisis is due to ‘thermodynamically incom-
petent energy sources such as wind and solar’.34 NZW has also been an 
effective disseminator of talking points through elected politicians and the 
media, promulgating claims that renewables pose a threat to British agri-
cultural land and the countryside as a means of engaging powerful rural 
groups as obstructionist allies, as well as pushing the erroneous notion 
that renewables, rather than international gas prices, increased the cost of 
energy bills.35

Other influential think tanks have close ties with the government— 
the Conservative Party in particular— and promulgate policy ideas and 
talking points that aim to delegitimize more ambitious climate policy and 
expand fossil fuel production under the guise of boosting energy security 
and investment. These include the Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA), the 
Centre for Policy Studies (CPS), and the Policy Exchange.36 The IEA was 
previously involved in lobbying activities associated with the tobacco in-
dustry37 and, during the 1990s and early 2000s, promoted the work of cli-
mate contrarians.38

Increasingly, these organizations coordinate their efforts to discredit 
net zero and the wider climate movement. For example, in parallel with the 
Conservative Party conference in October 2022, a panel chaired by NZW 
head of policy Harry Wilkinson on ‘Unlocking the potential of UK shale gas’ 
featured Andy Mayer, chief operating officer and energy analyst at the IEA, 
which has received funding from BP and has ties to former Prime Minister 
Liz Truss.39 Mayer also spoke at the party conference to urge the United 
Kingdom to scrap its net zero target. Other panellists included Charles 
McAllister, director of policy, government, and public affairs at the trade 
body United Kingdom Onshore Oil and Gas (UKOOG).40 In 2023, Just Stop 
Oil protestors targeted the headquarters of the think tank Policy Exchange 
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after Prime Minister Rishi Sunak praised the organization for helping to 
inspire draconian new laws to suppress climate protests.41 Shortly before 
this confrontation, Policy Exchange received a sizeable donation from US 
fossil fuel major ExxonMobil.42

The British media

The UK media enjoys global reach and influence among policymakers43 
and diverse audiences. Many of these media outlets are vital for the main-
tenance of climate obstructionism both within Britain and internation-
ally. The websites of right- wing outlets such as The Daily Mail, The Daily 
Telegraph, and The Sun are among the most visited news websites in the 
world.44 At times, The Daily Mail online has topped the list45 and is par-
ticularly influential within the British climate debate and beyond by regu-
larly giving space to columnists offering various obstructionist arguments 
to justify inaction on climate change. Many of the right- leaning media ac-
tors in the United Kingdom are at the centre of a dynamic relationship be-
tween a group of right- wing politicians, organized sceptic groups and think 
tanks, and the public. Indeed, some argue that the ideological or conviction 
contrarianism promoted by the GWPF, rather than contrarianism driven 
by fossil fuel interests, has aimed to influence the legacy media’s framing 
of the climate challenge46 via its ideological bedfellows in the right- wing 
media. Indeed, GWPF representatives have enjoyed a prominent presence 
there.47

As both networked actors and enablers for other obstructionist actors, 
UK media outlets are essential to legitimizing and amplifying a variety of 
obstructionist discourses and provide platforms for prominent sceptical 
figures. UK media actors are highly responsive to current public debates 
around climate change and often pivotal in shaping public and political dis-
course. For example, in response to a proposal by the leader of the Labour 
party, Sir Keir Starmer, to end new oil and gas infrastructure in the United 
Kingdom’s North Sea, right- leaning media outlets published a series of 
editorials condemning the policy as ‘dangerous’48 and ‘economic suicide’.49 
This concerted and coordinated media push played a major role in forcing 
Starmer to soften the policy and insist that fossil fuels will continue to be 
used in Britain ‘for many, many years’.50 Media actors are also effective at 
linking social and economic issues, such as the cost of living, to climate 
policy despite the fact that these links are often tenuous, overstated, and 
sometimes misleading. One erroneous line pushed consistently by actors 
such as The Daily Telegraph and The Daily Mail is that the United Kingdom’s 
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net zero policy is pushing up household energy bills,51 despite documented 
evidence to the contrary.

There are numerous examples of links between media actors and other 
recognized obstructionist actors. The Telegraph’s chief interviewer and col-
umnist, Allison Pearson, joined the GWPF as a trustee in 2023.52 Pearson 
has written a number of articles questioning the necessity of climate jus-
tice,53 criticizing the United Kingdom’s net zero policy programme,54 
reprimanding British climate activist groups like Just Stop Oil,55 and 
condemning policy proposals to phase out fossil fuel production in the 
United Kingdom.56 Other notable media personalities associated with ob-
structionism include James Delingpole,57 formerly of The Daily Telegraph, 
who currently writes for the right- wing outlet The Spectator and the far- 
right outlet Breitbart, as well as Julia Hartley- Brewer,58 a TalkRadio host 
and columnist for The Daily Telegraph.

While the strategies and tactics of UK media actors have evolved over time 
(discussed later), their prominent role in furthering climate obstruction 
endures. These actors play a critical part in bolstering and mainstreaming 
discourses against climate action, demonizing climate activists, shaping 
public discourse around specific climate policies, and providing platforms 
for climate sceptic voices.

Business lobby groups and trade associations

Business lobby groups and trade associations have played prominent roles 
in sustaining climate obstruction by influencing government policy and 
granting incumbent actors access to policymakers. Their role in furthering 
climate obstructionism has been noted in the United States,59 Finland,60 
and the European Union,61 and at the international level.62 While several 
prominent trade associations within the United Kingdom have played such 
roles, two organizations of particular interest are the CBI and UKPIA.

The CBI, founded in 1965, is a British membership organization acting 
on behalf of trade associations and UK businesses, both domestically and 
overseas, with international offices in Brussels, Washington, DC, and 
Beijing. The CBI’s stance on climate change has transformed over two 
decades, moving from open scepticism about unilateral climate action63 
to an increasingly positive public position on climate action and net zero. 
The CBI is particularly supportive of developing ‘strategies and incentives’ 
to unlock investment into ‘green growth’,64 which aligns economic growth 
with environmental protection. While endorsing some climate policies, the 
CBI continues to take a more cautious approach to the introduction of a 
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carbon tax or carbon border adjustments, which create tariffs on carbon- 
intensive products such as cement and fossil fuel- generated electricity, 
over fears of ‘taxing “bad” too much’.65

Another leading business organization, the UKPIA, represents eight 
of the largest internationally operating fossil fuel companies, including 
ExxonMobil, Total, and the UK- based majors BP and Shell. Like many 
trade associations, UKPIA describes its role as supporting its members 
through engagement to achieve ‘a regulatory and legislative environment 
that secures results both for our sector and for wider society’.66 UKPIA 
has been highly effective at utilizing the British government’s All- Party 
Parliamentary Groups (APPG) system, comprising ‘informal cross- party 
groups that have no official status within Parliament’67 that are run ‘by and 
for Members of the Commons and Lords, though many choose to involve 
individuals and organizations from outside Parliament in their administra-
tion and activities.’68 While involving individuals and organizations from 
outside the government can provide opportunities for civil society engage-
ment and foster transparency, it can also make APPGs vulnerable to reg-
ulatory and elite capture. The institutional rules governing APPGs inhibit 
public scrutiny, which can further entrench the power of incumbents. For 
example, their rules allow trade associations, and the companies they rep-
resent, to be omitted from official parliamentary transparency logs as only 
benefits in kind above £1,500 a year must be declared— a threshold many 
industry bodies claim not to meet.69

UKPIA plays a leading role in facilitating the APPG on Downstream 
Energy and Fuels, despite the trade association and its members not 
appearing on the Official Register.70 Through this group, fossil fuel 
executives have gained access to policymakers, and, in one meeting 
chaired by UKPIA, politicians received presentations from BP and Phillips 
Petroleum, both of which are members of the trade association.71 Similar 
dynamics have been observed in other APPGs, such as the one on hy-
drogen, where the lobbying firm Connect PA— which represents fossil 
fuel majors Shell and Equinor, as well as gas boiler manufacturers Baxi 
and Bosch— operates as its secretariat.72 The seventeen politicians who 
are members of the APPG on hydrogen have repeatedly lobbied the gov-
ernment to support the installation of ‘hydrogen- ready boilers’ that burn 
fossil gas, and the generation of ‘blue hydrogen’, which is made from fossil 
gas.73 While these APPGs have been set up according to parliamentary 
procedure and there is no suggestion of impropriety, the access and dis-
cretion trade associations and business groups afford to incumbent actors 
through these fora make them an important element of climate obstruc-
tion in the United Kingdom.
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Government actors and institutions

Government departments and individual ministers play pivotal roles in 
sustaining climate obstruction in the United Kingdom. Due to the siloed 
policy responsibilities of government departments, efforts from incum-
bent interests to further climate obstruction typically target multiple ac-
tors simultaneously. This can be achieved through a variety of means.

The now- reformed BEIS has long been a target for actors seeking to fur-
ther climate obstructionism. Between 2019 and 2021, ministers from BEIS 
held sixty- three private meetings with fossil fuel and biomass producers 
according to public records.74 Public records over the same period show 
that BEIS ministers also attended 309 larger group meetings with fossil 
fuel companies and their representatives, while ministers attended only 
sixty such meetings with renewable energy companies.75 While collabora-
tion and coordination between government and industry is commonplace, 
the frequency and number of such meetings are noteworthy.

Also, government actors and institutions in the United Kingdom often 
fill key roles within departments by hiring former employees of major en-
ergy firms, with some individuals moving between industry and govern-
ment multiple times. The ‘revolving door’ between fossil fuel companies 
and government agencies is a notable feature of climate obstructionism, 
with similar patterns documented in Australia,76 Poland,77 and Spain,78 
among other countries. BEIS has been particularly prolific at hiring from 
the fossil fuel industry, with ex- employees of Shell being given influential 
roles within the department overseeing energy market policy, hydrogen 
strategy, and heat pump deployment, and ex- senior executives from BP 
given non- executive director roles.79 While mapping a direct path from 
revolving- door hires to specific government policies is difficult, the poor 
regulation of departmental hiring practices and the often- overlooked 
conflicts of interest point to how incumbent actors can embed themselves 
within government to further climate obstructionism.

‘Floating’ organizations

The term ‘floating organizations’ refers to actors mobilized and 
operationalized by incumbent interests to further climate obstructionism. 
Often, these actors are not motivated primarily by support for or op-
position to climate policy but become engaged in such public and polit-
ical discourses when they affect their interests or the interests of those 
they represent. For example, in the UK context, some trade unions have 
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supported the expansion of high- carbon infrastructure such as airports, 
posed questions about the effectiveness of low- carbon technologies such 
as heat pumps, and called for further investment into domestic production 
of fossil fuels on the grounds that it would ensure job security and industry 
longevity. While these concerns are valid, and policymakers must integrate 
principles of a just transition into climate and industrial policy, the public 
stances of these groups provide opportunities for incumbent actors to use 
them to further climate obstruction.

The third- largest union in Britain, GMB Union, has made multiple 
public interventions in support of the UK’s domestic fossil fuel industry 
and against elements of the government’s net zero policy programme. 
Representing more than 600,000 workers, about 8% of whom work di-
rectly or indirectly in the energy sector, GMB Union aligned with busi-
ness interests to support hydraulic fracturing (fracking) for shale gas in 
the United Kingdom, calling on the British government to ‘take a firm 
line with anti- fracking protests against shale gas suppliers’.80 GMB has 
made multiple public interventions in support of the United Kingdom’s 
domestic fossil fuel industry on the grounds of improving energy secu-
rity81 and concerns over losing out to international competition.82 In turn, 
GMB’s position on domestic gas production has been exploited by obstruc-
tionist actors, including NZW. During a public media debate in 2016, on 
UK shale gas production, GWPF director Dr Benny Peiser commented that 
‘trade unions have a choice between a policy based on the eco- dogmatism 
of green campaigners and the GMB Union’s energy policy that focuses first 
and foremost on safeguarding UK manufacturing and tackling fuel pov-
erty’.83 More recently, in 2023, the leader of the GMB Union, Gary Smith, 
publicly attacked the Labour Party’s proposed policy of ending oil and gas 
licences in the North Sea, stating that the United Kingdom needs ‘plans 
not bans’.84 Smith’s comments were subsequently highlighted throughout 
the media.85 These examples illustrate how obstructionist actors can use 
labour concerns and recruit their spokespeople to bolster resistance to am-
bitious climate policy.

Another example of a ‘floating organization’ is the CPRE. At a na-
tional level, this countryside charity has made a series of statements on 
how the ‘climate emergency is the biggest threat facing our countryside 
and planet’86 and highlighted the need for rapidly scaling up renewable en-
ergy sources.87 However, at the local level, the CPRE operates differently. 
For example, its Devon chapter has been highly effective at mobilizing 
communities against renewable energy projects.88 The Devon CPRE trustee 
and energy spokesperson, Dr Philip Bratby, has espoused climate denialists 
viewpoints on several occasions, stating that ‘man- made global warming 



[ 40 ] Climate Obstruction across Europe

40

does not exist’.89 Similar patterns have been repeated elsewhere. Cornwall 
CPRE has publicly opposed solar power projects on the basis that Cornish 
farmland should be used for food production and carbon capture,90 calling 
on local politicians to ‘modify or refuse planning applications in light of 
the true environmental impact of every proposed development’.91 While 
these groups purport to be acting in the interests of the local population 
and countryside, many of the talking points and issues cited mirror those 
repeatedly pushed by other obstructionist actors.

THE STRATEGIES AND TACTICS UTILIZED 

BY OBSTRUCTIONIST ACTORS

This section focuses on obstructionist actors’ specific strategies and tac-
tics and how they relate to the three dimensions of power described in the 
Introduction.

Material and structural

This first pillar supports the range of ways in which material and struc-
tural power is translated into specific strategies of obstruction, par-
ticularly by energy firms whose centrality to the economy gives them 
disproportionate power in the United Kingdom.92 These strategies in-
clude threats of capital flight and fears of ‘carbon leakage’ in the face 
of regulatory changes, as when businesses fought a sustained and suc-
cessful battle against a 1992 proposal for an EU-  (then EC- ) wide carbon 
tax; claims about lost tax revenue (from reduced oil and gas production); 
raising concerns over the risks of overreliance on fossil fuel imports 
(and hence the need for expanded domestic production); and warning 
about the social implications of unemployment allegedly caused by more 
ambitious climate measures. The granting of systematic advantages, 
privileges, and exemptions underscores the nature of this structural 
power. For example, between 2020 and 2023, Shell and BP paid almost 
no corporation taxes or production levies on oil and gas production in 
Britain’s North Sea, yet benefitted from tax breaks and other forms of 
government support.

Critical accounts of corporate obstructionist strategies often point to 
the transnational way in which they are organized and funded.93 Of the 
£1.45 million that the GWPF has received in charitable donations since 
2017, around 45% has come from the United States.94
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Paying for access, influence, and disproportionate representation in the 
policy process is another means to generate obstruction. The UK climate 
minister Graham Stuart received £12,000 in donations from one of the 
United Kingdom’s largest fuel distributors and an aviation consultancy.95 
Former Prime Minister Liz Truss raised more than £420,000 in donations 
for her successful Conservative leadership bid, with the biggest single con-
tribution made by the wife of a former BP executive.96 Oil executives also 
gave more than £390,000 to the Conservative Party after Theresa May be-
came prime minister in July 2016, hoping for ‘further government support 
if the Conservatives are returned to power’.97 During her brief spell as prime 
minister, Liz Truss, a former employee of the oil giant Shell,98 adopted the 
demands of the NZSG to remove so- called green levies from energy bills, 
lifted the United Kingdom’s ban on fracking for shale gas where there is 
‘local support’, and laid out plans to increase extraction of oil and gas in the 
North Sea.99 At the time, her ally at the head of BEIS, Jacob Rees- Mogg, a 
NZSG member, boasted he would extract ‘every cubic inch of gas from the 
North Sea’.100 The Brexit donor Jeremy Hosking, who bankrolls anti- net 
zero campaigns, was revealed to have more than £101million invested in 
fossil fuels.101

Institutional

Institutional power is a second pillar of power that undergirds obstruc-
tionist strategies. This power is often manifested in funding for parties 
and candidates resisting climate action, using access to key committees 
that exercise power over policymaking; secondments, where employees 
from private industry temporarily work within government or think tanks; 
and revolving doors, where politicians take directorships in major en-
ergy companies or energy executives join the government. For example, 
in 2010, Lord Browne, former CEO of BP, was appointed by then- Prime 
Minister David Cameron as the ‘lead non- executive director’ at the Cabinet 
Office, the department responsible for supporting the Prime Minister and 
the Cabinet, which comprises the most senior ministers in government. At 
the same time, Browne was also chair of fracking company Cuadrilla and 
pledged to do ‘whatever it takes’ to promote shale gas.102 As minister of state 
for energy, Charles Hendry secured £3,333 a day as a consultant for Vitol, 
the world’s biggest oil trader, handling 270 million tonnes of oil in 2016.103 
Former head of BP Peter Mather was appointed to the government’s BEIS 
board as a non- executive board member in March 2022, despite triggering 
‘allegations of a “revolving door” between the government and the energy 
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sector it is supposed to oversee’ after being paid to chair a BP shareholders 
meeting.104

Engagement in shaping the details of policy design provides a key means 
of slowing ambition on and delaying the implementation of climate policy. 
Looking at the voluntary Climate Change Agreements (CCAs) made be-
tween British industry and the government, research has found that trade 
associations exerted ‘considerable influence on the design of the Climate 
Change Levy [CCL] and CCAs’.105 Here, authors Bailey and Rupp suggest, 
‘Many associations have maintained a defensive approach, focusing on im-
mediate threats to their industry’ and ‘have conceived their role as that 
of braking, even derailing, environmental protection and sustainable de-
velopment initiatives’.106 Their negotiation was a product of compromise 
whereby the government responded ‘to industry’s protestations about the 
competitive effects of the CCL’ by announcing a series of alleviating meas-
ures, such as an 80% reduction in the CCL ‘in exchange for’ legally binding 
CCAs for energy- intensive sectors.107 Other research indicates that while 
the Treasury originally offered only a 50% CCL reduction to a few energy- 
intensive sectors, trade association lobbyists persuaded it to increase this 
percentage to 80% and make CCAs available to more sectors.108 Through 
these policy instruments and the United Kingdom’s flagship Emissions 
Trading Scheme (ETS), a cap and trade system to create a carbon price and 
subsequent market, we see how the reliance on market mechanisms noted 
earlier enables corporate obstruction. Scholars have observed in the story 
of the ETS in the United Kingdom how ‘an attempt to secure industry sup-
port and cooperation became far too reliant on industry guidance, subse-
quently leading to regulatory capture, and the extraction of concessions for 
industry cooperation’.109

Delay, dilution of policy content, and resistance to implementation pro-
vide a further way to obstruct more ambitious climate action. Britain’s 
largest housebuilders, including Barratt Developments, Berkeley Group, 
and Taylor Wimpey, ‘privately lobbied for the government to ditch rules 
requiring the installation of electric car chargers in every new home’ 
announced in November 2021.110

Discursive

Discursive power forms the third pillar of power that can be mobilized 
to obstruct climate action. It includes popular media strategies to dis-
credit protests, exaggerate the costs of action, underplay the threat 
of climate change, overestimate the viability of technologies such as 
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carbon capture and storage (CCS), blame other countries (especially 
China) to downplay the United Kingdom’s role and responsibility, and 
use geopolitical events (such as the war in Ukraine) to question net zero 
ambitions.

Many of these obstructionist discourses have been identified in work 
on organized climate contrarian groups.111 This research identifies what 
the authors call ‘super- claims’, such as ‘climate solutions won’t work’ and 
‘the climate movement/ science is unreliable’, and then ‘sub- claims’, such as 
‘policies are ineffective’, and ‘sub- sub- claims’ like ‘green jobs don’t work’. 
While this analysis was based on the outputs of contrarian groups in the 
United States, similar discourses are used by certain groups and right- 
wing media opposed to climate action in the United Kingdom. However, 
discursive power operates through the cultural spheres of arts and sports 
sponsorship, consistent with neo- Gramscian accounts which view media, 
education, and the arts as key sites of social struggle and in policing the 
terrain of debate.112

Co- option, dilution, and misappropriation of the language of advocates 
of climate action form part of a commonly used strategy. For example, 
despite foes of climate action sometimes adopting the language of transi-
tion and even transformation, there is a gulf between bold proclamations, 
such as BP CEO Bernard Looney’s statement that the energy transition 
‘will require nothing short of reimagining energy as we know it’,113 and 
the company’s ongoing support for CCS to prolong the life of fossil fuels. 
Such ameliorative and ‘plug and play’ measures do not require any systemic 
or infrastructural changes to implement.114 This example supports other 
researchers’ findings that even the most ambitious firms are engaging in 
hedging by mitigating risk through diversifying business operations, rather 
than rapid decarbonization.115

One key discursive framing that obstructionists use is describing gas 
as a ‘transition fuel’. For example, ExxonMobil, BP, and Shell lobbied a UK 
government minister to keep burning natural gas for years on the basis 
that fossil fuel use is ‘a necessary compromise’, even though the United 
Kingdom is committed to reaching net zero by 2050.116 A 2015 investiga-
tion by The Guardian revealed BP ‘helped spur a concerted industry push 
to curb EU policy support for renewable energies such as wind and solar 
in favour of gas’.117 The head of BP’s Brussel’s office, Howard Chase, stated, 
‘Large- scale use of natural gas could secure immediate emissions reductions 
on an economic basis’,118 also reiterating the claim that the gas will help to 
displace coal. The EU Climate Commissioner Connie Hedegaard then re-
peated BP’s phrase that natural gas was ‘an indispensable component’ of 
EU climate strategy.119
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The enduring prevalence of the discursive power of climate obstruc-
tionism in the United Kingdom’s public sphere can be explained by the 
presence of right- wing politicians espousing some variation of climate 
scepticism, the existence of organized interests that feed sceptical coverage 
(particularly the GWPF), and partisan, right- wing media receptive to this 
message. Much of the right- leaning media in the United Kingdom stand 
at the centre of a dynamic relationship between a group of right- wing 
politicians and organized obstructionism, which has shifted its discourse 
from questioning climate science to questioning policy. While some his-
torical strategies such as attacks on unreliable science or climate alarmism 
persist, by 2022, the key terrain had moved to discrediting net zero 
ambitions by exaggerating the costs and taking advantage of the cost- of- 
living crisis and geopolitical events, such as the war in Ukraine, to push for 
a re- evaluation of the United Kingdom’s emission pledges. The discourse 
may change, but the effect is the same: climate action and ambitious policy 
aims are deprioritized or delegitimized, and fossil fuel production and in-
cumbent actors remain entrenched.

The UK media has followed a similar path to that of other countries 
(particularly the United States) where the terrain of climate debates has 
shifted from evidence scepticism (which doubts the trend of warming 
temperatures or the real and potential impacts) toward ‘discourses of 
delay’ that focus on undermining support for policies meant to address 
climate change.120 Analysis of more than 1,000 editorials in right- wing 
papers from 2011 to 2021 showed a substantial increase toward the end 
of that period in those calling for climate action (from just one in 2011 
to sixty- five in 2021), and 2022 was the fourth year in a row that evi-
dence scepticism had been completely absent, partly because it had be-
come increasingly difficult to doubt the existence of climate change.121 
However, what remained was ‘response’ or ‘policy’ scepticism, particu-
larly arguments around the ‘cost’ of taking action, ‘whataboutism’ (why 
should the United Kingdom take action when other countries were not?), 
and strongly worded attacks on climate activist organizations such as 
Extinction Rebellion and Just Stop Oil.

On television, which in most countries is by far the most consulted 
source for climate information,122 the BBC seems to have followed a similar 
journey, particularly after it changed its editorial policy regarding climate 
sceptics in 2018.123 Detailed content analysis of the television coverage of 
the IPCC Sixth Assessment Report (AR6) of August 2021 from Working 
Group One (WG I) shows that the mainstream news programmes included 
in the analysis (BBC1, ITV, and Channel 4 evening news) did not include 
any sceptic voices.124 This was in sharp contrast to the reporting on the 
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IPCC Fifth Assessment Report (AR5) from WGs I and II, where criticism of 
some of the science was prominently presented.125

However, in 2022, the number of editorials in right- wing titles that 
supported reversing the United Kingdom’s ban on fracking shot up, driven 
partly by the argument that domestic shale gas development would reduce 
UK dependence on expensive gas from Russia and other foreign coun-
tries. The Sun alone published thirty- two pro- fracking editorials during 
the year— a larger number than all UK newspapers collectively had ever 
published before.126 Similarly, an unprecedented number of right- wing 
editorials attacked Just Stop Oil, arguing that the climate movement was 
unreliable and alarmist.

Perhaps the most important shift was the drop in the number of 
editorials supporting climate action and a corresponding rise in the number 
of attacks on the United Kingdom’s commitment to net zero by 2050, ap-
parently prompted by the high costs of the energy crisis. For example, on 6 
March 2022, the Mail described the goal as ‘utopian and impracticable’,127 
and on the same day published a comment piece by broadcaster and former 
politician Nigel Farage128 criticizing the high costs of the commitment and 
arguing for fracking along with opening a coal mine in Cumbria. He used 
the piece to launch a campaign for a referendum on what he called ‘the 
Net Zero delusion’ under the banner of the organization ‘Britain Means 
Business’.

Indeed, the growing opposition to the Net Zero strategy rekindled the 
powerful nexus between right- wing politicians, organized obstructionism, 
and right- leaning media in 2021– 2022. First, twenty members of the par-
liamentary NZSG signed an open letter to the Daily Telegraph in January 
2022 calling for removing environmental levies on domestic energy. The 
Conservative MP Craig Mackinlay announced that the NZSG would rely 
on the GWPF for its campaign information. His main argument was that 
the potential cost of capital investment needed for Net Zero would be £1.4 
trillion, a figure dismissed as an exaggeration due to his failure to present 
the cost savings of £991 billion during the 30 years to 2050, particularly by 
avoiding the purchase of fossil fuels.129

Second, Reform UK (previously the Brexit Party) changed its political 
focus to campaigning against Net Zero.130 Third, several right- wing Tory 
politicians were given space in some right- leaning titles to promote their 
anti- Net Zero views throughout the year.131 A Google site search shows that 
the Mail, Telegraph, and Sun were particularly strident in their sustained 
opposition to the Net Zero plans, giving voice to arguments or studies 
mainly emphasizing the high cost of meeting the 2050 goal. The Telegraph 
was egregiously partisan: of the first twenty results from a Google site 
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search for 2022, sixteen articles were predominately against the policy, 
three neutral, and only one in favour.132 The cost was variously headlined 
as ‘huge’,133 ‘too high’,134 ‘vast’,135 or even ‘dirty’;136 in short, the policy was 
‘mad’ and should be ‘torn up to save individuals’ wealth’.137 The constant 
publication of such one- sided articles is a particularly significant example 
of media- mediated climate obstructionism given the Telegraph’s status as 
the right- wing broadsheet with the most readers138 and probably the most 
influential among Conservative Party members.139

CONCLUSION

The forces of climate obstructionism in the United Kingdom are alive 
and well, though the intensity and vociferousness of their interventions 
may reflect growing demands for more ambitious climate action. This 
chapter has argued that the United Kingdom offers numerous insights 
into the dynamics of climate obstructionism, the actors involved, and the 
strategies and tactics deployed to thwart climate action. What happens 
in the United Kingdom often has wider consequences for global cli-
mate action because of the financial power concentrated in the city of 
London, the fact that the United Kingdom is home to some of the carbon 
majors,140 and because of its historical role as the home of fossil capital 
and the birthplace of the Industrial Revolution. It is also a self- declared 
leader in climate diplomacy, despite recent evidence of the fragility of 
this claim.141 We have also noted how the United Kingdom is embroiled 
in global efforts aimed at climate obstructionism through transnational 
funding and advocacy networks.

Our discussion has surveyed a range of key actors and explored the 
strategies employed and the dimensions of power expressed to obstruct 
more ambitious climate action. Climate obstructionism within Britain has 
created several fault lines across the climate governance landscape and 
wider public discourse that could prove crucial for determining the speed 
and scale of decarbonization in the United Kingdom. Net zero policies and 
growing pressure to adopt supply- side policies to limit new gas and oil 
production have served as flashpoints around which obstructionist actors 
have mobilized.

While this chapter has sought to sketch out the current alignments of 
obstructionist actors and where the current fault lines exist, additional 
research and advocacy is needed from academia and civil society to ex-
plore the specific dynamics of each site of climate obstructionism and 
the mechanisms available to reduce obstructionist actors’ ability to shape 
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policy and public sentiment to further entrench their power. To guide this 
future work, we have identified several instances of obstructionist ac-
tivity that speak to the different pillars of power analysed in this chapter. 
Countermoves and advocacy aimed at checking each of these sources of 
power could include the following:

First, the material power of incumbents needs to be addressed by clearer 
rules and limits to and transparency around party donations, directorships, 
and the financial ties between elected politicians and those they are meant 
to be governing.

Second, disproportionate access to key committees and departments 
through internships, secondments, and revolving doors between govern-
ment and business must be subject to greater scrutiny and control. The 
current rules governing revolving doors are insufficient, with regulators 
overlooking conflicts of interest to the extent that it has become a systemic 
issue. Policies that could close revolving doors include a ‘cooling- off period’ 
whereby placements, secondments, and sabbaticals between government 
and the fossil fuel industry are stopped for a certain number of years to 
prevent conflicts of interest during a crucial phase of UK’s efforts to de-
carbonize its economy. Additionally, the ‘rules of engagement’ for APPGs 
should be transformed. Narrowing the opportunities provided to vested 
interests to donate, coordinate, and run APPGs could help curb climate ob-
structionism, especially around key parliamentary votes or at crucial polit-
ical junctures.

Finally, sources of mis-  and disinformation about climate change and 
a lack of media transparency about on whose behalf people are speaking 
need to be addressed. This task requires greater oversight of traditional 
and social media. Taken together, these strategies amount to a conscious 
rebalancing of politics favouring those who are underrepresented and have 
the most to lose from runaway global heating.
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Climate Obstruction in Scotland

The Politics of Oil and Gas

WILLIAM DINAN, VICTORIA ESTEVES,  
AND STEVEN HARKINS

INTRODUCTION: WESTMINSTER, HOLYROOD, AND THE BLACK, 

BLACK OIL

Obstruction of climate action is a pressing policy issue in territories where 
the oil and gas industries are established economic and political actors. 
Scotland remains part of the United Kingdom but, since the reopening of 
the Scottish Parliament in 1999, has devolved powers in relation to envi-
ronment and planning. Given Scotland’s abundance of natural energy re-
sources, policy concerning their exploitation has been central to ongoing 
debates about the nation’s economic prospects and constitutional future. 
This distinctive political and economic context provides a unique case study 
for examining the evolution of climate change obstructionism in Europe.

Since the discovery of significant fossil fuel reserves in the North Sea 
in the late 1960s, the UK Parliament (Westminster) has been keen to 
foster and support investment in oil and gas exploration. The Scottish 
Parliament (Holyrood) has charted a more ambiguous course since 1999. 
Successive Scottish governments have tried to balance economic and envi-
ronmental concerns: seeking to protect jobs based on oil and gas explora-
tion and refining while acknowledging the growing climate crisis and the 
need for a new industrial strategy based on a ‘greener’ economy. Outside of 
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government, a constellation of economic interests (oil and gas companies, 
trade associations, and trade unions) emphasize the economic costs of dis-
investment from fossil fuels, such as the loss of well- paid jobs in the oil and 
gas sector. These actors are at the forefront of climate delay in Scotland. 
Their arguments are reflected in policies that often favour short- term pro-
tection of oil and gas jobs, including those in related supply chains. This is 
the main practical form of climate obstruction in Scotland and represents 
a compromise consensus that climate advocates have struggled to disrupt, 
despite growing awareness of the climate emergency in policy circles.

Scotland’s contribution to the United Kingdom’s historical green-
house gas (GHG) emissions and projected future emissions (based on cur-
rent nationally determined contributions [NDCs]) is significant (Figure 
3.1). Agriculture, business, and manufacturing are key contributors to 
Scotland’s overall GHG emissions profile. Energy supply in Scotland in 2020 
accounted for 5.368 million metric tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalents 
(MMT CO2e), with oil and gas extraction accounting for 1.134 MMT CO2e 
(compared with 0.936 MMT CO2e for England and 0.056 MMT CO2e for 
Wales; Figure 3.1).1

A focus on oil and gas is instructive because extraction is a policy arena 
‘reserved’ to the UK government. The respective powers relating to climate 
held by the UK and Scottish parliaments complicate policy analysis but 
also open political opportunities to those lobbying against climate miti-
gation. Energy policy and regulatory powers are reserved to Westminster, 
which means the Scottish government possesses few policy instruments 
to control licencing and extraction. Holyrood does have ‘devolved’ powers 
over planning (including new infrastructure) and environmental standards 
(air quality, pollution, etc.) The UK government has been criticized for ap-
proving new exploration in the North Sea. According to the independent 
Climate Action Tracker, ‘Developing new oil and gas reserves is incompat-
ible with the 1.5°C temperature limit and will not help address the cur-
rent energy crisis’.2 The policy trajectory in London supports continuing 
to exploit the reserves available from the UK continental shelf (UKCS). 
Moreover, the UK Treasury remains reluctant to impose windfall taxes 
on oil and gas companies despite soaring energy prices and attendant 
profits in the sector during 2022– 2023. The UK Treasury recently offered 
90% tax relief to companies investing in North Sea extraction. In 2022, 
the UK government also briefly lifted the moratorium on unconventional 
gas extraction (UGE) from shale, commonly known as hydraulic fracturing 
or fracking,3 guided by a policy objective of boosting energy security in 
the United Kingdom. This trend illustrates the dynamics of energy poli-
tics within the United Kingdom, with different factions within the same 
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parties pursuing quite divergent policies. The current Scottish government 
has a policy presumption against fracking, which is exercised via planning 
powers. However, there is no legislation in Scotland banning it, and, as 
outlined further on, the debate around fracking surfaced some of the key 
tensions within the Scottish polity around economic development and cli-
mate commitments.

While Holyrood has demonstrated some leadership on climate policy, 
a recent independent assessment of Scotland’s climate targets by the 
UK Committee on Climate Change (CCC) states, ‘In 2019, the Scottish 
Parliament committed the country to some of the most stretching climate 
goals in the world, but they are increasingly at risk without real progress 
toward the milestones that Scottish Ministers have previously laid out’.4 
To address the gap between rhetoric and practice we examine the role of 
key actors in policy debates around climate in general and oil and gas ex-
traction in particular. We argue it is necessary to examine the strategies 
and activities of corporate actors in this field and then define how we 
understand and assess climate obstruction, historically contextualizing 
the politics of oil and gas in Scotland. We analyse select key moments in 
Scottish climate politics, notably the debates around the Climate Change 
(Scotland) Act 2009 and onshore UGE (2012- 9). We explore some of the 
recurring framings of climate and energy issues in Scotland and discuss 
how these are communicated in mainstream and social media. While we do 
not directly explore questions of public opinion around climate change, we 
use the communication about the issue to explore how delay and obstruc-
tionist narratives continue to circulate in policy and public discourses on 
climate in Scotland.

Contextualizing corporate climate obstructionism in Scotland

To understand climate obstructionism and policy delay in Scotland, a focus 
on private corporations and ‘market organizations’5 is necessary, not least 
because many of the key policies associated with climate mitigation priv-
ilege these organizations. Undoubtedly, those organizations with most to 
lose from progressive climate policy are those with the greatest carbon 
footprints and impacts, and they mobilize to defend their interests. Market 
organizations (e.g. private enterprises, trade, or business associations) 
can be considered independent actors, but they operate within political, 
social, and economic contexts and cannot ignore regulation or wider cul-
tural norms and expectations— what has been referred to as ‘market 
environments’ wherein businesses have structural, instrumental, and 
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discursive power.6 As such, the political and business strategies that market 
organizations pursue reflect a balance of their economic interests and their 
assessments of what is achievable in relation to policy and legislation. For 
those operating at different levels of governance, there is a need to con-
sider the political opportunities and risks associated with their lobbying 
activities in different polities (referred to as ‘forum shopping’ in political 
science literature). Indeed, one of the functions of corporate communica-
tions strategies is to ensure there is some alignment and consistency across 
political boundaries and that corporate positioning on, for example, cli-
mate issues appear credible to different stakeholders and publics at dif-
ferent levels of governance.

Scotland could be considered a market environment where there are 
some possibilities to advance climate mitigation and reduce GHG emis-
sions, given the stated ambitions of the Scottish Parliament to respond 
seriously to the climate emergency. Our analysis complicates this picture 
by drawing attention to the significant policy constraints that the current 
devolution settlement presents to policymakers in Edinburgh. But the anal-
ysis also demonstrates the enduring power (structural, instrumental, and 
discursive) of the oil and gas industry operating in Scotland. For climate 
obstructionism and delay to be a successful strategy pursued by oil and gas 
interests, they do not need to convince all policymakers, civil society, or 
wider public opinion. Fostering short- term conditions under which mean-
ingful climate policies are seen as too politically difficult or economically 
costly has proved to be a remarkably resilient approach in Scotland.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE POLITICS OF OIL AND GAS 

IN SCOTLAND

As Marriott and Macalister observed, ‘The discovery of substantial re-
serves in the British North Sea changed the fortunes of BP, Shell, north- 
east Scotland and the British state’.7 Since the discovery of oil and gas 
reserves in the North Sea, UK government policy has rapidly developed 
and exploited these resources, with investment flowing into the northeast 
of Scotland throughout the 1970s and 1980s. These reserves were a boon 
for the UK Treasury. During the 1970s, political sentiment in Scotland 
was shifting, and the campaign for Scottish independence gained ground. 
The case for independence rested, in part, on the opportunity to build a 
Scottish state on the proceeds of oil and gas exploration. While the polit-
ical project of Scottish independence stalled in the late 1970s, North Sea 
exploration and production grew significantly. The key political and policy 

 

 



[ 62 ] Climate Obstruction across Europe

62

developments relating to energy in Scotland since the late 1980s have in-
cluded the decline and demise of coal as a source of employment and, later, 
power generation.

Privatization, the flagship policy of the neoliberal Thatcherite govern-
ment at the time, has been perhaps the key to explain the power dynamics 
of current UK energy production. According to Marriott and Macalister 
‘the disposal of state- held North Sea oil and gas assets— specifically, the 
upstream interests of both the British National Oil Corporation (BNOC) 
and British Gas and, arguably, the British government’s majority share-
holding in British Petroleum (BP) proved to be the spearhead of a priva-
tization wave that was to sweep Great Britain, first, and then much of the 
rest of the world, during the 1980s and early 1990s’.8 Prominent among 
the major energy corporations based or operating in Scotland were those 
brought into being by privatization. BP (Scotland), Scottish Power, Scottish 
and Southern Energy, Scottish Gas (part of Centrica), and British Energy 
all were leading players in the Scottish business scene.

Historically, the Scottish policy arena has been viewed as more cor-
poratist and consensual than that in the rest of the United Kingdom.9 
The style of governance in Scotland has been described as a ‘negotiated 
order’ between business and political elites. The tight networks that com-
prise this quasi- corporatist negotiated order have tended to be business 
friendly. Prior to devolution, large industrial interests in Scotland enjoyed 
political access to decision making via the Scottish Office, the Westminster 
department charged with managing and administering Scotland. During 
the 1980s and 1990s, the energy sector including oil and gas producers 
could use the Scottish Office to press their case with other UK govern-
ment departments, particularly the Treasury. Little of this political activity 
attracted media attention. According to Professor Paul Stevens, oil and gas 
interests in Scotland ‘steered away from publicity. They preferred to be co-
vert rather than overt because oil companies had never been popular. And 
they didn’t really have to lobby too hard because [of their big tax revenues] 
they were pushing an open door with government’.10

With the advent of Scottish devolution, initially little changed. The 
extractive industries located and operating in Scotland responded to the 
twin strategic threats of growing policy awareness of climate change (after 
the collapse of the Global Climate Coalition in 1998) and the devolution 
of political power to the newly created Scottish Parliament in 1999 by re-
taining a focus on maintaining relations and lines of communication with 
key political contacts. In parallel with significant political mobilization 
by business globally to respond to the wider policy challenges associated 
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with sustainable development agendas, there was also increased political 
activism by business organizations to shape the policy agenda of the new 
Scottish Parliament.11 The New Labour- Liberal Democrat coalition admin-
istration in Edinburgh quickly set about scoping the policy challenges asso-
ciated with climate change confronting the new institutions.12

The energy sector continued to enjoy privileged access to decision- 
makers in Scotland. In 2000, a special Scottish Utilities Forum was created 
to address key issues for the sector. The impetus behind its creation was 
to bring high- level politicians and business leaders together to exchange 
views under Chatham House rules (a convention that protects the privacy 
of participants, in which media cannot identify the sources of statements). 
According to participants, it evolved into a forum for briefing and sectoral 
lobbying. While some members soon began to question the purpose of the 
forum, its very existence illustrates an enduring style of corporatist poli-
tics. The participating energy companies remained keen to keep policy di-
alogue going, particularly if it were to address trade issues. A compromise 
was reached wherein the forum would continue to run while the companies 
might more usefully address their other concerns through the Scottish 
Parliament’s cross- party group on oil and gas. It was agreed that this cross- 
party group should therefore be encouraged to widen its scope to consider 
the kinds of ‘downstream’ (i.e. consumer) issues that would be of benefit to 
Scottish Utilities Forum members.

Cross- party groups are one thread of the fabric of business and poli-
tics in Scotland. Peak business organizations such as the Confederation of 
British Industry, the Institute of Directors and Chambers of Commerce are 
networks that provide venues and opportunities for lobbying. In addition, 
policy debates hosted by think tanks and interest groups also offer space 
for exchanges between public affairs professionals and the political class in 
Scotland. Attendance at party conferences and fringe events (sponsored 
side events not part of the official conference) is also a key feature of the 
lobbying scene in Scotland and is routine for the big energy companies. As 
one industry source recounted:

We go to all the party conferences here . . . and we will also do cross party fringe 

meetings . . . it’s very good because they are all well attended by the politicians 

and the activists and so on, . . . I think particularly in Scotland . . . politics permeates 

everything, you know, it is very high profile, it’s very close. So you can’t stand aside 

from that, so we’re heavily involved in . . . socially responsible subjects such as 

fuel poverty [that] are closely linked, obviously to politics large and small ‘p’, and 

are linked to our business’ [emphasis added].13
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BP: Corporate strategy in Scotland

The case of BP illustrates some of the strategies oil and gas companies 
have used to secure their social and political licence to operate in Scotland. 
These strategies are ultimately focused on delaying and obstructing cli-
mate mitigation policy: as well as having dedicated communications and 
public affairs personnel in Aberdeen (upstream), Grangemouth (down-
stream), Edinburgh (managing the wider swathe of political relations in 
Scotland), and, of course, London (its headquarters, but managing rela-
tions with Scottish politicians at Westminster), the company had a rela-
tively early focus in the late 1990s on social investment and strategically 
understanding sentiment among political influentials, including critics.14 
BP’s rebranding as ‘Beyond Petroleum’ in 2000 coincided with growing 
concern about its social licence and a drive to position the company as be-
coming increasingly serious about climate.

Locally, the company was often accused of lacking commitment 
to Scotland. To help tackle this perception, in 2001, the company 
commissioned private economic consultants to independently attest to 
BP’s economic importance to Scotland.15 An advisory board in Scotland was 
formed, seen as a means for the company’s management to take the tem-
perature of the Scottish political class and develop its corporate strategy in 
Scotland, drawing in advice and expertise.16

BP invested significantly in promotion and communications. Corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) featured heavily, with a sophisticated political 
and community strategy implemented in Scotland. For example, in April 
2001, BP supported a think tank, the International Futures Forum (IFF), to 
bring strategic thinking and policy analysis to bear on real- world problems. 
The public affairs value of IFF’s Scottish work was that it gave BP the op-
portunity to demonstrate its engagement with the broader policy agenda 
of the Scottish and UK governments. BP’s stated long- term aspiration was 
for the IFF to eventually become a resource for Scottish policymaking on 
economic regeneration.

Indeed, the IFF morphed a few years later into the Scottish Parliament’s 
cross- party Futures Forum. In 2006, the Forum invited perhaps the 
highest- profile climate sceptic at the time, Bjorn Lomborg, to the Scottish 
Parliament. Lomborg’s visit was hosted by Fergus Ewing, a Scottish National 
Party (SNP) Member of the Scottish Parliament (MSP) who also chaired 
the cross- party group on oil and gas in Holyrood. Ewing praised Lomborg’s 
work, describing it as ‘rigorous’, ‘dispassionate’, and ‘non- polemical’. He 
rejected criticism of Parliament’s hosting Lomberg from members of the 
Green Party as ‘puerile’. Lomborg’s message was that climate change would 
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benefit the flora and fauna of Scotland and that ‘cutting carbon emissions 
believing that will have make much of a difference is almost illusory’.17

BP had been keen to position themselves as realist policy actors, willing 
to innovate and invest to explore business- friendly climate solutions. 
Some of that corporate profiling was undertaken in Scotland. The com-
pany pioneered an early version of emissions trading (often referred to as 
‘cap and trade’ schemes) as a means of driving down CO2 emissions and 
increasing efficiency. For example, the BP refinery business at Grangemouth 
sold some of its internal corporate carbon credits to the extraction busi-
ness in the North Sea Forties field. That transaction released investment 
in the facility at Grangemouth, all at very low cost to the company.18 It had 
the advantage of reducing emission from the production process, driving 
business focus on this issue, whilst also giving BP tangible evidence that 
it was serious about its commitment to addressing climate. The company 
developed the scheme alongside other speculative climate solutions, in-
cluding carbon capture and storage (CCS) in Scotland and ‘a commitment 
to spend £4.5 billion over the next decade on wind power, solar energy, and 
hydrogen and gas- fired power stations’.19

To that end, in addition to its new ‘Beyond Petroleum’ tagline, BP 
purchased some renewables companies. At the same time as it was 
supporting the IFF in mapping a new socially responsible twenty- first 
century, it was also seeking to dispose of much of its refinery business, 
including the facility at Grangemouth, in central Scotland. The shorter- 
term PR and policy benefits of ‘the second Scottish enlightenment’ were 
made quite clear. The political impact of this strategy and its social invest-
ment for community regeneration helped build goodwill for the corpora-
tion, which maintained its wider social license to operate and eventually 
helped facilitate its corporate exit from the community. Based on BP’s own 
statements, ‘The objective was to keep talking with decision makers, don’t 
let [media coverage] get in the way of the conversations you’re having with 
people who can really make things happen’.20 BP’s refinery business was ul-
timately sold in 2005, to INEOS, a company that would be at the forefront 
of promoting fracking in Scotland a few years later.

Scotland acts on climate?

A key milestone in Scottish climate politics was the passage of the Climate 
Change Act (Scotland) in 2009. This act set ambitious targets for emissions 
reductions and put Scotland at the forefront of polities seeking to underpin 
their decarbonization transition policies with demanding targets dictated 
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by primary legislation. The 2007 SNP manifesto committed to create a 
ministerial post for climate change and to introduce a climate change bill 
‘with mandatory carbon reduction targets of 3% per annum and also set a 
long- term target of cutting emissions by a minimum of 80% by 2050 above 
the UK target of 60%’.21The manifesto reflected the lobbying efforts of 
environmental nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) who pressed the 
party to adopt a radical climate agenda. The passage of the manifesto into 
legislation within two years involved considerable political manoeuvring, 
resulting in a significant feat of cross- party cooperation as all parties in 
Holyrood supported the legislation.

While it is tempting to see this high point of climate policymaking as 
ushering in a new era in Scotland, such a view is confounded by the po-
litical powers available to the Scottish Government, where the legislative 
levers to regulate North Sea production are reserved to London. Moreover, 
it underestimates the existing social movements and economic interests 
in Scotland keen to slow and obstruct the transition to a decarbonized 
economy. While these interests lacked a strong parliamentary voice in 
Holyrood and enjoyed little media prominence or support, they re- emerged 
when the issue of fracking became a matter of planning and political con-
troversy in 2012.

Fracking the transition: Advocating for unconventional gas

In Spring 2011, Dart Energy announced plans to develop a coalbed methane 
(CBM) project in central Scotland, a location identified as a promising site 
for exploration in the 1990s.22 In response to a planning application in 
August 2012 for permission to drill twenty- two wells at fourteen different 
sites to explore for CBM, the local authorities in Stirling and Falkirk (also 
home to the Grangemouth refinery) set in motion a protracted planning, 
regulatory, and political dispute that illustrated the challenges Scotland 
faced in meeting the targets set in the Climate Change (Scotland) Act of 
2009. Tensions between short- term growth and long- term sustainability 
came into play, with those promoting fracking emphasizing the economic 
benefits that unconventional gas extraction could bring to individuals 
(jobs), communities (a share of shale gas revenues), and the nation (a 
sustainable future) if managed responsibly. The framing of fracked gas 
as a desirable transition resource aligned with climate objectives was a 
key plank of the business and trade association platform advocating for 
permission to drill, which was designed to assuage local planners and na-
tional politicians.
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The planning application for CBM attracted many objections and wide-
spread opposition in local communities near the proposed drilling sites, 
many of which had experienced the environmental costs of methane flaring, 
noise, and transport pollution associated with coal mines, along with the 
social cost of their closures during the 1980s. The application became the 
subject of a prolonged public inquiry. The actors involved in the planning 
inquiry (and subsequent public debate over the viability and desirability 
of fracking in Scotland) illustrate the complex interlinkages between sci-
entific expertise, policy, planning, and economic interests.23While the key 
advocates for fracking have been careful not to be associated with denialist 
tropes, there is nevertheless unmistakable evidence of delay and the use 
of transition arguments to secure further fossil fuel development. For ex-
ample, in 2014, an early independent scientific assessment commissioned 
by the Scottish government delivered a decidedly ambiguous verdict on 
what many observers and experts saw as a clearly problematic technology 
in terms of climate.

The impact of unconventional oil and gas resources in Scotland on the Scottish 

Government’s commitment to reduce greenhouse gases is not definitive. There 

could be minimal impact from unconventional hydrocarbons if they are used as 

a petrochemical feedstock, but lifecycle analysis of an unconventional hydro-

carbon industry is required to inform the debate and provide a clearer view on 

the impact of their development.24

This statement was particularly useful to proponents of fracking, such as 
INEOS and the trade association UKOOG, who could now rely on scientific 
uncertainty around emissions and climate targets to press for unconven-
tional gas development across Scotland. The argument that shale gas could 
be considered a green bridging technology recured frequently. While the 
nuance was lost in most public debate, shale gas was agreed to be greener 
than coal,25 though coal is known to be the dirtiest of fossil fuels. This com-
parison does not imply that shale gas warrants the sustainability lustre 
that corporate spin attempted to bestow on fracking technology or the re-
source itself.

While the licencing of onshore gas extraction remained a Westminster 
power (until 2018, when these powers were devolved to Scotland), the 
Scottish government used its planning powers to implement a de facto 
moratorium on fracking in Scotland between 2015 and 2018. Nevertheless, 
the efforts of those holding Westminster- granted licences to exploit shale 
resources in Scotland were confronted with growing public opposition. 
INEOS had acquired exploration licences across central Scotland in 2014, 
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and it set about an extensive public relations and public affairs campaign 
to convince both Scottish policymakers and the public of the necessity of 
shale exploration. Climate change was notably downplayed in this commu-
nications campaign, with the emphasis firmly on the economic arguments 
for development.

INEOS has already committed to full and open consultation with local 

communities and has also promised to share 6% of the revenue from its wells 

with homeowners, landowners, and local authorities. INEOS . . . believes a com-

bination of community consultation and a fair share of the profits could lead 

to much greater understanding and acceptance of this important technology.26

INEOS organized community meetings and roadshows across central 
Scotland to sell their vision of shale exploration as a joint venture between 
corporation and community, wherein CEO Jim Ratcliffe claimed ‘we would 
see INEOS giving away £2.5 billion in the next 10 to 15 years’.27 The public 
relations consultancy Mediazoo were hired to help manage media relations 
and community consultation programmes, the latter described by critics 
as an effort to ‘love bomb Scottish communities to stop worrying and love 
fracking’.28

As part of its campaign, INEOS produced audio- visual content that 
was shared online and across social media channels to promote shale ex-
ploration: ‘There is widespread concern about the environmental risks 
of fracking based on misinformation, which is at odds with the scientific 
consensus that extraction is safe and compatible with our climate change 
ambitions’.29 Neither the scientific consensus nor the ‘our’ whose climate 
ambitions are invoked were explained. Instead, the narrative emphasized 
the transformational impact shale gas could have for local employment in 
extraction and high- skills manufacturing. The visual rhetoric in one pro-
motional video downplayed the impacts on local amenities and traffic dis-
ruption. Panning shots of green fields and largely unspoilt farmland were 
used to convey an image of a relatively unobtrusive and unproblematic 
technology. Renewables technologies were compared unfavourably with 
the proposed shale gas wells. Using a hypothetical example of a four- well 
drilling site, INEOS claimed that ‘In the first decade it would take about 
thirty- two wind turbines to generate the same energy created by these four 
gas wells’. None of the assumptions that underpin these rhetorical claims 
is substantiated (the periodization, the recoverable gas from shale reserves 
in central Scotland, the size and efficiency of wind relative to shale, etc.). 
The video superimposes a large wind farm over the shale gas well pad 
to emphasize the visual impact of turbines and then displays a panning 
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shot of a wind farm in silhouette with more than fifty turbines, subtly 
exaggerating the comparison. Ted Crotty, a director at INEOS, claimed ‘the 
local residents would be up in arms about it’.

In fact, residents were up in arms about the proposed fracking develop-
ment rather than renewables. There had been no applications to site large 
windfarms in central Scotland, but the renewables comparison served as 
a red herring to distract from the wider climate questions. While issues 
associated with fracking, such as earth tremors and water contamination, 
are addressed in INEOS’s promotional video, nothing is said about the cli-
mate impacts of the technology. The issue is framed exclusively in terms of 
a narrow range of poor choices: rising energy prices, decreasing North Sea 
reserves, and coal as an undesirable substitute are core messages. The ne-
cessity of importing fracked gas if shale development was not permitted in 
Scotland is presented as the only other policy alternative— and was indeed 
the business decision pursued by INEOS in 2016.

In another video INEOS commissioned, the case for gas is made by 
highlighting all the current consumer goods (e.g. plastics and synthetics) 
and creature comforts that are made possible by gas. The narrative is 
constructed around a young couple looking at their energy bill and debating 
whether to ‘get rid of gas’. As household items disappear, the lights go out, 
and eventually the couple are left naked, the viewer is invited to consider 
that current lifestyles and civilization are not possible without gas.30

According to seasoned industry observers, INEOS ‘signifies a new type 
of institution in the industry and gives a picture of the UK oil and gas world 
as it now is and is set to be in the future. It has scant need for journalists, 
unlike the corporations which used the media to build a positive profile 
even as they largely lobbied ministers behind the scenes. The likes of INEOS 
are straightforwardly hidden and largely closed to scrutiny, except via their 
own public presentations’.31

The fracking debate exposed fault lines not only in the geology of central 
Scotland, but within the ruling political party in Holyrood, the SNP. While 
the Scottish government publicly disavowed UGE development (with many 
SNP candidates elected on an anti- fracking platform in 2016), INEOS CEO 
Ratcliffe claimed that, privately, senior SNP ministers were supportive of 
fracking.32 This account tallies with the political intelligence anti- fracking 
campaigners were picking up as they lobbied against UGE development. 
Key ministers like Fergus Ewing were known to be consistent supporters 
of the oil and gas industry and sceptical about climate change more gen-
erally. It is likely they used their ministerial clout to resist an early ban 
on UGE developments. Key elements of SNP policy around climate now 
directly undermined the arguments the party had advanced in the 2014 
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independence referendum, which relied on projected oil and gas revenues 
to help make the economic case for independence and underwrite a new 
Scottish exchequer in an independent Scotland.

While INEOS was at the forefront of the public relations effort to secure 
acceptance of shale development in Scotland (including a failed court case 
against the Scottish Government in 2017– 2018, which sought damages if 
fracking in Scotland was banned), other companies and vested interests 
were also actively promoting fracking. Their preferred framing of UGE 
never addressed the wider climate impacts of fossil fuels and instead fo-
cused on the necessity of gas as the optimal transition fuel. A ‘balanced 
sustainable approach’ to energy sourcing became code for short- term ex-
ploitation of shale reserves. Both large landowners (such as the Duke of 
Buccleuch’s estates) and smaller oil and gas companies (Dart Energy, IGas, 
Cluff Natural Resources, BCG Energy, and Aurora Energy Resources) were 
involved in lobbying for unconventional gas extraction. The proliferation 
of new exploration and supply- chain companies highlights another fea-
ture of the contemporary oil and gas industry in Scotland: it is increasingly 
differentiated, financed by private equity and interests not domiciled in 
Scotland, and no longer dominated by the ‘majors’. Here, the roles of trade 
associations and peak business organizations become significant in under-
standing how climate policies can be delayed and obstructed.

North Sea for net zero: A new climate obstructionism

In 2000, BP and Shell accounted for nearly 40% of the UK’s oil production. 
By 2019, this share of the market was halved, with new entrants buying 
up concessions and licences.33 While an estimated 20 billion barrels of oil 
could yet be extracted (from the UKCS), the economic viability of such de-
velopment will depend on global oil prices and taxation policy, neither of 
which can be controlled by Holyrood. The economic opportunity is clearly 
articulated by the UK’s Oil and Gas Authority (OGA), while any ‘economic/ 
environment trade- off appears to be absent from the OGA’s deliberations 
to date’.34

The UK Government commissioned the Wood Review (2014) to ex-
amine the future exploitation of North Sea reserves. The recommended 
maximizing economic recovery strategy that emerged was completely 
shaped by industry preferences. Indeed, the industry association Oil and 
Gas UK was explicitly thanked in the foreword to the final report.35 The 
review barely acknowledges the climate crisis. In recommending a new 
regulator for the mature UKCS, the report justifies an industry- friendly 
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regulatory model by arguing that such a body would not have to com-
pete with the other priorities of the Department of Energy and Climate 
Change (DECC), not least a global deal on climate change.36 The OGA was 
created very shortly after this review in 2015 and rebranded as the North 
Sea Transition Authority (NSTA) in March 2022. NSTA claims to be ‘fully 
committed to enabling the achievement of the UK government’s com-
mitment to reach net zero emissions by 2050’,37 which is to be realized 
by ‘licensing of exploration and development of the UK’s offshore and 
onshore (England only) oil and gas resources, gas storage and unloading 
activities in accordance with the [Net Zero] Strategy’.38 This UK govern-
ment strategy to incentivize North Sea extraction stands at odds with sci-
entific advice on addressing climate change and the policy trajectory of the 
Scottish government.

The origins of NSTA as an industry- friendly regulator created to promote 
fossil- fuel exploration is symptomatic of a form of policy denialism that 
pretends continued exploration is compatible with commitments the UK 
government has made during the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCC) Conference of the Parties (COP) negotiations, 
let alone climate science. Simply rebranding a pro- exploration regulator as 
a transition body represents a deeply cynical communicative logic. A sim-
ilar repositioning strategy can be seen in the private sector. Oil and Gas 
UK, the trade association for the fossil fuel industry in the North Sea, has 
been rebranded as Offshore Energies UK (OEUK).39 The OEUK website is 
vague about its foundation and rebranding, simply asserting a (misleading) 
pedigree stretching back almost half a century.40

OEUK stresses the role its members can play in reducing emissions from 
their operations. It is silent about the emissions to be generated from the 
billions of barrels its members are busily exploiting from the UKCS. Much 
play is made of investments in carbon capture, usage and storage (CCUS), 
and hydrogen as a means of contributing to net zero. Echoes of BPs social 
investment strategy in Scotland are to be found in OEUK’s commitment to 
maintaining the skills base of communities around Aberdeen and prom-
ising up to 40,000 new energy jobs (many of which appear to be linked with 
as- yet untried and unproven technologies).41

The promise of new jobs is one enthusiastically embraced by trade unions 
representing gas fitters and offshore workers. The GMB trade union had 
been vocal supporters of fracking in Scotland and have consistently argued 
for the protection of jobs in the oil and gas industry, despite recognizing that 
climate change is happening. Gary Smith, GMB’s general secretary, argued, 
‘If we want to avoid the double disaster of a climate crisis and a jobs crisis, 
then we need a balanced energy policy across our regions and nations that 
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supports workers and communities on the journey to “net zero” ’.42 Here 
the union adopts the language of climate mitigation, stating that ‘GMB 
recognizes that we are in the grip of a climate crisis created by man- made 
global warming, and that global warming is the gravest long- term threat 
that faces the planet’.43 However, the union (and others in the sector) also 
warn that an accelerated or arbitrary journey to net zero risks mass job 
losses and ‘exporting’ demand. The union supports the UK government’s 
net zero target for 2050 but has focused on campaigning against transi-
tion policies that substitute away from gas and oil: ‘Some economists have 
even argued that “renewable energy conveniently requires less labour for 
operation and maintenance” than traditional energy sources, and that 
the UK should speed the transition to renewables to save on long- term la-
bour costs. GMB rejects this cynical attempt to undermine good quality 
employment’.44

Notably, the GMB represents members in industries with the highest 
gross carbon emissions in the United Kingdom and has repeatedly 
prioritized the protection of jobs ahead of climate goals. While this is an 
understandable policy position, it is well aligned with industry’s repeated 
preference for indefinite and short- term prioritization of business as 
usual, which has been a key theme running through climate obstructionist 
discourse in Scotland. It also often means that trade unions are at the fore-
front of opposing climate policies in public debate.

CLIMATE OBSTRUCTIONISM IN SCOTLAND: DISCOURSES 

OF DELAY AND DENIAL

Outright denialism in the mainstream Scottish press, casting doubt over 
the causes of climate change, is increasingly rare: ‘To assume that our 
behaviour is a primary cause of planetary climate change seems to me an 
expression of hubris, an overweening pride, that is matched only by our ar-
rogance in forecasting its effects for a century ahead when we are unable to 
do much more than improve on chance in predicting next week’s weather’, 
as one opinion writer put it.45 The legacy press in Scotland is no different 
from other media organizations in featuring voices from business and pol-
itics in their construction of events. While this practice largely excludes 
extreme climate deniers, there are spaces for such arguments to surface. 
In 2013, for example, the Alliance Party was launched to campaign against 
windfarms in Scotland. As an official party, its arguments received main-
stream media coverage. The most prominent and consistent climate criti-
cism in the press is sourced from industry groups, although their position 
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is now couched in the language of net zero. Recently, outgoing OEUK Chief 
Executive Deirdre Michie argued against the ‘environmental populism’ of 
windfall taxes on oil and gas at the end of 2022 and for further fossil fuel 
development.

Projects like the Cambo field [an off- shore oil field in the North Atlantic] are part 

of a low- carbon journey that will support energy security, jobs, the economy and 

the net- zero future that everyone wants to see. Like all future UK oil and gas 

projects, the Cambo field is designed with lower- operating emissions in mind. 

It has been built ‘electrification- ready’, with the potential to import renewable 

power when it becomes feasible in the future.46

This line of argument represents an important strand of mainstream 
opinion in Scotland. It appears realistic and reasonable, particularly in the 
context of more fringe voices who circulate denialist speaking points, mis-
information, and disinformation.

Online discourses of delay and denial

Some frequent letter writers campaigning against net zero policies still 
get published occasionally in the mainstream press. Whilst outright cli-
mate denial seems to be losing ground in online spaces, the undermining 
of climate solutions— resulting in delay— is growing, and public opinion 
appears split. A third of British people surveyed currently believe it is im-
possible to forego fossil fuels.47 While Scotland is not home to climate de-
nial think tanks, their work is reported to the Scottish public via British 
media outlets. Although Scottish public debate is increasingly distinct from 
the ‘national’ British policy conversation, their respective public spheres do 
overlap. Further untangling our current understanding of the relationship 
between the online sphere and opinion on climate issues, research shows 
that British social media consumers are also potentially exposed to mis-
information, like their TV- watching counterparts.48 The online space re-
mains a problematic realm of discussion in relation to climate denial.

A recent development in the United Kingdom has been the advent of 
right- wing news channels, like GB News. While the live audiences for these 
channels are very small compared with mainstream news of established 
broadcasters, content from GB News circulates widely on social media. 
A leading presenter on GB News, Neil Oliver, recently resigned from the 
Royal Society Edinburgh (RSE). ‘In discussion with Mr Oliver, he under-
stood that his current views on various matters, widely aired on television, 
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put him at odds with scientific and broader academic learning within the 
Society. Following discussions, he offered to resign his association with 
the RSE with immediate effect’.49 Oliver’s broadcasts have featured vaccine 
scepticism and climate denial.

Whilst broad public discussion of climate change can be scattered 
across social media, particularly Twitter (now X) and YouTube, efforts 
to influence debate in the form of independent online publications and 
blogs are present. These visible spaces of climate sceptic opinion include 
The Scottish Sceptic blog as well as UK- based spaces with Scottish- specific 
subsections or articles, such as Climate Scepticism, The Daily Sceptic, and The 
Conservative Woman.

The Daily Sceptic50 is a British online publication that often criticizes en-
vironmental initiatives. It features two Scottish writers, Andrew Montford 
and Richard Lyon. Montford is a Scottish writer who compiled The 
Climategate Inquiries for the Global Warming Policy Foundation (GWPF) 
in 2010, and is a well- known name in climate sceptic circles via his online 
publications. The UK’s Daily Sceptic features essays on renewable energy 
and Scottish climate policy by Richard Lyon, a former senior oil and gas op-
erations manager who also runs The State of Britain blog.51 One of the most 
common critiques within these publications relates to renewable energy in 
Scotland. Its core arguments allege that renewables destroy wildlife, offer 
unreliable supply, are too expensive, and will harm the economy.

The overarching rhetoric that permeates broader discussions around 
climate denial or delay are reflected within these online publications, 
which twist facts using misinformation and exaggeration. Lyon criticizes 
‘weather- dependent energy scavenging devices’,52 further amplifying mis-
information regarding renewable energy. While this might be tempting to 
dismiss, worryingly, 27% of Britons surveyed say they share this belief.53

The Conservative Woman54 is a British publication that addresses right- 
leaning views and concerns. Two of its contributors are Scottish climate 
sceptics Clark Cross and William Loneskie. In line with The Daily Sceptic, 
Cross’s pieces for The Conservative Woman are also critical of electric vehicles 
and wind energy. Criticism of Scotland’s net zero goals are a favourite 
theme.55 This outlet adopts a less scientific approach, emphasizing eco-
nomic arguments to undermine climate solutions. Cross and Loneskie’s 
positioning vis- à- vis identity is markedly different from Montford’s and 
Lyon’s: while the latter lean into their credentials (both in terms of exper-
tise and work experience), the former do not, but potentially offer more 
relatable content. This divergence in terms of identity and communica-
tive tactics allows delay and denialist messages to reach a much broader 
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audience whilst also demonstrating the diversity of climate change sceptics 
in terms of their sociopolitical alignments.

CONCLUSION

As shown, discursive framings of climate obstruction and delay in Scotland 
include economic arguments against action, the use of transitioning tac-
tics (including positioning gas as a critical bridging resource), and critiques 
around the reliability of renewable energy. Such economic arguments in-
clude the short- term importance of the oil industry and the lack of secure 
and well- paid jobs to replace those associated with extraction and refining. 
Critiques of renewable energy are framed in terms of energy instability 
and impacts on local fauna and flora. Energy security has been a theme 
of climate obstruction for many years, and it has been revived to pro-
mote fracking in Scotland, and more recently, to address wider geopolitical 
concerns about energy supply and the associated price increases and ‘cost 
of living’ crisis.

The political influencing strategies of the oil and gas industry in Scotland 
appear to largely avoid engaging in media and public debate and seek in-
stead to build relationships and support with key political advisors and 
decision- makers— UK government departments in particular. In addition 
to developing CSR initiatives to maintain social ‘license to operate’, the oil 
and gas industry in Scotland has sophisticated public affairs programmes 
that track political sentiment toward individual companies and issues- 
management strategies that closely monitor political and regulatory 
agendas associated with climate policy. More research on these influencing 
strategies is urgently needed if the public and policymakers are to under-
stand the scale of corporate led climate- delay efforts. The woefully weak 
lobbying disclosure regulations in Westminster and Holyrood are a signif-
icant barrier to public understanding of policymaking in general, and cli-
mate politics in particular.

The recent enthusiastic embrace of net zero rhetoric by key trade 
associations and trade unions representing oil and gas interests in Scotland 
illustrates their repositioning as realist actors in climate policy networks. 
Net zero is a remarkably business- friendly approach to addressing climate 
issues as it allows fundamental changes to business practices and strategies 
to be postponed almost indefinitely. While oil and gas interests have offered 
symbolic concessions to climate concerns, they have also been highly effec-
tive in securing their own short- term economic interests. In the Scottish 
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context, this success is due largely to the pro- exploration policy position of 
the UK government.

While the Scottish government has championed climate mitigation, it 
would be a mistake to assume that there is either wide or deep consensus 
that such policy goals can easily be pursued in the short to medium term, 
even if the respective division of powers between Scotland and the United 
Kingdom were to change. Many within the SNP are supportive of the oil 
and gas industry, and, while onshore extraction was hugely unpopular with 
the electorate, factions within most of Scotland’s political parties (save 
the Greens and Scottish Socialists) have been prepared to consider such 
development. With offshore extraction, the British political class has re-
peatedly sought to protect investment and employment in oil and gas. The 
hard decisions around fossil fuel disinvestment and transition have been 
continually postponed. This is the practical effect of the widespread po-
litical lobbying efforts to sustain the inherently unsustainable extractive 
industries. While there is a rhetorical recognition of the climate emergency 
in Scottish politics, the oil and gas industry in Scotland continues to op-
erate and expand.

The connection between discourses of climate delay and denial and 
public opinion also requires further research. While establishing the oil and 
gas industries’ preferred framings of climate issues is reasonably straight-
forward, the impacts of these framings requires greater exploration. That 
work needs to examine the attitudes of policy elites as well as those of the 
public. While online climate deniers can be dismissed as unserious and un-
informed, it would be a mistake to assume that their ideas and arguments 
have no effects. Understanding the diffusion and circulation of climate de-
nial on social media is a prerequisite to effectively informing publics about 
climate science, improving understanding of climate policy, and motivating 
climate action.
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Climate Obstruction in Ireland

The Contested Transformation of an Agricultural 

Economy

ORL A KELLY, BRENDA MCNALLY,  
AND JENNIE C. STEPHENS

INTRODUCTION: IRELAND’S NUANCED LANDSCAPE

Contrary to its ‘green’ international image as the ‘Emerald Isle’, Ireland 
has a bleak environmental record. While the country has demonstrated 
a commitment to environmental goals by adopting several ambitious cli-
mate policies, Ireland has one of the highest rates of greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions per capita in the European Union, and it is not on track to meet 
its emissions reductions targets.1

Ireland’s ambitious climate policies include the Climate Action Act of 
2015, which was amended in 2021 to include legally binding, economy- 
wide carbon budgets and sectoral emissions ceilings. At the international 
level, Ireland became the first country in the world to commit to divesting 
from fossil fuels (in 2018), the second to declare a climate and biodiversity 
emergency (in 2019), and, in 2021, it became a core member of the Beyond 
Oil and Gas Alliance (BOGA), an international alliance of governments and 
stakeholders working to facilitate the managed phase- out of oil and gas 
production.2
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Despite these aspirational policy commitments, Ireland consistently 
ranks among the lowest within the European Union (EU) across a range 
of environmental indicators.3 The country is not on track to meet its 
commitments under the Paris Agreement, and emissions are increasing 
rather than decreasing in some key areas, including agriculture and trans-
portation.4 In addition to GHG emissions, Ireland has multiple other trou-
bling environmental indicators. It holds the dubious record of being the 
country with the worst wetlands depletion of any nation in the world over 
the past three centuries.5 Ireland also scores below the EU average on mul-
tiple metrics including air quality, the percentage of river water that is un-
polluted, and the proportion of land that is protected.6

A small European island- nation with a population of just over 5 million, 
the Republic of Ireland7 has a comparatively small fossil fuel industry and a 
strong cultural tradition of agriculture and burning high- carbon- emitting 
peat for home heating in rural areas. Ireland also has a long history of eco-
logical exploitation and extraction derived from its colonial past as part of 
the British Empire. This legacy continued post- independence with succes-
sive national policies that incentivized draining wetlands to intensify food 
production and planting non- native monoculture forestry.

Within this context, climate obstruction in Ireland has emerged in 
a complex and dynamic policy landscape characterized by government 
efforts to meet the European Union’s mandated environmental targets 
while simultaneously maintaining Ireland’s position as a business- friendly, 
foreign- direct investment hub and subsidizing an ecologically intensive 
domestic meat and dairy sector.8 As a result, the Irish landscape is a net 
source of, rather than a sink for, GHG emissions.

To better understand the disconnect between Ireland’s climate policy 
ambition and its policy implementation failure, this chapter presents an 
overview of the institutional, sectoral, and individual interests that facili-
tate climate obstruction in Ireland. ‘Climate obstruction’ in this chapter is 
meant to include both outright denial of the climate crisis and intentional 
efforts to delay climate action. It describes how Ireland’s colonial legacy, 
its unique economic context, its political system, and the country’s histor-
ically uncritical news media have contributed to a lacklustre approach to 
environmental policymaking and implementation as well as scepticism in 
public discourse about the urgency of the climate crisis. The chapter also 
provides an overview of the sectoral interests that have stymied ambitious 
policy reform, including a case study of the tactics employed by the Irish 
agri- food sector. It concludes by highlighting the strong potential for this 
small, wealthy, and socially cohesive country to overcome climate obstruc-
tion and become a global leader in climate action and just climate policy.
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BACKGROUND: THE IRISH CLIMATE CONTEXT

An extensive public survey conducted by the Irish Environmental Protection 
Agency in collaboration with the Yale Program on Climate Communication 
found that 84% of people living in Ireland are alarmed or concerned about 
climate change, with only 3% expressing doubt. This analysis demonstrates 
extremely low levels of climate scepticism in Ireland and widespread public 
concern and acceptance of climate science.9

Despite the high levels of public concern, the misalignment between 
Ireland’s economic and environmental policies have led to GHG emissions 
increasing by 11.64% between 1990 and 2021 (Figure 4.1). GHG emissions 
also rose sharply between 1990 and 2008, and increased dramatically after 
the 2020 pandemic low. The former increases represent a period of eco-
nomic boom, often referred to as the Celtic Tiger, during which the nation’s 
economy grew rapidly due to EU subsidies and a rapid influx of foreign di-
rect investment (FDI) from US companies. Since then, both the economic 
downturn caused by the 2008 financial crisis and the 2020 COVID- 19 pan-
demic led to temporary emission reductions that rebounded after these 
crises. Ireland’s emissions increases stand in contrast to emissions declines 
in other parts of the European Union. Notably, Ireland was the European 
country with the highest GHG emissions per capita and the highest growth 
rates of GHG emissions in the third quarter of 2022.10

The historical economic context

The ecologically unsustainable nature of Ireland’s economy is linked to the 
legacy of British imperialism and the associated dispossession, commodi-
fication, mass deforestation, and plantations of colonial exploitation.11 In 
the early post- colonial period (1920s– 1959), the Irish economy remained 
largely closed, stagnant, and heavily reliant on subsistence agriculture. 
Throughout the 1960s, successive governments pursued policies of trade 
openness, foreign investment, and economic growth, leading to Ireland’s 
admittance to the European Economic Community in 1973. For economic 
diversification, the country strived to integrate into the global economy 
throughout the 1970s and 1980s by securing FDI.12 Leveraging close his-
torical and linguistic ties to the United States, low corporate taxes and a 
minimal environmental regulatory landscape positioned Ireland to attract 
FDI from the global chemical industry sector in the 1970s and the pharma-
ceutical and computer manufacturing sectors in the 1980s.
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In response to poor economic conditions including budget deficits, 
expanding public debt, and continued emigration, the Irish government 
pursued a more aggressive strategy to attract FDI in the 1980s. In keeping 
with global neoliberal trends of that era, Ireland reduced public spending 
and taxes, prioritized deregulation, and shifted away from strong sup-
port for and heavy reliance on public employment and agriculture to 
focus on attracting private capital investment.13 Through policy reform 
and tax incentives, the government successfully attracted even more in-
vestment from large multinationals in the technology and pharmaceutical 
industries.14 By the turn of the twenty- first century, urban Ireland had 
become a hotspot for the information and communications technology 
and financial services sectors.15 Simultaneously, the rural economy was 
transformed into an export- oriented agri- food sector specializing in beef 
and dairy products. By 2021, 90% of the food produced in Ireland was 
exported, accounting for 6.6% of gross national income (GNI),16 and the 
government incentives to intensify meat and dairy production in Irish ag-
riculture has led to a steady decline in the growing of fruits, vegetables, and 
grains. Similarly, the amount of forest cover in Ireland is now among the 
smallest in the European Union.17 National forestry policies have focused 
on the expansion of fast- growing non- native Sitka spruce plantations that 
degrade biodiversity.18

Policymaking in Ireland

Governmental structures and processes in Ireland contribute to the delay 
of climate action and to ineffective implementation of existing climate 
policies. Policymaking in Ireland is characterized by a fragmented govern-
ance landscape that requires elected representatives to focus on providing 
tangible benefits to the local area they represent and gives independent 
regulators significant power. The strong national tradition of agriculture 
and vibrant rural communities is a powerful force in Irish policymaking.19 
Ireland’s electoral system, the siloing of governmental departments, and 
the country’s lengthy planning and consultation processes have all played 
a role in slowing climate action.

Ireland’s electoral system is based on the single transferable vote, a form 
of proportional representation that allows voters to rank their preferred 
candidates all the way down the ballot; each of the votes contributes to de-
termining who is elected.20 With the broad and deep slate of candidates in 
each election, parties then gain seats in the coalition government based on 
the number of votes cast for individuals in their party. Within this system, 
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voters tend to focus on individual representatives rather than the party or 
the party’s policy agenda. This arrangement means that politicians tend to 
focus delivering tangible benefits directly to their constituents, resulting 
in a parochial approach that has deprioritized national- level issues such as 
climate change.

Silos, administrative burdens and limited institutional capacity among 
governmental departments also contribute to climate delay. For example, 
although the government has committed to ending the sale of fossil- fuel- 
powered cars by 2030, the infrastructure for electric vehicles is not yet 
available in many places, both urban and rural. This delay is partly due to 
a lack of implementation capacity at the local governance level.21 Further, 
Ireland’s planning processes are participatory and slow, allowing long 
periods for community and constituent consultation, which frequently 
leads to contestation, mobilization, and subsequent changes to proposed 
infrastructure, buildings, and policies.22 Beyond the multiple benefits of 
community- engaged planning, these processes have inhibited efficient 
policymaking and delayed policy implementation.

Evolving climate policy in Ireland

Membership in the European Union has embedded Ireland in an environ-
mental regime that has created legal obligations and normative expecta-
tions of environmental protection. Despite the introduction of two major 
climate change policies in the early to mid- 2000s23 aimed at helping the 
state to meet its EU commitments, climate policy implementation was lim-
ited during this period, with Ireland’s carbon emissions increasing by 5%. 
This rise was attributed, in part, to the large increase in private vehicle own-
ership.24 Ireland did meet its targets set out in the Kyoto Protocol due to 
the sharp decline in economic activity following the banking and financial 
crisis in 2008. During the 2010s, emissions increased sharply again, driven 
by development- oriented national policy signals including the national ag-
ricultural strategies: Food Harvest 2020 and Food Wise 2025. Published 
in 2010 and 2015, respectively, these programmes prioritized substantial 
expansion of the methane intensive beef and dairy sectors.

Ireland’s 2021 Climate Action Plan provides a roadmap for decisive 
action to halve emissions by 2050. Under this legally binding plan, the 
state must reduce GHG emissions by 51% compared with 2018 levels by 
2030 and reach climate neutrality by no later than the end of 2050. In 
2022, the government also adopted an economy- wide carbon budget that 
included specific emissions ceilings for seven distinct sectors: electricity, 
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transport, commercial and public buildings, residential buildings, in-
dustry, agriculture, and other miscellaneous areas including petroleum 
refining, waste, and fluorinated gases used in refrigeration. Reductions in 
the overall carbon budget are allocated among these different sectors, so 
there is competition among them. For example, the July 2022 announce-
ment included a 75% reduction target from 2018 emissions levels for elec-
tricity but only a 25% reduction target for agriculture— a controversial 
distribution.

The policy measures proposed to meet these targets also vary for each 
sector and include ensuring at least 70% of electricity demand is met from 
renewable sources, retrofitting 500,000 homes for energy efficiency, and 
increasing the number of electric vehicles on the roads to 556,000 by 
2030.25 Such a shift will be a considerable challenge given that Ireland still 
relies on oil and gas for about 80% of its energy needs, including transport, 
heat, and electricity, with renewables comprising about 13% of supply.26 
Renewables accounted for 34.8% of electricity generated in Ireland in 2021, 
but natural gas still accounted for 46.0%.27

These national targets align with Ireland’s statutory obligations as 
a member of the European Union and a signatory to the Paris Climate 
Accord. According to civil society groups, this agreement ‘hardwired’ ac-
countability and transparency into the public and administrative system. 
The accord gives Ireland’s Department of the Environment, Climate and 
Communications more power to ensure the enforcement of emissions 
targets and, most significantly, the sectoral ceilings, marking a distinct 
shift in accountability. Despite these positive developments, Ireland is 
still considered a ‘climate laggard’, as policy implementation has not yet 
resulted in significant emissions reductions.28 A report released in July 
2023 by the Climate Change Advisory Council, an independent watchdog 
organization, warned that the government’s implementation of climate 
policies is unacceptably slow and ineffective so far; the report pointed out 
that Ireland will not meet its legally binding targets unless more urgent 
action is taken.29

The Irish government has openly acknowledged the delay in 
implementing the country’s ambitious climate goals. In the November 
2022 Climate Action Plan progress report, the government explicitly 
addressed climate delays, identifying three primary causes: (1) lack of 
capacity and capability constraints across the public sector, (2) lengthy 
stakeholder consultation processes, and (3) the complexity of climate ac-
tion delivery.30 This report highlights mechanistic capacity challenges to 
explain the delay rather than identifying individuals or organizations who 
are intentionally slowing things down. Several of those we interviewed also 
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informally confirmed that the structure and processes within the govern-
ment are major contributors to implementation delay.

IRISH MAINSTREAM MEDIA AND CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION

Ireland is a small media territory dominated by the national television and 
radio broadcaster Raidió Teilifís Éireann (RTE), in addition to commercial 
broadcast stations (Virgin Media and Sky News) as well as local radio. Press 
coverage includes national dailies (The Irish Times, The Irish Independent, 
and The Irish Examiner) as well as the Sunday and Irish editions of popular 
UK tabloids (such as the Irish Sun and the Irish Daily Mail). Overall, Irish 
media coverage of climate change has been largely event- driven, focusing 
on the publication of reports by the International Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) and extreme weather events, rather than exploring the broader so-
cial, environmental, and economic contexts.31 Research shows that episodic 
framing of climate change is associated with reduced citizen perceptions 
of the need for government accountability, whereas thematic and contex-
tual coverage increases the potential for citizens to hold governments ac-
countable for enabling climate action.32 Over the past decade, Irish media 
established a legacy of accepting the science of climate change while also 
promoting reasons not to act, thereby contributing to the delay of climate 
policymaking and effective implementation. Research shows how media 
discourses reproduced political and elite framings that serve to maintain 
the status quo and, in so doing, marginalize alternative framings of trans-
formative climate action.33

In the post- financial crash years (2008 onward), media narratives about 
national competitiveness also contributed to normalizing public discourse 
aimed at obstructing and delaying effective climate policy. This period saw 
significant political interest in leveraging ‘green’ solutions to aid Ireland’s 
economic recovery.34 In parallel, research shows that the green growth 
agenda and an overriding concern with protecting the economy over 
meeting environmental challenges became the predominant media trope 
in climate policy coverage and reveals that media privileged a top- down, 
supply- side, technological framing of climate change mitigation.35

Climate delay tactics

Research highlights three notable delay tactics associated with Irish media 
coverage of climate change: (1) failing to report critically on the topic, 
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(2) presenting a polarized debate, and (3) creating a political ‘hot potato’. 
One of the first reviews of climate change communication in Ireland found 
a lack of critical engagement with the nature of the problem, its causes, and 
the need for systemic change.36 This review also highlighted the media’s 
tendency to focus on ‘conflict frames’ in climate coverage, such as rural 
resistance to wind farms, and to pitch agriculture against environmental 
protection, both of which emphasize a polarized debate.

Interestingly, Irish media also act as a platform for the creation of po-
litical ‘hot potatoes’. This tactic provides a way of exerting pressure on the 
government in a political culture that tends to avoid contentious issues. 
Most recently, a government memo to develop a strategy on how to re-
duce private car emissions as part of the agreed- upon climate targets 
offers a good example of this media- driven delay tactic.37 Discussion of the 
government’s transport strategy to reduce car use by half through conges-
tion charges, among other measures, was pulled from a cabinet meeting as 
it was deemed ‘too controversial’ by government ministers. This followed 
intense media coverage the day before that focussed on the controversial 
nature of congestion charges and division within government coalition 
parties about the strategy.

Platforming climate contrarians and sceptics

While climate denial is often considered marginal in Irish public dis-
course, a small number of high- profile actors have historically held sway 
in challenging climate science. Crucially, their positions of power and close 
links to media ensured their contrarian claims garnered wide public at-
tention. An analysis of climate change coverage in Irish print media from 
2007 to 2016 observed the presence of a ‘contested science’ frame among 
columnists and in the Irish Daily Mail (a sister publication of the UK tab-
loid). Key actors included well- known pundits Kevin Myers and Maurice 
Nelligan, who denounced concern about climate change as alarmist and 
‘kitchen- sinkology’, as well as John Fingleton, meteorologist for the 
state weather service Met Éireann, who promoted natural climate vari-
ation arguments.38 Another study analysing decarbonization discourses 
in print media from 2000 to 2013 also identified a ‘climate denial’ theme 
(most prominently via Irish editions of the UK tabloid press).39 In this 
case, the contrarian arguments pointed to deep divisions among scientists 
about the causes of global warming and were employed largely by business 
actors to resist climate policy during debates about a carbon tax in the 
early 2000s.
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Coverage of climate sceptic views is far more evident in Irish media 
than of outright denial. Sceptical beliefs can be divided into three 
categories: trend, attribution, and impact, which capture doubts about 
climate science, belief in human- made causes, and whether there will be 
negative impacts.40 In the early phase of climate policymaking, sceptics’ 
arguments focussed primarily on trend and attribution scepticism.41 Most 
notably, Pat Kenny, one of RTE’s high- profile current- affairs broadcasters 
(and an engineer by training), regularly included climate sceptics such 
as David Bellamy on programmes about global warming and infamously 
argued that rising GHGs were not a problem.42 Sceptic voices also focussed 
on response scepticism, questioning the desired level of government reg-
ulation of industry as well as the efficacy of climate taxes and policies.43 
Notably, Michael O’Leary, the head of Ryanair, a major Irish airline, did not 
publicly accept that climate change was real until as recently as 2017.44 He 
continues to be given a platform to question the government’s ability to 
deal with the crisis and to engage in public media campaigns against man-
datory emissions reductions for the aviation industry.45

While climate sceptic views have evolved with the changing policy 
context, research indicates a media focus on ‘dismissive’ voices, anti- 
environmentalists who deride those advocating climate action or attack en-
vironmentalist stances for being overly earnest or sanctimonious. Examples 
include references (often in headlines) to ‘environmental nutters’, ‘lunatic 
environmentalists’, ‘headbangers’, and ‘Luddites marching us back to the 
18th century’. Rather than denying the science, these actors dismiss envi-
ronmental protection based on the view that the economic project is more 
urgent than tackling climate change.

Another prominent discursive strategy involves the use of religious 
metaphors. A study of media discourses about the low- carbon transition 
identified the presence of a ‘Church of Green’ discourse used by sceptics 
to challenge perceived ‘green authoritarianism’.46 The analysis found that 
this discourse was antagonistic toward the perceived ‘moralizing’ of those 
advocating carbon- reduction activities. It mobilized an Irish sense of hu-
mour to ridicule the imposition of a green orthodoxy with references to 
a ‘tax on fun’, ‘green sins’, a ‘carbon confession box’, and ‘guilt and finger- 
waving from the environmentalists’ response.47

KEY ACTORS DRIVING CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION IN IRELAND

Climate obstruction has been advanced through individual and organiza-
tional efforts as well as through governmental processes and coordinated 
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lobbying by sectoral interests. While some key Irish actors are actively de-
laying climate policy in support of their personal or professional interests, 
others are inadvertently causing delay because they are focused on non– 
climate- related priorities. Although this distinction may seem clear in 
theory, in practice it is often challenging to discern why different people 
and institutions advocate against climate action.

Fringe academics and think tanks

Within the scientific and academic communities in Ireland, a few individuals 
have been outspoken, claiming that the science of climate change is not 
settled. These outliers tend to be networked with international climate de-
nial groups.

Ray Bates, a meteorologist, member of the Royal Irish Academy, and 
retired Adjunct Professor at University College Dublin, is among the most 
controversial and internationally recognized of such figures. Bates has 
leveraged his scientific credentials to advocate against climate action by 
claiming that the science is not settled and has become politicized. The 
impact of a sole climate denier was highlighted when, in December 2015, 
RTE invited Bates to participate in a prime- time discussion with climate 
policy experts and the minister for the environment on the costs of cli-
mate action. In response to the programme, An Taisce (the National Trust 
for Ireland, focused on environmental conservation) filed a complaint 
against RTE for failing to provide fair, objective, and impartial current af-
fairs content, which was a violation of Broadcasting Authority of Ireland 
rules.48 Bates also wrote a report ‘Deficiencies in the IPCC’s Special Report 
on 1.5 Degrees’, published in 2018 by the UK- based climate obstruction 
organization Global Warming Policy Foundation (GWPF),49 which was 
heavily excoriated by climate scientists around the world.50 The report’s 
foreword was written by Edward Walsh, the President of the University of 
Limerick, who had served as chair of Ireland’s National Council for Science, 
Technology and Innovation, providing additional legitimacy to this effort. 
Most recently, in 2021, Bates was appointed to the GWPF’s academic advi-
sory board.51

The Irish Climate Science Forum (ICSF), co- founded by Bates and led 
by Jim O’Brien, an energy consultant and retired engineer, is one of the 
most well- known climate- denying organizations in Ireland. According to 
their website, the ICSF is a voluntary organization composed of scientists, 
engineers, and other professionals dedicated to disseminating ‘objective 
science’ and to providing ‘the good news on climate’.52 The organization’s 
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stated aim is to promote ‘realism’ in climate science and ‘prudence in climate 
and energy policy’. Their main activity involves holding public lectures on 
national climate and energy policy, often by high- profile climate deniers, 
as well as submissions to relevant public consultations. In 2023, the lec-
ture series included presentations by several well- known climate deniers 
including David Horgan, head of Petrel Resources, one of Ireland’s most 
prominent oil and gas exploration companies, who argued that Ireland’s 
current energy policy was ‘tantamount to economic suicide’. Other re-
cent speakers included Marcel Crok, co- founder of Climate Intelligence 
(CLINTEL), a Dutch foundation aimed at obstructing climate policy, who 
spoke about why the IPCC needs to be reformed; Christopher Monckton, 
one of the most cited and widely published climate sceptics; and Professor 
William van Wijgaarden, a member of the CO2 Coalition (a US think- tank) 
who argued that GHG emissions are insignificant.

The ICSF also published a critique of the IPCC AR6 Synthesis Report, 
arguing that the report was ‘seriously flawed’ based on the view that ‘real 
world observations point to only a modest 1 degree warming up to 2100’ 
and that ‘the IPCC should be disbanded’.53 While the organization’s in-
fluence on climate obstruction is difficult to assess, the ICSF provides an 
important platform for international climate- denying voices that seek to 
challenge the prevailing scientific consensus on climate change and the 
need for ambitious climate policies. The organization has links, through its 
members and lecture series, to the GWPF54 and to CLINTEL55 as well as the 
denialist groups EIKE in Germany and the Stockholm Initiative in Sweden.

Sectoral lobbyists

Although outright denial of climate change is increasingly rare in Ireland, 
many industry actors are actively engaged in climate policy discussions, 
trying to slow change. Lobbying groups representing various constituents 
within multiple large sectors including agriculture, energy and transpor-
tation, delay action by highlighting a broad array of social, economic, and 
cultural costs of implementing changes.

Evidence of environmental lobbying and counter- lobbying activities can 
be uncovered through a review of public records held on the public database 
Lobbying.ie, a web- based register of lobbying of designated public officials 
on policies, legislative matters, or prospective decisions, which is mandated 
under the Regulation of Lobbying Act 2015.56 A preliminary keyword search 
of records using the subject ‘climate’ found more than 4,000 records filed 
on this subject during the period September 2015– December 2022. These 
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public records show that the Irish Business and Employers Confederation 
(IBEC) and the Irish Farmers Association (IFA) have engaged in the highest 
volume of lobbying of public officials on this issue during this period. The 
third most frequent lobbying group was Wind Energy Ireland (WEI), a re-
newable energy lobbying group.

An initial review of this database shows a range of ‘intended results’ 
from the lobbying efforts. Table 4.1 includes samples of actors’ stated in-
tended results sampled from January 2016. Notably, IBEC often lobbied 
to governments to consider national competitiveness alongside climate ac-
tion targets. Similarly, the IFA sought to protect the economic interests 
of the farming sector in the context of discussion on environmental 
policies. In contrast, WEI sought to highlight the importance of indige-
nous renewable energy sources. It is important to note that these records 

Table 4.1  TOP THREE LOBBYING ACTIVITIES ON ‘CLIMATE’ 

BY ORGANIZATIONS, SEPTEMBER 2015– DECEMBER 2022

Rank Organization

Total returns filed 
on the subject 
‘climate’

Sample of organization’s stated 
‘intended results’

1 Irish Business 

and Employers 

Confederation 

(IBEC)

262 Effective mitigation of greenhouse 

gas emissions in a manner that 

enhances rather than damages 

Ireland’s prosperity

Date published: 20 January 2016

2 The Irish Farmers’ 

Association (IFA)

212 Agreement on a common position 

on Climate Change

Fair deal for Ireland in International 

Agriculture Trade Negotiations

Support for IFA request for 

increased competition in EU 

on Inputs

Date published: 21 January 2016

3 Wind Energy Ireland 113 Awareness and possible support 

for ‘The Power to Power 

Ourselves’ communications 

campaign, highlighting Ireland’s 

85% dependency on imported 

energy, and promoting increased 

attention on the use of indigenous 

renewable energy sources.

Date published: 21 January 2016



Ir e l a nd [ 93 ]

do not capture, or reflect, the extent or effectiveness of lobbying activity 
conducted for each subject. However, the number of records provide an 
indication of the frequency of actors’ engagement with public officials on 
climate action. Further research could be helpful to better capture the ef-
fectiveness of these lobbying efforts.

The energy sector

With a low share of energy- intensive industry, Ireland’s carbon intensity 
relative to its gross domestic product (GDP) is among the lowest in the 
European Union.57 Furthermore, the Irish energy sector publicly conveys 
strong support for and a deep commitment to climate action and the energy 
transition away from fossil fuels. Although the government has outlined a 
path to an eventual elimination of fossil fuels from the country’s energy 
systems,58 the country remains heavily reliant on fossil fuels and is ranked 
lowest in Europe for renewable energy readiness.59 The national 2030 
target of a 34% renewable energy share is focused mainly on harnessing 
wind, with some solar and biomass, with a renewable energy in electricity 
target of 70% by 2030.60

The Electricity Supply Board (ESB) is the nationally owned company 
charged with delivering the country’s electricity and maintaining its 
grid. The ESB has committed to achieving net zero emissions by 2040 by 
increasing renewable generation, investing in electric grid infrastructure, 
and empowering consumers to electrify. Its website claims an ‘unwavering 
commitment to tackling some of the biggest challenges we face as a so-
ciety, including climate change’.61 Despite these vague public messages, the 
ESB has been accused of slowing the transition to renewable energy by not 
making the infrastructure investments needed and using its dominance to 
push new actors62 out of the energy generation market.

Despite the European Union’s encouragement and specific 
recommendations from Ireland’s Citizens’ Assembly on Climate Change63 
for cooperative or community- owned, distributed renewable energy in 
Ireland, this resource has been slow to deploy. One notable exception is 
led by Community Power, the country’s first community- owned renewable 
electricity utility company.64 Despite its success in selling and distributing 
local renewable electricity, the organization has faced difficulties in 
accessing the grid, and their model has not yet been widely replicated. 
Complex factors have contributed to the delay in expanding community- 
owned renewable energy, including a lack of capacity for innovation in the 
public sector. Community- driven energy initiatives also face significant 
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competition from international investments funds, which have identified 
Ireland as a key market. The government, too, has been criticized for 
creating administrative bottlenecks.65

Meanwhile, the ongoing proliferation of data centres in Ireland 
represents a significant challenge to Ireland’s efforts to reduce emissions 
from electricity generation.66 A recent investigation revealed that onsite 
carbon emissions from data centres are more than 35 times higher than 
during the previous decade.67 By 2021, data centres consumed 14% of 
Ireland’s total electricity, more than rural dwellings combined. Although 
the electricity for data centres could be renewably generated, Ireland’s re-
newable energy capacity is not yet sufficient to cover the amount of en-
ergy required for the growing demand. Activists have highlighted that such 
trends are misaligned with climate goals, but addressing these concerns 
represents a significant challenge to government because of the economic 
benefits these centres offer. While the centres themselves do not provide 
much employment, their parent companies are large sources of urban em-
ployment for highly skilled information technology workers.68

The transport sector: Reinforcing car culture

Decarbonizing the transport system is a major focus of the current govern-
ment. For example, €35 billion has been earmarked for active travel under 
the latest climate action plan.69 Progress in decarbonizing this sector has 
been slow to date. Ireland’s transport sector has reduced its GHG emis-
sions by just 7.5% since 2005. Emissions reductions have stagnated in re-
cent years70 due in part due to continual reinforcement of the nation’s 
car- dependent transport system. Car- dependent transport systems are a 
critical component of ‘carbon lock- in’ in national energy systems,71 and the 
Irish government has to date been largely ineffective in reducing reliance 
on automobiles. Car dependency can become entrenched through several 
factors including (1) advocacy from the automotive industry; (2) the pro-
liferation of car infrastructure; (3) the political economy of urban sprawl; 
(4) the lack of alternative modes of transport, including public transport 
and bicycle infrastructure; and (5) strong cultural norms that promote car 
use.72 All of these factors are present in Ireland and undermine efforts 
to transform Ireland’s transport system. Transportation is particularly 
challenging in rural Ireland, where car dependency is among the highest 
in Europe due largely to minimal public transport particularly outside 
of major cities.73 Evidence of the entrenchment of car dependency can 
be seen in the recent resistance to the government’s efforts to redesign 
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roadways to provide more space for walking and biking as well as public 
transport.74

While Ireland does not have its own domestic auto manufacturing com-
pany (since Ireland joined the European Union, all cars are imported), 
it does have a strong automotive industry that sells and maintains the 
nation’s more than 2.5 million cars.75 The network of automobile suppliers 
selling European, Japanese, and American cars is extensive, and the motor 
industry promotes electric vehicles but resists efforts to reduce car depend-
ency.76 Car sales and electric car infrastructure are accelerating quickly in 
Ireland, per the goals of the national Climate Action Plan, although local 
authorities have struggled to build a network of charging stations,77 re-
flecting the government’s ongoing capacity challenges in implementing 
decarbonization strategies. Ongoing efforts to overcome car dependency 
contentious, as demonstrated by widespread political controversy in re-
sponse to the July 2023 release of the first All- Island Strategic Rail Review, 
which included recommendations for developing an electrified regional rail 
network.78

The agri- food sector: A case study in obstruction in the 

Irish context

The agriculture sector’s historical importance and its ongoing role as a key 
rural employer give it strong influence in Irish policymaking circles. The 
broader agri- food sector includes those involved in primary production in 
farming, fishing, and forestry and those engaged in the production and 
processing of food, beverages, and wood. There are both indigenous and 
export- oriented dimensions to the sector. Dairy is the largest component 
of Irish food and drink exports, followed by meat and livestock. The sector 
accounts for 7% of the total Irish workforce and is critically important for 
many rural areas. A key source of the sector’s sway on these matters is that 
it represents the interests of a politically active rural minority on which the 
two main centrist parties rely for votes.

The agri- food sector represents a major and entrenched stumbling block 
in Ireland’s efforts to reach its emission targets because agriculture is the 
single largest contributor to Irish GHG emissions, accounting for 37.5% of 
the national total in 2021. The source of these emissions is mainly methane 
from livestock and nitrous oxide from the use of nitrogen fertilizer and 
manure.79 In addition to its climate impacts, agriculture is also the pre-
dominant cause of Ireland’s water pollution, ammonia air pollution, and 
biodiversity loss.80 The sector is particularly environmentally destructive 
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compared with other European nations, emitting three times more pol-
lution than the sectoral EU average.81 Notably, only 1.3% of Irish agricul-
tural land is farmed organically, the second lowest area in the European 
Union.82 Moreover, while other traditionally agricultural nations within 
the European Union, including France, have reduced pollution associated 
with agriculture in recent years,83 Ireland is among those that have seen a 
significant increase, with emissions rising 9.3% between 2011 and 2021.84 
This increase is linked to a 50% rise in agri- food exports during this same 
period, a strategy explicitly supported by the Irish government over the 
past two decades.

The political inf luence of the agri- food sector

Many have argued that Ireland’s beef and dairy farmers and their corporate 
partners have had disproportionate influence on the nation’s agricultural 
policymaking.85 As shown earlier in Table 4.1, the IFA has engaged in ex-
tensive political lobbying and public engagement activities around climate- 
related matters. Much of this activity has been aimed at limiting the impact 
of environmental legislation on the existing business model.86

A source of the sector’s influence is their close ties with the Department 
of Agriculture. For example, observers note that Teagasc— the state agency 
providing research, advice, and education in agriculture, horticulture, food, 
and rural development in Ireland— is heavily influenced by representatives 
from the dairy industry, with five of the eleven members of this advisory 
council identifying as dairy farmers.

Evidence of this strong industry influence can be found in Ireland’s na-
tional agricultural strategies communicated in reports published in 2010 
and 2015 (Food Harvest 2020 and Food Wise 2025, respectively), which 
explicitly called for the expansion of methane- intensive meat and dairy 
production. The agricultural strategy report published in 2020, which was 
titled Ag Climatise, proposed climate neutrality by 2050, but still assumed 
intensive meat and dairy production; this report was deemed ‘not fit for 
purpose’ by expert analysts and environmental groups because of the level 
of emissions it allowed.87

As of 2023, the Irish government, which had a Green Party minority, has 
also been accused of pandering to the interests of the agri- food sector.88 
For example, livestock farming, particularly the raising of cattle and sheep, 
continues to be heavily subsidized by the state, with only 27% of all cattle 
farms classified as economically viable.89 The dairy industry, while more ec-
onomically lucrative, is environmentally problematic, with GHG emissions 
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per hectare on dairy farms two to four times higher than on other farm sys-
tems. The environmental intensity of the dairy sector has grown steadily 
since the 2010s in response to government policies that pressured and 
incentivized dairy farmers to increase the size of their farms.90

The misalignment of the country’s agricultural strategy with its cli-
mate commitments is becoming increasingly divisive. Notably, the 
Environmental Pillar, a non- profit organization that represents Irish en-
vironmental civil- society groups, withdrew from the drafting process of 
the latest agri- food strategy (Food Vision 2030), claiming that the pro-
cess was too industry- dominated; did not seriously integrate consider-
ation of climate, biodiversity, and water and air quality; and relied too 
heavily on future action, yet- to- materialize innovations, and potential 
abatement technologies.91 The Irish dairy industry, on the other hand, 
welcomed the final recommendations, noting that ‘it allows Irish dairy 
further to enhance its competitive advantage’. Seven of the thirty- three 
members of the Food Vision 2030 stakeholder committee were leaders 
directly engaged in the global food industry.92 The current ‘roadmap’ for 
the dairy sector allows for continued expansion in dairy output until at 
least 2027.93

Extensive lobbying has also had significant influence in reducing the 
agricultural sector’s legally binding emissions targets under the Climate 
Action Amendment Bill (2022). A sectoral target originally proposing a 
30% emissions reduction by 2030 was successfully resisted and reduced to 
25%. The agricultural sector is among the most active in lobbying in Ireland 
(Table 4.1), and our analysis of the lobbying register revealed that members 
of the agri- food sector, including the IFA, lobbied government represent-
atives at the EU and national levels to negotiate lower emission targets 
on the basis that meeting the proposed reductions would (1) devastate the 
sector, (2) compromise global food systems, (3) result in ‘carbon leakage’, 
and (4) allow insufficient time for technologies to be implemented.94

There is also doubt about whether these lower targets will even be 
achieved. An assessment of three scenarios for emission reductions in 
agriculture found that even in the scenario with the most state support 
(in which a mandatory 4% emissions reduction would be enforced and 
subsidies provided to farmers), emissions would decrease by only 6.78% 
relative to 2005 levels.95 Furthermore, some of the mitigation approaches 
these strategies propose remain contested within the scientific literature.96 
An additional concern is whether the government will apply the necessary 
oversight to ensure that emissions reductions and pollution strategies are 
enforced. To date, the government has been reprimanded at the EU level 
for failing to enforce such regulations.97
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The misalignment of Ireland’s climate commitments and the country’s 
agricultural policies (including incentives for farmers) is creating 
increasing frustration throughout the country among both urban and 
rural communities concerned about climate, food production, and the 
Irish economy. While the Irish media often portray a rural– urban divide 
in Ireland regarding support for climate policy, 2022 research shows that 
concern about climate change is just as strong in rural communities as in 
is in urban ones,98 providing the government with a growing mandate for 
change.

The agricultural sector and discursive tactics of delay

In their efforts to minimize the financial and regulatory impacts of climate 
action on their members, the agricultural sector has frequently employed 
a range of denial and delay discourses engaged in a range of discursive tac-
tics of delay (Table 4.2). The association’s flagship publication, Irish Farmers 
Journal (IFJ), has been criticized for giving a platform to debunked climate 
science. Such discourses have also infiltrated sections of the education 
system. For example, Agri Aware, a charitable trust controlled and funded 
by a consortium of agricultural industry players, distributed a series of four 
workbooks under the title ‘Dig In’ to more than 3,200 primary schools, 
misrepresenting Ireland’s carbon footprint by underplaying the biodiver-
sity loss and methane emissions attributable to agriculture.99

In the context of policy obstruction, sectoral representatives often 
deploy three clearly identified discourses of delay100 to resist climate 
policies: (1) redirecting responsibility, (2) pushing non- transformative 
solutions, and (3) emphasizing the downsides of climate policy. Notably, 
the Irish agri- food sector employed the services of a well- known commu-
nications consulting agency, Red Flag,101 which used similar tactics when 
representing the interests of British American Tobacco, Monsanto, and 
other agri- chemical companies in the European Union.

Lobby groups regularly use the term ‘carbon leakage’ to describe the un-
fairness of the ‘free rider’ problem; that is, unless all individuals, industries, 
or countries undertake emissions reductions, some will benefit from the 
actions of the others. In the Irish context, carbon leakage is frequently 
used to describe a scenario whereby emissions savings from livestock cuts 
would be reversed by increased production elsewhere.102

Interestingly, many of the discursive frames used by lobbying groups 
such as the IFA are echoed in policy documents and repeated by politicians 
representing rural constituents. In this way, the non- transformative 
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discourse of delay supporting a ‘green economy’ is purveyed not only by 
lobby groups but also by its government representatives. For example, the 
national agricultural strategy published in 2010 declared : ‘The modern 
use of “green” to identify concern for the natural environment has, for 
some time, been recognized as representing a natural marketing oppor-
tunity for Irish agri- food to build on’.103 Similar narratives continue to be 
perpetuated by semi- state bodies such as the International Development 
Authority (IDA) and An Bord Bia (The Food Board) as well as ministerial 
trade missions.104

CONCLUSION

Climate obstruction in Ireland is complicated and nuanced, primarily 
taking the form of delay and inertia rather than promoting climate denial. 
Ireland has ambitious climate goals and policies, and most Irish people are 
alarmed or concerned about the climate crisis.105 Yet policy implementa-
tion has been largely ineffective so far. This review of climate obstruction 
in Ireland suggests that transformative change is stymied by the country’s 
long colonial history of economic and ecological exploitation, its reliance 
on foreign direct investment, the political and cultural power of the agri- 
food sector, inertia resulting from limited institutional capacity for change, 
and a slow planning process within the public sector.

Research on Irish news media coverage of climate change shows how 
mainstream media have normalized climate denial and delay in public 
discourse and provided a platform for climate contrarians and sceptic 
viewpoints. However, recent developments by media organizations, such 
as more frequent coverage of climate and biodiversity issues, an increase 
in environmental correspondents, and dedicated climate sections in the 
press as well as the promotion of climate literacy training by Coimisiún 
na Meán (the new Irish media regulator) suggest that opportunities for 
media- driven climate misinformation could decline. Nonetheless, given 
the entrenched resistance to change among high- carbon sectors, the so-
phistication of climate obstruction tactics, and the significance of media 
coverage for democratic debate about the radical social transformations 
required to address the climate crisis, ongoing research to identify and 
counter climate denial and delay narratives in public discourse is essential.

Understanding climate obstruction in Ireland requires consideration 
of the unique Irish context. As a small, English- speaking, post- colonial 
islanded country, Ireland has an often contradictory economic and environ-
mental agenda. Although the energy sector has ambitious decarbonization 
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targets, the pace of change is slow and the scale of investments required 
to phase out fossil fuel reliance in heating, transport, and electricity have 
not yet been prioritized. Planning regulations, the dominance of the public 
sector provider, and the conflicting demands of the economically impor-
tant technology sector for energy- intensive data centres have also stymied 
efforts to reduce emissions.

Similarly, the government continues to subsidize environmentally in-
tensive agricultural production due to the political influence of the sector. 
After two decades of supporting beef and dairy expansion, there is now 
pressure on the agriculture sector to reduce its emissions under the Climate 
Action Plan. The agri- food lobby is resisting such efforts to protect its ec-
onomic interests. Many rural communities are also feeling increasingly 
threatened by or mistrustful of the government’s climate policies due to in-
consistent and misaligned approaches. For example, the government’s cli-
mate policies to incentivize the forestry industry to increase carbon sinks 
throughout the Irish landscape has resulted in the proliferation of indus-
trial, non- native monoculture forests that are often owned and managed 
by foreign companies, offering no economic benefit to rural communities 
and harming local biodiversity.106 To tackle this issue, the government is 
now investigating how to incentivize radical shifts in land use and forestry 
through research and stakeholder engagement.107 Transforming toward a 
low- emission economy will also require strong political leadership and new 
coalitions to collectively tackle powerful actors within the sector whose ec-
onomic interests lie in maintaining the status quo.

More research is needed to better understand how climate obstruc-
tion in Ireland is changing over time and how the media, government, 
civil society, and interest groups are adapting their strategies, especially 
as pressure mounts to make more drastic changes. Universities in Ireland 
are increasingly engaged with creating and expanding multiple innova-
tive climate- related programs and research centres that have had broad 
social impact around the country.108 But as university administrations are 
increasingly driven to seek alternative forms of funding such as industry 
partnerships, caution is warranted to ensure that they are not influenced 
by corporate interests to strategically resist climate policy as universities in 
the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom have been.109

The CEO of Friends of the Earth Ireland characterized the mainstream 
Irish response to taking transformative climate action with the phrase 
‘Not us, Not yet, Not this. . . ’. Despite the slow pace of change, anti- fossil 
fuel norms are expanding,110 and Irish elected officials have supported the 
2023 European Union Nature Restoration Law that commits member na-
tions to restoring ecological health by 2050. Furthermore, as the climate 
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crisis escalates, advocacy and appetite for larger transformative change is 
growing.111 So, too, is government investment in community engagement 
on climate issues.112

As a small, wealthy country the potential for Ireland to become a global 
climate leader is high. Ireland has a recent history of making major social 
changes such as the overwhelming support for same- sex marriage, the its 
Gender Recognition Act, allowing trans people to apply to have their pre-
ferred gender legally recognised by the state, and the legalization of abor-
tion. During the COVID pandemic, Ireland was among the countries with 
the highest vaccine uptake, additional evidence of the Irish people’s collec-
tive sense of social responsibility, justice, and accountability. This strong 
sense of fairness and social justice can be harnessed to further resist cli-
mate obstruction in Ireland and leverage the country’s potential for cli-
mate justice leadership.

On the other hand, the resounding rejection of two proposed 
amendments to Ireland's constitution in 2024 regarding women’s role, 
caregiving, and family structure highlights the need for strong public en-
gagement on social change initiatives. This outcome serves as a reminder 
that government- led change cannot be successful without public under-
standing and support. This lesson must be heeded by the government if it 
hopes to overcome obstrucutionism and secure public backing for crucial 
climate policies.
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Climate Obstruction in Sweden

The Green Welfare State— Both Progressive and 

Obstructionist

KJELL VOWLES, KRISTOFFER EKBERG,  
AND MARTIN HULTMAN

INTRODUCTION: A MEDIOCRE ENVIRONMENTAL MIDDLE WAY

In the spring of 1972, in Stockholm, just months before the United Nations 
Conference on the Human Environment was held, leading experts gathered 
in the house of the Worker’s Educational Foundation (ABF) for a confer-
ence. The Club of Rome’s Limits to Growth report had just been released and 
environmental issues had recently become a subject of public debate.1 The 
meteorologist Bert Bolin, Sweden’s foremost climate scientist who would 
later become the first chair of the International Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC), and then- Prime Minister Olof Palme were among the experts who 
had come together to discuss the theme ‘Is the future possible?’ Palme 
opened the conference by reflecting on how Sweden could find a balance 
between those arguing that ‘Man´s ingenuity is unlimited’ and those who 
believed ‘the coming catastrophe is inevitable if not the present society is 
completely overthrown’.2

Palme contended that, between what he considered an idealist and 
defeatist reaction and a cornucopian illusion, there was a compromise: a 
planned social democratic society which limited the ill side effects of modern 
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society while expanding the wellbeing of its citizens. It was a continuation 
of a form of compromise with corporatist tendencies, which in this chapter 
we call ‘middle- way politics’. This was a type of politics that Sweden had 
promoted and for which it had become internationally renowned and was 
based firmly in the Swedish Social Democratic Party. The Social Democrats 
had dominated Swedish politics, holding government in the consecutive 
years between World War II and 1976; since then, it has been an opposition 
party for a total of seventeen years, until 2022. This middle way included 
military neutrality, a labour– industry compromise negotiated through 
collective agreements, and the idea of ‘the people’s home’ (folkhemmet), 
adopted in the 1930s as a metaphor for the inclusive welfare state.3 Palme 
argued that the middle way would improve society through a successful 
compromise between radical reform and business- as- usual, which also ap-
plied to environmental politics. In hindsight, the policy resonates with the 
argument of historian Kasimierz Musiał, who claimed that ‘in Scandinavia 
there exists a certain frame of mind, a mental capacity by virtue of which 
a change for the better comes to be regarded as inevitable’.4 In a similar 
vein, historian Melina Antonio Buns and sociologist Dominic Hinde have 
recently argued that ‘this [Nordic environmental model] allowed for the 
creation of an image of a green modernity, one that not only incorporated 
environmental protection into welfare but made environmental protection 
itself the catalyst for technological innovation, political progressiveness, 
and economic growth’.5

In this chapter, we use the term ‘Swedish middle way’ to signify a po-
litical compromise that, simply by virtue of being Swedish, would lead 
to a brighter, low- carbon future.6 What the main political parties, labour 
unions, and corporate associations all tacitly agreed upon was that environ-
mental concerns and climate change were important but could be fixed in-
crementally with technical solutions, challenging neither economic growth 
nor contemporary lifestyles. It was a compromise aiming for an energy 
transition rather than a social transformation. At the same time, it was a 
compromise inherently devoid of internal coherence, a void that was filled 
by different actors according to their political preferences. For the Social 
Democrats in the 1970s, the promised future would be achieved through 
state- led investments, while the conservative party and corporate interests 
promoted mainly market mechanisms and consumer choice, especially 
after the neoliberal trends of the 1990s.7 The middle way, we argue, became 
a hegemonic discourse that dictated from above what constituted reason-
able actions to deal with climate change. It marked a kind of common- sense 
position between outright denial and an urgent push for transformation to 
a low- carbon society.
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Middle- way policies managed to slowly reduce territorial greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions. They peaked in 1970, but declined over the next decade 
and a half as oil for household heating and industry was replaced, mainly 
by nuclear power and biomass, and industrial production was outsourced. 
Since the mid- 1980s, the production of electricity has been dominated by 
nuclear and hydropower.8 Since 1990, territorial GHG emissions have con-
tinued to fall (Figure 5.1), from 72 million metric tonnes of carbon dioxide 
equivalents (MMT CO2e) to 44.1 MMT CO2e, but consumption- based emis-
sions have not declined at the same rate.

For a long time, the slow downward trend in emissions of roughly 2% 
per year9 was enough to curtail the influence of those who argued that 
Sweden needed to do more on climate. Toward the end of the 2010s, how-
ever, it became obvious that the track record was compliant with neither 
the climate pledges the parliament had made when ratifying the Paris 
Agreement in 2016 nor the rules of the Swedish Climate Act, passed in 
2017. The Swedish Climate Council, which has the mandate to evaluate 
whether the Swedish government is doing enough to meet the climate law 
goal of reaching net zero emissions in 2045, argued in its 2019 report that 
‘the pace [of emissions reductions] is way too slow to be in line with the 
climate- policy goals’.10 A year later, professor of energy and climate change 
Kevin Anderson and colleagues published a study arguing that the climate 
law goal itself is ‘less than half of what is the absolute minimum neces-
sary to deliver on the Paris Agreement’.11 The unchanged policy culture, 
weak governance of transport and consumption, and unrecognized poten-
tial of the forest as a natural carbon sink have since been highlighted as 
examples of the lack of transformative climate policies in Sweden.12 The 
latest calculations regarding Sweden’s carbon budget show that emission 
reductions need to increase nearly tenfold to 20% per year (from 1 January 
2022) to be in line with the 1.5° threshold in the Paris Agreement, or 12% 
per year to contribute to limiting warming to 2°C.13 Similarly, decoupling 
rates would need to quadruple by 2025 if Swedish policy is to be compliant 
with the Paris Agreement while still pursuing economic growth.14

Analyses such as these lend weight to the position of activists such as 
Greta Thunberg, who started her school strike in 2018 by saying that the 
Swedish parliament is not treating the climate crisis as a crisis. At the same 
time, there has been an increasingly vocal opposition to more ambitious 
climate policies, such as that of then- conservative opposition leader (and 
later prime minister) Ulf Kristersson, who said in 2019 that ‘I don’t be-
lieve that you can say that we have a specific time to act. I am scared of 
the alarmistic’.15 Hence, the end of the 2010s marked a period when the 
climate compromise ultimately broke down.



Sw
ed

en
 G

re
en

ho
us

e 
G

as
 E

m
is

si
on

s

To
ta

l G
H

G
 E

m
is

si
on

s

Pe
rc

en
t C

ha
ng

e 
in

 E
m

is
si

on
s

80 70 60 50

MMT CO2e 10
% 0%

–1
0%

–2
0%

–4
0%

–3
0%

19
90

19
91

19
92

19
93

19
94

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

20
21

Fi
gu

re
 5

.1
 T

ot
al

 g
re

en
ho

us
e 

ga
s 

(G
H

G
) e

m
is

si
on

s 
(i

n 
M

M
T 

CO
2e)

 a
nd

 p
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

ch
an

ge
 in

 e
m

is
si

on
s 

in
 S

w
ed

en
 b

et
w

ee
n 

19
90

 a
nd

 2
02

1,
 in

cl
us

iv
e.

So
ur

ce
: T

ot
al

 G
H

G
 e

m
is

si
on

s 
ba

se
d 

on
 d

at
a 

pr
ov

id
ed

 b
y 

G
üt

sc
ho

w
 a

nd
 P

flü
ge

r (
20

23
) f

or
 K

yo
to

 S
ix

 G
re

en
ho

us
e 

G
as

 T
ot

al
s.



Sw e de n [ 113 ]

THE MIDDLE WAY AS SECONDARY OBSTRUCTION

This chapter conceptualizes climate obstruction using a three- part ty-
pology two of us (Ekberg and Hultman) developed with colleagues. Here, 
primary obstruction denotes the ‘[d] enial of the scientific evidence of 
human- induced climate change, and consequently, actions which under-
mine climate policy’. In secondary obstruction, ‘[s]cience is at least tacitly 
accepted but meaningful climate action is delayed because of for example 
ideological, economic or political reasons’. Tertiary obstruction denotes ‘[c]
ultures, hierarchies and values, as well as for example infrastructures that 
stand in the way of necessary action’.16 It is important to emphasize the no-
tion of delay in secondary obstruction as actors often claim to be content 
with current policies as a delaying tactic to oppose additional reform.17 This 
means that policies that can be seen as progressive when implemented, 
such as the Swedish carbon tax, can later be used to obstruct further action 
by arguing that Sweden has already done enough. To exemplify tertiary ob-
struction, this chapter discusses the roles of gender and industrial/ bread-
winner masculinities enacted by those (mainly men) who have gained the 
most from extractivist policies.18 These tertiary obstruction identities are 
also part of, and shape, secondary and primary obstruction.

Using this classification system, we make two arguments. The first is 
that certain aspects of the Swedish middle way can be seen as secondary 
obstruction. By displacing actions in time and space (e.g. relocating policies 
from the national to the international arena and limiting the space available 
for socially transformative politics and more radical climate movements), 
it has provided the public with a comfortable sense that the problem 
is being addressed.19 In this way, secondary obstruction policies have 
helped to create cultures of tertiary obstruction, and vice versa. To put it 
bluntly: Sweden’s incremental emissions reductions have allowed the na-
tion to claim to be a frontrunner by pouring a little less fuel on the burning 
planet compared with most other wealthy, Western industrial nations. The 
second argument is that whenever primary obstruction narratives have 
appeared, they have usually been directed toward those who have argued 
for climate policies more ambitious than the middle way. In this way, pri-
mary obstruction often takes the form of a countermovement.

While we acknowledge that it makes sense to talk about climate ob-
struction in Sweden from the late 1980s onward (the period when the 
IPCC was formed and carbon tax discussions began), we start our story 
in the 1970s for two reasons. The first is to show how the idea of Social 
Democratic middle- way politics was expanded to apply to the environment 
and later influenced climate policy. The second is because contemporary 
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climate debates evolved from contestations of the middle way that have 
existed from the start, especially by certain actors close to the Swedish 
Employer’s Confederation, Svenska Arbetsgivarföreningen (SAF, later the 
Confederation of Swedish Enterprise), which organizes all major businesses 
and industries in Sweden. Indeed, Swedish corporate interests and the high 
concentration of wealth and capital among a few actors stand out in com-
parison with many other nations.20 This means that industry opposition to 
strong environmental policies is generally to be found in centralized busi-
ness organizations such as SAF and its affiliated actors. It is important to 
note that Sweden has been an export- oriented country. Large portions of 
this small nation’s gross domestic product (GDP) still stem from energy- 
intensive industries: manufacturing, mining, and forestry.21 Therefore, es-
pecially after the 1970s, Sweden’s economy has been highly dependent on 
international competitiveness.

From oil to nuclear: Early contestations of Swedish 

environmental policies

As a country without viable fossil fuel reserves, Sweden has been entirely 
dependent on imports. When the oil embargo of 1973 increased pressure 
on the Swedish energy system, the state- led response was decarbonization. 
Nuclear expansion had been planned since the early 1950s and was in prog-
ress. The rise in the price of oil gave the project further impetus, which in 
turned spurred an anti- nuclear movement. The concern over energy issues 
also incentivized energy- saving measures and triggered refurbishments of 
the existing building stock, while industries such as pulp- and- paper and 
forestry reduced their carbon emissions by substituting biofuels for oil.22

This early transition coincided with Sweden’s attempt to showcase it-
self as a frontrunner in environmental policy leadership. In the early 
1970s, Sweden and its Nordic neighbours were pushing for international 
agreements on transboundary pollution.23 While anthropogenic global 
warming was not a top priority at that time, it had been recognized (due in 
part to climate scientist Bolin, then a government advisor) and utilized to 
promote the expansion of nuclear energy.24 The opening paragraphs of the 
government’s 1975 statement outlining future energy policies stated that 
‘according to some scientists, this [fossil fuel combustion] could lead to cli-
matic change that in time could bring about catastrophic consequences for 
our way of life’.25 Historians have pointed out that the business community 
in Sweden was generally not as antagonistic to environmental legislation 
and regulation as its US counterpart until the 1980s. Instead, corporatist 
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structures emerged, such as the public– private research institute IVL (for-
merly known as the Institute for Water and Air Quality research, now the 
Swedish Environmental Research Institute), in which the state and in-
dustry shared knowledge and costs.26

Simultaneously, mobilization against the strong state had been 
mounting among industry and affiliated think tanks. By 1971, SAF had 
begun advocating direct engagement with public opinion, and, in 1978, it 
founded the free market- oriented think tank and publisher Timbro as part 
of this push.27 Researchers have described the creation of Timbro as an ‘un-
disguised attempt to pursue the interests of the capitalist class in opposi-
tion to the Swedish labour movement and to counter any ideas connected 
with socialist economic planning and the rapid expansion of the welfare 
state’.28

Proponents of nuclear energy, including the Social Democrats, argued 
in the 1970s that newly built and planned reactors would increase en-
ergy use and living standards while phasing out oil and its polluting emis-
sions.29 Industry- affiliated thinkers even pushed the sort of cornucopian 
narratives that then- Prime Minister Palme had brushed off as an excuse for 
inaction. Most prominent among these pundits were physicist Tor Ragnar 
Gerholm and PR firm Kreab; together with SAF and the Confederation of 
Swedish Industry (Industriförbundet, since 2001 part of the Confederation 
of Swedish Enterprise), they initiated early efforts to counter a growing 
environmental and anti- nuclear movement that contested the idea that 
economic growth and environmentalism could go hand in hand.30 The re-
sponse from economists and business- affiliated experts signified the first 
anti- environmental opposition and shaped the debate in the following 
decades.31

In 1980, a national referendum on the future of Swedish nuclear power 
was held. A narrow majority voted for a controlled phase- out, allowing nu-
clear power to be used until 2010. A year later, parts of the anti- nuclear 
movement were consolidated into the Green Party, which promoted itself 
as an ecological alternative to the left– right political divide. Environmental 
themes grew in importance among voters, and, in 1988, the party gained 
seats in the Swedish parliament for the first time.32 At the same time, the 
environmental discussion became more pronounced within the Social 
Democrats, with some members of the party leaning toward the Greens’ 
position and others remaining closely tied to the industrial unions and 
promoting continued economic growth and expansion of the welfare 
state.33 There was joint opposition to the environmental movement from 
some of the unions and business actors, primarily in export- oriented 
industries.34 Simultaneously throughout the 1980s, Swedish businesses 
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promoted themselves as part of the solution to climate change, in line with 
the rise of sustainable development discourse internationally.35

Sustaining the unsustainable

As climate change became more prominent in the public debate, Swedish 
voices echoed some of primary obstructionist tactics and arguments prev-
alent in the United States. The Swedish business organizations and their 
allies, which in the mid- 1980s had been successful in countering wage earner 
funds that would guarantee a degree of union ownership in companies, 
now turned their focus to the environment. In the 1980s, Gerholm joined 
forces with physicist and climate sceptic Fred Singer, becoming scientific 
advisor to Singer’s Science and Environmental Policy Project (SEPP) as well 
as its transatlantic counterpart, the European Science and Environment 
Forum (ESEF).36 The two organizations aimed to relativize and question 
the science of environmental and medical hazards such as climate change 
and tobacco.37 In 1992, Gerholm was one of the authors of a SEPP report 
challenging the work of the IPCC.38 Pushing scientific uncertainty to the 
Swedish public, Gerholm wrote in 1990 that ‘We know too little about 
the workings of carbon in the biosphere. Nature— predominantly the 
oceans— seems to manage the increased amount of carbon dioxide in the 
atmosphere. Without facts every effort to strike international agreements 
is pointless’.39 Similar arguments were made by prominent resource econ-
omist, Marian Radetzki, who, like Gerholm, had been a vocal member of 
the pro- nuclear camp in the 1970s.40 As early as 1987, Radetzki portrayed 
climate change as a potential blessing and, in the early 1990s, authored the 
book Growth and Environment (Tillväxt och miljö) promoting growth as com-
patible with, or even a prerequisite for, environmental protection.41 The 
book was published by SNS Energy, a part of SNS (Centre for Business and 
Policy Studies), which was led by Radetzki and founded in collaboration 
with the publicly owned utility company Vattenfall. Later, SNS Energy was 
funded by major energy companies, among them the Swedish branches of 
Preem and Shell.42

While some voices were trying to fend off regulation through pushing 
scientific uncertainty, or what we define as primary obstruction, other in-
dustry actors, including representatives from fossil fuel companies such 
as Shell, were promoting sustainability through business self- regulation 
and consumer citizenship, a strategy we call secondary obstruction.43 In 
Sweden, such efforts were visible in reports like ‘The Citizens Environmental 
Manifest’ (Medborgarnas miljömanifest) part of a series called MOU, or 
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Medborgarnas Offentliga Utredningar, published by Timbro in collaboration 
with the new think tank New Welfare (Den nya välfärden).44 The abbrevia-
tion mimicked SOU, the letters used for official government reports. The 
MOU report promoted a ‘green business’ model wherein consumer choice 
would steer production in a more sustainable direction. The lead author, 
Lars Bern, was an engineer who had worked with Volvo’s ethanol projects 
in the 1970s and had been CEO of the IVL, the joint industry-  and state- run 
environmental research institute. The promotion of consumer preferences 
was part of a wider shift toward depoliticization of environmental issues 
in the 1990s, following neoliberal government reforms and the implemen-
tation of Agenda 21 after the 1992 UN conference on environment and 
development in Rio de Janeiro. Using the discourse of ‘sustainable devel-
opment’, Agenda 21 was framed as an initiative to promote citizen partic-
ipation but was pushed from above. Emphasizing cooperation rather than 
conflict, it fit well with the idea of the Swedish middle way.

The idea of a middle way in environmental politics has continued during 
the era of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCC) and international climate negotiations. In 1991, the Swedish 
carbon tax came into effect. The origin of the proposal is unclear, but it has 
been argued that its implementation was the result of a compromise be-
tween business interests (evident in the mobilization described earlier) and 
environmental concerns during an era of tax reform.45 In the late 1980s, the 
planned nuclear power phase- out, which had been decided in the 1980 ref-
erendum, became a pressing issue, at a time when nuclear power amounted 
to around 45% of Sweden’s total electricity production. While certain ac-
tors argued that it was impossible to address climate change, maintain wel-
fare, and shut down nuclear power, others claimed that energy efficiency 
and renewable energy should be the way forward.46 The carbon tax thus 
became a compromise that would lower emissions while keeping the pos-
sibility of a nuclear phase- out alive. In the words of political scientists 
Roger Hildingsson and Åsa Knaggård: ‘Although no party got exactly what 
they wanted, the proposal was balanced enough to prevent any stronger 
opposition’.47 A reduction in the tax rate and other deductions were ini-
tially granted to heavy industry and, in 1994, were replaced by a general 
discount implemented by the conservative government. This arrangement 
allowed exceptions for heavy industry up until the implementation of the 
European Union’s Emissions Trading System (EU ETS) and the subsequent 
phasing out of discounts between 2011 and 2018. The carbon tax has been 
raised continuously since its inception, and per capita territorial emissions 
from fossil fuels and industry have declined, but consumption- based emis-
sions are still high.48
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SWEDISH CLIMATE DEBATES IN THE UNFCCC ERA

In 1991, the Social Democrats lost the election, and a weak liberal/ conser-
vative government took power. The same year a key feature of the middle- 
way compromise waned as SAF withdrew their representatives from the 
boards of government agencies.49 As the Swedish economy entered a crisis 
during the 1990s recession, environmental issues were not a priority.50 
Nonetheless, the Climate Delegation (Klimatdelegationen) was formed in 
1993 and, in 1994, was given the task of producing an official government 
report that would guide Sweden´s position on the UNFCCC.51 The following 
year Bolin, who had become the IPCC’s chair, and his co- authors stated in 
the panel’s second assessment report that ‘the balance of evidence suggests 
a discernible human influence on global climate’.52

The formal obligations of the Climate Delegation and the IPCC’s alarming 
scientific statements intensified the conflict between pro- business actors 
who wanted to stave off all environmental considerations and pro- market 
supporters who argued for consumer power rather than state- enforced 
regulations on business. In 1995, a public rift emerged between the green 
growth and market- friendly Bern and the corporate greening consultancy 
The Natural Step (Det naturliga steget) on one side and Gerholm and the 
think tank Timbro on the other. It was essentially a battle between primary 
and secondary obstruction. Gerholm, who refuted the IPCC consensus 
on climate change, got support from the political editor of SvD, a news-
paper closely affiliated with SAF that has a history of giving space to con-
trarian voices on its opinion pages.53 Following the conflict, Bern, who had 
published his Citizens Environmental Manifesto at Timbro, slowly adopted 
a more sceptical attitude toward environmental issues. As we will show, 
he was later key in launching a more clearly defined movement of primary 
obstruction in the 2000s.

In 1996, the think tank Timbro sharpened its focus on environmental 
issues. With Gerholm’s attack on The Natural Step and the promotion 
and distribution of the book The True State of the Planet, Timbro claimed 
to ‘describe the actual state of the world and push back prophecies of 
doom’.54 According to later accounts, the environmental movement was 
seen as the latest iteration of an anti- intellectualism that Gerholm fiercely 
resisted.55 Part of Timbro’s campaign was to launch an attack on the Social 
Democrats, who had returned to government and were now led by Göran 
Persson. Persson, while no classical Keynesian, envisioned using the tran-
sition toward sustainability to take Sweden out of the early 1990s financial 
crisis. This plan included removing part of the heavy- industry reductions 
in the carbon tax. Drawing on the Social Democratic welfare project of 
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the 1930s, Persson’s idea was quickly labelled ‘the green people’s home’ 
(resembling later international calls for a Green New Deal). The state- led 
environmental agenda, according to Timbro, was a religion, privileging na-
ture before humans. The think tank used this argument to question both 
specific subsidies and local investments as well as Sweden’s goals for the 
forthcoming COP 3 meeting in Kyoto.56

After the meeting, Gerholm and colleagues made a concerted effort to 
oppose the Kyoto Protocol, the international treaty to limit GHGs, by gath-
ering leading contrarians in Sweden and international actors such as atmos-
pheric physicist Richard Lindzen and Shell-  funded Frits Böttcher to write 
the edited volume Climate Policy after Kyoto (Klimatpolitik efter Kyotomötet), 
published in 1998.57 The same year, the neoliberal Atlas network proposed 
to Exxon that Timbro could be an important European ally in promoting 
market- friendly policies and engagement with environmental issues.58 
However, these efforts from Swedish businesses and other actors failed to 
gain political party support for primary obstruction.

After the Kyoto Protocol was signed, Swedish actors who rejected cli-
mate science and opposed mitigation policies concentrated on minimizing 
Swedish domestic efforts, thereby shifting from Gerholm and colleagues’ 
strategy of primary obstruction to secondary obstruction. While few 
voices argued that no action should be taken, a fear of free- riding and the 
comparative disadvantages to the Swedish export- oriented industry were 
often highlighted by opponents of climate action. According to EU ETS, 
the cap and trade emissions trading system then being developed within 
the European Union, Sweden would be permitted to increase its emissions 
by 4%, but the Swedish government argued that the country should be an 
environmental frontrunner and instead proposed a target of decreasing 
emissions by that amount. During the early 2000s, the carbon tax was also 
raised substantially. Industry actors who voiced their opposition argued 
that it was important that Sweden follow the same pace as others and, per-
haps even more importantly, that it was more effective to finance mitiga-
tion abroad rather than at home.59

A PUBLIC CLIMATE CHANGE COUNTERMOVEMENT

During the second half of the 2000s, climate change rose on the polit-
ical agenda in both Sweden and internationally. Following the release of 
Al Gore’s film ‘An Inconvenient Truth’ and the Stern Review on the eco-
nomics of climate change in the autumn of 2006, along with the publica-
tion of IPCC’s fourth assessment report the following year, climate change 
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became a central political issue. One example of this trend is that the con-
servative prime minister and leader of the centre- right coalition, Fredrik 
Reinfeldt, who had hardly spoken about climate change during the 2006 
election, soon thereafter began to argue that Sweden could and should be 
an environmental leader. In this way, Reinfeldt adopted the idea of a com-
promise between economic growth and environmental protection, now fo-
cused mainly on company- led innovation and consumer power rather than 
regulation. Once again, nuclear power was seen as the core technology that 
would lead to environmentally sustainable economic growth. The Liberal 
and Conservative parties, both part of the government coalition, and the 
Swedish Trade Union Confederation argued that Sweden should invest in 
nuclear in the name of fighting climate change.60 A new energy plan was 
developed by the centre- right coalition, and, for the first time since the 
referendum in 1980, new reactors would be allowed to be built to replace 
retiring ones.

During the years when the climate issue was high on the political and 
media agendas, there was activity on both sides of the carbon compro-
mise. While several of the big environmental nongovernmental organi-
zations (NGOs), which had been institutionalized since the 1990s, were 
holding regular meetings with the Swedish government to discuss climate 
strategies, newer activist organizations were taking climate campaigning 
to the streets, demanding much more rapid emissions reductions than the 
incremental steps of middle- way politics.61 At the same time, a more con-
certed and open Swedish climate change countermovement revived doubt 
about the science, thereby shifting their strategy from secondary to pri-
mary obstruction.

Several conservative think tanks spread arguments and materials pre-
viously distributed in the United States. For example, in 2007, the think 
tank Eudoxa (now defunct) translated and published the Competitive 
Enterprise Institute’s report ‘What Every European Should Know about 
Global Warming’.62 The think tanks Timbro and Captus, both financed by 
the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise, now argued that the climate 
had always been changing and that the science regarding human influence 
was not settled.63 In 2008, Sweden’s foremost climate denialist network, 
the Climate Realists (formerly known as The Stockholm Initiative) had 
their first public event, a seminar titled ‘Time for Reason/ Common Sense 
Regarding the Climate Issue’. The seminar was organized by the PR firm 
Kreab, mentioned earlier. Several of the people involved in the Climate 
Realists network held prominent positions within media, academia, and 
industry. One was a former board member of the car manufacturer Volvo 
and president of the large industrial component manufacturer Sandvik; 
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another was a well- known TV presenter. They were mainly men who had 
enjoyed careers closely connected to the modern industrial Swedish wel-
fare state that had expanded in the post- World War II era. Their influential 
positions also helped them attract attention in national media through op- 
eds and a series of programs on Swedish public radio.64

Shortly after the Climate Realists’ first public seminar, its leading fig-
ures published an opinion piece titled ‘Don´t Throw Money on the Climate 
Scam’ while Bern co- authored the book Chill Out, arguing that human in-
fluence on the climate was negligible and increased carbon dioxide levels 
in the atmosphere were positive.65 In the book, Gerholm, with whom Bern 
had been in a public dispute a decade earlier, was now praised for his fight 
‘against unscientific opinions’.66 The network was also given media space in 
connection with the event labelled Climategate: representatives were asked 
to comment on public radio and in local media on the stolen e- mails and the 
state of the science as part of the run- up to the COP 15 in Copenhagen.67 
As they were based in a country lacking major fossil fuel interests, the 
Climate Realists’ primary obstruction campaign was not solely about ec-
onomics. Their counterclaims about climate science appeared to be rooted 
in deep- seated values connected to industrial modernity, which are in 
turn connected to rationality, economic growth, patriarchy, and industrial 
progress. In this way, the men of Climate Realists were enacting indus-
trial/ breadwinner masculinities and, through these gendered identities, 
upholding white, male, patriarchal privilege.68

Together with conservative think tanks, another network called 
Klimatsans (Climate Sense), and a few independent opinion makers, the 
Climate Realists formed an organized Swedish climate change counter-
movement that took shape as a response to the heightened public aware-
ness of and increased activism around the issue during the second half of 
the 2000s. This Swedish countermovement contained some contrarian 
scientists who, like Gerholm, had international connections. For example, 
the retired geophysicist Nils- Axel Mörner was the former head of the 
paleogeophysics and geodynamics department at Stockholm University. 
Mörner claimed to be an expert in sea- level rise and argued against the 
IPCC’s conclusion that climate change contributes to sea level change. In 
2011, he published a cover story in the UK magazine The Spectator titled 
‘The Sea Level Scam: The Rise and Rise of a Global Scare Story’, in which 
he insinuated that the then- president of the Maldives was not truly con-
cerned about climate change as ‘[the president] has authorized the building 
of many large waterside hotels and 11 new airports. Or could it perhaps be 
that he wants to take a cut of the $30 billion fund agreed at an accord in 
Copenhagen for the poorest nations hit by “global warming”?’ Mörner’s 
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use of ironic quotation marks— or scare- quotes— around global warming is 
noteworthy, as this tactic would later become commonplace in Swedish far- 
right media.69 Mörner had been a speaker at events organized by US coun-
termovement organizations such as the Cooler Heads Coalition and The 
Heartland Institute. In 2017, he conducted research paid for by a US con-
trarian advocacy organization, the CO2 Coalition, which he later published 
in journals with little or no peer review.70

The far right as a countermovement ally

Despite the media visibility of the Swedish climate change countermove-
ment at the end of the 2000s, their views and arguments were not adopted 
by any of the seven parliamentary parties. But, in the autumn of 2010, 
the far- right Sweden Democrats, an anti- immigration party with roots in 
the neo- Nazi milieu of the late 1980s, entered the parliament. Influenced 
by opinion makers connected to the Climate Realists, most notably Bern, 
party representatives started spreading denialist arguments within the 
Swedish government. The Sweden Democrats thus became the political ally 
the countermovement needed to be heard.71 The party saw itself as the only 
opposition party in parliament, claiming all the others were part of the 
political establishment. Hence the Sweden Democrats could use its pop-
ulist, anti- establishment rhetoric in the climate debate, where it argued 
that middle- way politics were alarmist. In January 2013, the party’s envi-
ronmental spokesperson, Josef Fransson, used the well- known and thor-
oughly debunked ‘hiatus’ argument (the claim that global warming stopped 
in 1998) to argue that the ‘apocalyptic future scenario’ would not happen, 
something which should be good news ‘unless you are one of plenty who 
have built a lucrative career in warning humanity about the doom of the 
planet’.72 He thereby repeated the anti- environmentalist trope that con-
cern for climate or the environment was nothing more than a thinly veiled 
project of ‘the new class’ to gain power.73 This argument— that environ-
mental issues were pushed by an educated middle class— was also present 
in Timbro publications of the late 1980s and early 1990s.74

During the coming years, representatives of the Sweden Democrats 
would mix primary and secondary obstruction, arguing both that there 
was no anthropogenic global warming and that Sweden’s carbon emis-
sions were too low to matter. In 2016, the party also used ironic quotations 
marks around ‘climate’ in its proposed budget bill.75 During the 2010s, the 
Sweden Democrats gained support in every election. After the election of 
2014, the party held the balance of power in parliament and would have 
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become a kingmaker were it not for a parliamentary agreement between 
the other parties to minimize its influence. But the agreement lasted only a 
year, after which conservative parties started talking and negotiating with 
the Sweden Democrats.

Deploying a far- right media ecosystem

Aiding the Sweden Democrats in its popularity was an influential, far- 
right, alternative digital media ecosystem. The ecosystem consists of a 
plethora of news sites and video channels, often with personal and organ-
izational ties to both the Sweden Democrats and the extreme- right party 
Alternative for Sweden. Just as movements and countermovements need 
political allies, they can also be advanced via social and partisan media, 
where traditional gatekeepers have been removed.76 In the summer of 2018, 
Sweden and large parts of Europe experienced a record- breaking heat wave 
and drought, which had become more likely due to human- induced climate 
change.77 Forest fires swept the country and the total area burnt, approxi-
mately 25,000 hectares, was an anomaly during the era of the modern fire 
defence.78 The country was also on the verge of a national election sched-
uled for early September. Three weeks before the election, a fifteen- year- 
old girl named Greta Thunberg sat down outside the parliament building 
bearing a sign saying: ‘School strike for climate’. In line with scientific 
assessments, she demanded policies that went beyond the middle way.

During the same period, SwebbTV, a nationalist and conspiracist on-
line video channel, aired an interview with Bern under the headline ‘The 
Environmental Movement’s Scare- Mongering’. The channel, with personal 
ties to both the Sweden Democrats and the extreme- right Alternative for 
Sweden, had been launched as a YouTube channel three years earlier but 
was later expelled from the platform because of broadcasting disinforma-
tion about the COVID virus. From the start, the channel was focused mainly 
on immigration, but, after the summer of 2018, climate change became a 
prominent issue. Bern, who in 1990 had said that ‘[t] he emerging environ-
mental commitment is really nothing more than another step in the long 
civilizational process of humanity’, was now enlisted as the channel’s po-
litical and scientific commentator. As such, he continuously spread doubt 
about climate science. During 2018– 2019, the channel hosted several 
prominent members of the Swedish climate change countermovement, 
such as the former president of Sandvik, as well as the contrarian scien-
tist Mörner. Indeed, many prominent industry leaders and academics with 
highly distinguished careers have been guests on a far right, conspiracist 
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video channel.79 One recurring guest was a former employee of the Ministry 
of Enterprise and Innovation, Elsa Widding. As a writer for the Climate 
Realist blog and through videos on her own YouTube channel, Widding had 
just emerged as a leading voice in the climate change countermovement, 
standing out as the female exception in a culture of older males. On these 
shows, SwebbTV often discussed the science of climate change, using con-
trarian graphs which used cherry- picked or obsolete data to deny the trend, 
attribution, and negative consequences of climate change.80

Through these interviews, SwebbTV became a nexus of primary ob-
struction, connecting the organized Swedish climate change counter-
movement with the far- right alternative media ecosystem. Other news 
sites, such as Samhällsnytt and Fria Tider, which at the time reached 
roughly 10% of the Swedish online population, started reporting widely 
on climate change in the autumn of 2018, and, during 2019, the issue be-
came prominent across such media. But compared with SwebbTV, these 
news sites didn’t discuss the science per se; instead, they occasionally 
referenced SwebbTV or some international contrarian source to create 
an anti- establishment discourse in which it was tacit knowledge that cli-
mate change was a hoax. By scare- quoting climate and related words, they 
signalled to the reader that this was a non- existent problem and thereby 
attacked anyone who was talking about it— usually those they marked as 
belonging to a globalist elite.

The fact that primary obstruction, led by the far right, has lately be-
come conspicuous in Sweden should not be taken as a sign that secondary 
obstruction has disappeared. Rather, these forms are often advanced si-
multaneously, sometimes by the same actors. Industry actors who pub-
licly accept the reality of climate change have continued to use secondary 
obstruction to promote emissions reductions abroad, which they deem 
‘efficient climate policy’. This argument has also been the most important 
among the conservative and far- right think tanks and parties’ critiques 
against domestic climate policy.81 Similarly, the research institute Ratio, 
closely affiliated to Timbro and the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise, 
has disputed a growing interest in planning and entrepreneurial state 
thinking.82 In so doing, these actors continue to promote a neoliberal cri-
tique that in recent years has included attacks on the state- led HYBRIT- 
project, an ambitious plan to use (vast amounts of) electricity to produce 
steel using hydrogen instead of coal. Another argument that has appeared 
since the European Union adopted its new climate framework, ‘Fit for 55’, 
is that national climate policy is superfluous, ineffective, and expensive 
and that Sweden will be doings its part simply by remaining a member of 
the European Union.83
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FAR- RIGHT NATIONALISM DEFENDS SWEDISH 

INDUSTRIAL MODERNITY

Discourses of the far right are based on a nostalgic longing for a lost patri-
archal and homogenous national community, a community now perceived 
as decaying and further threatened by immigration, feminism, and a cor-
rupt elite. This idealized community is also an industrially prosperous one. 
The reactionary nostalgia of the Sweden Democrats is for a world before 
globalization, a world built around nation- states, nuclear families, and in-
dustrial capitalism where the male breadwinner benefitted and gained se-
curity through his work in successful industries.84 It was also a supposedly 
rational world where scientific progress and innovation improved living 
conditions and material welfare for everyone in the Swedish ‘people’s 
home’, but where racism and discriminatory policies ensured that that 
home was ethnically homogenous.85

The far right’s claim to rationality also ties into an argument that they 
stand for the common- sense position while everyone else is alarmist. 
The Sweden Democrats often claim to be truth tellers, arguing that other 
parties were wilfully blind to reality until their recent adoption of more 
restrictive immigration policies. The party leader, Jimmie Åkesson, has 
thus compared immigration with climate, using the familiar trope of cli-
mate change as a religion: ‘[the climate change debate] is very reminiscent 
of how the immigration debate sounded some years ago. You can’t ques-
tion or lay down different perspective because then you are called a climate 
denier’.86

The Swedish climate change countermovement and the Swedish far 
right meet in defending the values of patriarchal, industrial capitalism. 
Their national industrial project is based on domination of nature and 
extraction of resources. It is also an industrial/ breadwinner masculinities 
project, in which those men who have earned the most from the burning 
of fossil fuels are the ones holding prominent positions within industry 
and working in high- emitting, high- resource- use sectors.87 In far- right 
media discourses, masculine rationality is often pitted against feminine 
emotionality, with the latter now portrayed as destroying the nation. 
One example comes from the digital media site Samhällsnytt, which 
claimed that the social democratic government was leading a destructive 
cultural process by ‘moving from a rational patriarchy to an emotional 
feminism’.88 Feminine, irrational climate ‘hysteria’ is seen as a threat to 
an industrial world built by generations of hard- working, white, Swedish 
men.89 Similar sentiments have also been found in Norway and several 
other countries.90
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The collaboration between the far right and the climate change 
countermovement has recently resulted in the Swedish government’s 
backtracking on its climate policies. In the 2022 national election, the 
Sweden Democrats received 20.5% of the vote and became the biggest 
party in the winning nationalist- conservative block. While not part of 
the government, the Sweden Democrats hold direct influence over its 
policies, which include reducing taxes on petrol, lowering standards on 
the amount of biofuels required in diesel fuel, dismantling subsidies 
for electric vehicles, withdrawing state support for connecting offshore 
wind power to the electricity grid, and initiating a massive investment 
in building new nuclear reactors. The Swedish Climate Council has al-
ready asserted that the new policies will increase Sweden’s emissions and 
make it even harder to meet existing climate goals.91 The conservative 
minister for finance, Elisabeth Svantesson, however, has shrugged off the 
consequences of not meeting these targets, saying that ‘if we don’t do it, 
we don’t do it’.92

Probably the most explicit example of how the far right and the climate 
change countermovement have joined hands is the election, in September 
2022, of Elsa Widding as an MP for the Sweden Democrats, making her one 
of the party’s main voices in the climate and energy debate.93 Apart from 
writing on the Climate Realists blog and frequently appearing on SwebbTV, 
Widding has also been named a member of the Norwegian Climate Realists’ 
scientific board.94 She was also a signatory to the international CLINTEL 
declaration, which stated that there is no climate emergency and that ‘The 
Little Ice Age ended as recently as 1850. Therefore, it is no surprise that we 
now are experiencing a period of warming’.95 In her 2022 book Common 
Sense about Energy and Climate, Widding argued that common sense in the 
Swedish climate debate had disappeared because the politicians and media 
often talked about the problem as a crisis, a view she strongly opposed. 
In Widding, the Swedish climate change countermovement gained its first 
member of parliament.96

Several surveys have shown there is an electoral base for far- right 
obstructionist policies in Sweden.97 A recent study showed that 6% of 
Sweden’s population doubt that climate change is anthropogenic, a ma-
jority of whom sympathize with the Sweden Democrats.98 There is also a 
clear trend of a growing left– right divide in climate change public opinion, 
with voters to the right recently becoming less concerned.99 This is another 
sign that Swedish climate politics has moved further away from the com-
promise of incremental change and middle- way politics, instead becoming 
fiercely contested.
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CONCLUSION: NATIONAL PROTECTIONISM AND THE ALLURE 

OF THE MIDDLE WAY

If we are to take seriously the question of why countries are failing on cli-
mate mitigation, we need to understand the different forms of obstruc-
tion.100 In this chapter, we have seen how the Swedish ‘middle way’ of 
‘balancing’ environmental and economic concerns has led to incremental 
reductions of territorial GHG emissions that were more substantial than 
those of many other countries of the Global North, but far short of Sweden’s 
commitments in the Paris Agreement. Therefore, we argue, these climate 
policies can in part be seen as secondary obstruction: through being con-
cerned primarily with technical solutions and economic growth, they have 
limited the space available for discussion and implementation of more am-
bitious policies.

While the strategies and tactics of those opposing climate and envi-
ronmental policies in Sweden have shifted over time, there is also con-
tinuity. From the 1970s onward obstruction has been expressed and 
organized as a countermovement in response to environmentalists’ de-
mand for more radical and transformative policies. Central throughout 
the period was the countermovement’s positioning of neoclassical and 
neoliberal economic doctrine and industrial practice as the main sources 
of knowledge and containers of reasonable action. During the 2010s, 
the far right became the political ally the Swedish climate countermove-
ment needed to be heard, and the latter has, to a large degree, seamlessly 
merged with the former. The countermovement did so first by giving 
advice to far- right politicians and later through appearing in far- right 
media. Today, the far right is the driving force of primary obstruction 
in Sweden, which has led the current government to leave behind the 
middle way of incremental, but insufficient, reductions in carbon emis-
sions. Instead, the government has adopted policies that will increase 
Sweden’s territorial carbon emissions for the first time in two decades 
(if we exclude the rebound years after the financial crises and the pan-
demic). In the crosshairs of both conservatives and the far right are 
not only policies but also activists, often deemed ‘alarmists’. Efforts to 
portray climate activist groups as extremists have sought to conflate 
the position of business interests and the protection of domestic ex-
porting companies with common sense. The concept of common sense 
plays to the allure of a middle way, prominent in Swedish cultural self- 
understanding. But as we have shown, it has more recently been used to 
defend a primary obstructionist position.
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Moving forward, it is important to further study secondary obstruction. 
We have argued that certain aspects of Sweden’s climate policies, which 
have often been hailed as progressive, can also be seen as obstructionist 
in that discussion of the deep societal transformation needed to reach the 
Paris Agreement targets remains strictly off limits. This reality suggests 
that consensus in climate politics can sometimes be problematic, as it usu-
ally means that incumbent interests gaining the most from the status quo 
remain unchallenged. More research is needed to distinguish how, why, 
and when certain policies can become both progressive and obstructionist, 
and what can be done to overcome such obstruction. Studies examining 
certain industries in Sweden (e.g. forestry, pulp- and- paper, and the auto 
industry) could be helpful to determine which sectors have been most ac-
tive in pushing obstructionist perspectives.

Finally, further analysis is needed to understand how to facilitate policies 
that go beyond ecomodernism, green growth, and technological change. The 
current state of the planet requires Sweden to reduce its emissions by more 
than 12% per year to deliver on its commitment to a 2° warmer future, as 
stated in the Paris Agreement, and by 20% per year if the country intends to 
help limit warming to 1.5°C.101 The middle- way politics of the Swedish welfare 
state has mainly served to obstruct discussion of such levels of mitigation.

The few times this obstruction has been overcome and more concerned 
climate voices have been heard, it was often regarding the science on miti-
gation and the need for rapid carbon phaseout. The most obvious example 
is the activist campaign of Greta Thunberg who, during the early days of her 
school strike, argued that it made no sense for her to be in school because 
‘Facts don’t matter any more, politicians aren’t listening to the scientists, 
so why should I learn?’102 Another example is the Stay on the Ground move-
ment, which helped create a widespread debate about the climate impact of 
aviation.103 One thing that both Thunberg and Stay on the Ground had in 
common was the appeal to morality and to adjusting lifestyles accordingly. 
Leading by example, they managed to break through the noise of obstruction.
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Climate Obstruction in Germany

Hidden in Plain Sight?
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AND DIETER PLEHWE

INTRODUCTION: GREEN GROWTH AND THE LIMITED 

MITIGATION COALITION

Germany is unique in the realm of climate change in Europe as it has been 
on a self- imposed path of energy transition, or Energiewende, for about 
fifty years. Yet, in 2020, while 65% of Germans said they regarded climate 
change as a very important issue,1 environmental protection and climate 
policy in particular remain highly contested issues. Battles have centred 
on the implementation of prominent pieces of legislation— particularly 
the Renewable Energy Sources Act (RESA)— that attempt to redirect not 
just the energy system but all economic sectors to meet national and in-
ternational climate goals. To better understand the energy status quo, we 
need to more thoroughly examine the efforts of both environmental social 
movements and obstructionist forces. As we will show, these tensions re-
veal an ambivalence (and sometimes hostility) toward the transition that 
is hindering progress, fed by powerful incumbents and reactionary forces 
that are mostly ‘hiding in plain sight’.
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A short history of the energy transition

The energy transition in Germany has had an eventful history. The country’s 
journey from a centralized, ‘hard’ energy path dependent on large fossil and 
nuclear power plants toward a decentralized, ‘soft’ path relying on various 
renewable energy sources was first influenced by the work of Americans 
Amory and Hunter Lovins in the 1970s.2 The first reference to an energy 
transition (Energiewende) appeared in a 1981 publication by the Institute 
for Applied Ecology (Öko- Institut)3 partly in response to Europe‘s depend-
ence on oil imports, which became problematic during the 1970s oil crises, 
and the ongoing debate about ‘limits to growth’.4 With anti- nuclear futur-
ologist Robert Jungk’s mid- 1980s plea for a German soft path,5 the energy 
debate had officially arrived in Germany.

The international development of alternative energy perspectives 
strengthened the German environmental and peace movements, from 
which strong anti- fossil/ nuclear nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) 
and, ultimately, the Green Party (established as a national party in 
1993) emerged. Germany’s Federal Environmental Agency (UBA) had been 
created in 1974, following the 1972 United Nations environment confer-
ence in Stockholm. After the Chernobyl disaster in 1986, environmental 
policy responsibilities once distributed across various ministries were con-
centrated in the Federal Ministry of the Environment (BMU). The new 
ministry was largely responsible for the growing importance of climate 
change in government policy that followed the country’s reunification in 
1990. However, the BMU frequently had to fight an uphill battle within the 
government against other ministries, notably economics, transport, and 
finance.

Opponents and supporters of the energy transition had been openly 
confronting each other in various political arenas since the early 1980s. The 
Greens and the Social Democrats (SPD) were first to form left- leaning co-
alition governments. It took longer for the centre- right- leaning Christian 
Democratic Union (CDU) and its sister party the Christian Social Union 
(CSU) to embrace environmental policymaking. The party of Konrad 
Adenauer, Germanys first chancellor after World War II, the CDU had ruled 
most of the time since then and worked closely with Germany’s industrial 
business sector. However, in the wake of the severe ecological crises of the 
1980s and 1990s (e.g., rapid forest decline due to acid rain) the party’s con-
servative wing joined avantgarde business leaders and the green- leaning 
political parties in integrating ecological considerations into Germany’s 
social market economy model. It was now to be redesigned to enhance 
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environmental responsibility in the production process and along supply 
chains.

The point of departure for the many climate policy debates that eventu-
ally emerged in Germany began with the multilateral United Nations cli-
mate conference, COP 1, in 1995, in Berlin. Since then, Germany has prided 
itself as a climate policy leader. Before Angela Merkel, a CDU member, be-
came chancellor (2005– 2021), she served as federal minister of the envi-
ronment under Helmut Kohl from 1994 to 1998. Merkel contributed to 
the increasing attention to climate change in Germany and supported 
the establishment of climate research facilities, including the Potsdam 
Institute for Climate Impact Research (PIK) and, much later, the Institute 
for Advanced Sustainability Studies (IASS; since 2023 Research Institute 
for Sustainability, or RIFS). Indeed, although many other centre- right 
parties have demonstrated more ambivalent attitudes, Germany’s majority 
conservatives have supported high- level climate science and demonstrated 
support for climate action.

Backed by a cross- party coalition behind the think tank Green Budget 
Germany and the SPD- Green coalition, since the late 1990s, Germany has 
embraced a new paradigm, the ‘ecological social market economy’.6 This 
model seeks to integrate environmental and social concerns into the prin-
ciples of a market- based economy, aiming to achieve sustainable devel-
opment by promoting the efficient allocation of resources, social welfare, 
and ecological balance. Following the implementation of some of these 
principles during the Social Democrat and Green coalition governments 
(1998– 2005), the climate and energy political landscape changed drasti-
cally. Measures such as the ecological tax reform (a tradeoff of higher taxes 
on fossil energy for a reduction in social wage contributions) in 1999 aimed 
at a larger social and ecological transformation of the economy. The RESA 
of 2000 provided financial stability for the influx of electricity from re-
newable sources into the public grid to promote energy conversion from 
fossil fuels to renewables. The act spurred the rapid growth of renewables 
by providing a secure investment via a guaranteed feed- in tariff for twenty 
years. Amended several times, the most recent version of the RESA, as of 
1 January 2023, set a goal of 80% of electricity supply from renewable en-
ergy sources by 2030.

In parallel, the share of nuclear energy in the electricity mix had been 
falling steadily. The German government had already moved to phase out 
nuclear power in 2001. This commitment was amended by the Merkel 
government, which extended the deadline for reactor phaseout in 2010. 
However, these extensions were revoked again in 2011 following the 
Fukushima power plant disaster in Japan. Nuclear production peaked in 
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1997 at around 31% of the energy mix and fell to zero after the last plants 
were shut down in April 2023. Against this, renewables increased contin-
uously and, by 2022, accounted for 48.3% of Germany’s gross electricity 
generation.

Germany’s climate policy at a crossroads

Since the approval of the first draft of the RESA in 2000,7 the landscape of 
actors has changed considerably. Germany’s government since 2021— the 
‘traffic light coalition’ of Social Democrats (red), Free Democrats (yellow), 
and Greens— has further elevated climate protection as a guiding principle 
in national and international politics. New groups of civil society actors 
have emerged since 2018, with a vocal climate movement now including 
Fridays for Future (FfF), Extinction Rebellion (XR), and Last Generation. 
This activism in Germany has intensified significantly and has once again 
led to a stronger public debate in the climate policy field.

These trends, however, have not meant that decarbonization is already 
well on its way across all relevant sectors, not least due to persistent op-
position to ambitious climate action. Although Germany has experienced 
growing conflicts around climate policy, outright denialism has played a 
subordinate role.8 Rather, the ‘traffic light’ coalition has repeatedly failed 
to turn ambition into reality. Within the government, the right- leaning lib-
eral Free Democratic Party (FDP) has been the most vocal opponent of am-
bitious climate policymaking. Key climate protection measures, including 
the phasing out of coal and nuclear production, the ‘mobility transition’ to-
ward widespread sustainable transportation, and the replacement of fossil 
heating devices, have been subject to numerous delay strategies to accom-
modate the preferences of fossil interest groups and individuals with close 
ties to the major German political parties (e.g. the Wirtschaftsunion lobby 
group in the CDU, the SPD’s business- friendly subgroup Seeheimer Kreis, 
and the fundamentalist neoliberal wing of the FDP’s Member of German 
Parliament, Frank Schäffler).

The rise of a new right- wing populist party, Alternative für Deutschland 
(AfD), Germany’s only party that openly features climate denial positions, 
has added additional weight to obstructionist efforts against the more 
ambitious climate policies promoted by the Green Party or the left- wing 
opposition party Die Linke (The Left). The country’s official climate goal 
is to achieve climate neutrality (‘net zero’) no later than 2045, but polit-
ical backsliding and ‘horse trading’ to meet the demands of the FDP in the 
traffic light coalition have continued to undermine the implementation 
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of necessary measures. Thus, the time frame for a slated phaseout of the 
combustion engine in road transport and fossil gas- dependent heating in 
buildings has been continuously postponed, most recently in 2023.

Germany at a crossroads

Due to efforts to undermine ambitious mitigation efforts, Germany is ex-
pected to fall short of its pledges (nationally determined contributions 
[NDCs]) under the Paris Agreement, which are designed to keep global 
warming below a threshold of 1.5°C. Although the country has decreased 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions continuously between the 1990s and 
the present, it remains the largest GHG emitter of the European Union 
(Figure 6.1).

Substantial efforts will be needed to turn the tide in the coming years. 
As the German Environment Agency (Umweltbundesamt) stated in 2022, 
after Germany managed to cut its emissions by 1.6%, ‘We need a rate of six 
percent reduction per year from now until 2030’.9

As Figure 6.2 shows, most emission cuts in Germany so far were made 
within the electricity production sector. In contrast, emissions in the trans-
port sector have remained almost unchanged since 2010, as have those of 
most other sectors.

Thus, the industry has failed to reach the sector- specific climate goals 
stipulated under the RESA in 2021 and 2022. Rather than increasing po-
litical pressure, in 2023, the German government abandoned the concept 
of mandatory, sector- specific goals and now focusses solely on the overall 
reduction of emissions nationwide. In a recent ministerial report, experts 
concluded that Germany will most likely not meet its national climate goal 
of reducing GHG emissions by 65% compared with 1990 levels as planned10 
and would actually need to reduce GHG emissions by 70%.11

How can this situation be explained in this alleged ‘climate pioneer’ 
country? First, we must distinguish between primary and secondary 
obstruction. Primary obstruction, according to scholars Ekberg and 
colleagues, refers to the denial of climate science and the very existence 
or relevance of global warming. Secondary obstruction ‘includes all those 
calls which do not deny the human- induced nature of the climate crisis 
(science), but nevertheless delay or forestall meaningful climate action’.12 
Such efforts to delay (1) question the measures required to tackle climate 
change in general, (2) emphasize the downside of climate policies, and/ or 
(3) present allegedly better, alternative, and market- oriented solutions for 
transition.13
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In Germany, both types of obstructionism have played a role in 
maintaining the status quo, especially the latter. When the ‘traffic light 
coalition’ took leadership of the government in 2021, climate protection 
was transferred to the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate Action 
(BMWK) under the leadership of Green Party Vice Chancellor Robert 
Habeck. The merger of two traditionally hostile ministries under the Greens 
represented a new strategy to align economic and climate policy goals. This 
trend was also seen at the state level (the Länder), where earlier antago-
nism between the pro- business parties of the centre- right and the Greens 
had progressively given way to ‘conservative- green’ coalition governments.

Against this background, and unlike in the United States or United 
Kingdom, the voices of climate deniers— the first form of obstructionism— 
had been marginalized in Germany. But they had become institutionalized 
in the second decade of the new millennium with the rise of AfD in 2013 
(noted earlier) and emerging networks of climate- sceptic civil society ac-
tors.14 In opposition to the mainstream parties, AfD— much like other 
right- wing populist parties in neighbouring European countries— has re-
cently gained strong support in public polls. Despite the fringe character of 
German denialism, there remains other significant opposition to ambitious 
climate policy, particularly command- and- control regulatory instruments, 
from fossil interest groups and in neoliberal policy expert circles. 15 Indeed, 
between 2010 and the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the earlier push for 
energy transition instead encountered significant resistance, culminating 
in the 2014 amendments to the RESA, which replaced the successful feed- 
in tariff incentive for the expansion of renewable energy capacity with an 
auction system.

Thus, in terms of political strategies and policy instruments for climate 
action, Germany can hardly be called progressive or pioneering. Instead, 
the country stands at the crossroads between energy regimes: one based 
on conventional fossil fuels and the other on more sustainable renewables.

THE OPPONENTS OF CLIMATE ACTION

One useful way to obtain an overview of the relevant actor landscape with 
regard to climate policy is to focus on the major sources of CO2 emissions 
in Germany, which in 2016 were energy generation (37.8%), industrial pro-
duction (20.7%), transport (18.2%), and households (10.2%).16 Agriculture 
(7.8%) also played a role, but large, energy- consuming and emissions- 
intensive animal farming partly benefits from the transition to renewable 
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energy (the use of, e.g. biogas and biomass; for sectoral drivers of CO2 emis-
sions, see Note 21).

Once the RESA went into force in 2000, interest groups representing 
these GHG sources went on the defensive. Due to the rapid expansion of 
the share of renewable energy used in electricity production, various fossil 
interest groups interested in the preservation of the traditional production 
system mobilized. Germany’s car industry, with 800,000 employees, its 
influential lobby association, the Association of the German Automotive 
Industry (VDA), and allies in industry and politics, was quite successful 
in slowing the transition to renewable energy in private (road) transport. 
The speed of transformation in heating has also been slow.17 For example, 
a law passed in 2023 to push for a fast replacement of fossil fuel- based 
heating was first diluted by the smallest party of the government coalition, 
the market liberal FDP, and then blocked by a legal challenge. Finally, it was 
adopted in September 2023.

The pressure on utilities and customers in energy- intensive industries 
due to the renewable policy was high, which set the stage for sometimes 
furious campaigns against the feed- in tariff (noted above) and the energy 
transition in general.18 The resilience of the fossil interest groups also be-
came evident through their efforts to maintain Russian gas supplies in 
spite of Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014, and the growing Russian 
pressure on the Ukraine, ‘weaponizing’ fossil fuel dependency in Europe.19

However, the full range of supporters (green alliance) and opponents 
(grey alliance) of ambitious climate policy in Germany is more diverse.20 
The two groups comprise a variety of actors including companies, business 
associations, academic and partisan think tanks, and civil society actors 
with various ties to the progressive and conservative political party spec-
trum. Following is a summary of the most powerful actors in these groups, 
emphasizing the obstructionist (grey) camp, comprising mainly those who 
want to preserve Germany’s centralized fossil fuel energy infrastructure 
and the traditional industrial production system, along with a less influen-
tial cluster of climate deniers.

Major German grey companies

Companies from the energy production sector, including Germany’s four 
major utilities (E.ON, RWE, Vattenfall, and EnBW), belong to the tradi-
tional, structural conservative grey coalition. They account for the bulk 
of nuclear, fossil, and some renewable energy production and distribu-
tion, although local grids are often wholly or jointly owned by municipal 
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governments. Whereas E. ON and EnBW were directly involved in slowing 
down the energy transition (discussed later), many smaller firms supplying 
the car manufacturing or chemical industries have also been players, 
sharing a vested interest in the fossil fuels sector (e.g. reliance on plastic 
parts). Despite the phaseout of nuclear power in Germany, nuclear energy 
producers (typically owned by major energy companies and competitors 
with renewables for energy market share) can also be considered part of 
the grey coalition. Following the 2022 Russian invasion and in line with the 
opposition parties AfD and CDU, the FDP have called for a renaissance of 
nuclear energy in Germany, emphasizing the need to maintain energy se-
curity and to protect the climate.21 Evidently, German producers of nuclear 
technology have not given up on their home market.

Large customers of electricity and heating fuels, including the German 
car manufacturers (VW, Mercedes Benz, and BMW) and foreign car 
producers in Germany represent another key industry group in the grey 
coalition. Airbus and many suppliers of auto and aircraft products (espe-
cially traditional motor part producers) also still depend on the fossil fuel 
regime, as do gas station chains, which usually belong to the oil majors; 
airports; and most tourism- related services.

Most major industrial corporations in energy- intensive industries such 
as aluminum, steel, and processed chemicals are also part of the grey group. 
For example, Aurubis AG elected a leading German climate science denier, 
Fritz Vahrenholt (discussed later), as chair of its supervisory board in 
2018. 22

The major firms and business associations of the grey energy coalition, 
with their vested interests in fossil industries, have mobilized against the 
recent advance of renewables. In spite of the companies’ official endorse-
ment of the Paris treaty goals, they have made numerous attempts to 
slow or dilute ambitious climate policies, maintaining close relationships 
with both the German centre- right and centre- left political parties. Of 
Germany’s largest CO2- emitting firms, only the utilities have taken cli-
mate policy positions substantially aligned with the Paris targets in several 
policy areas, according to an analysis of official company documents by the 
NGO InfluenceMap (see Table 6.1).

Financial firms also need to be considered part of the grey coalition. 
For example, Germany’s largest investment fund, DWS, a subsidiary of 
Deutsche Bank, has been accused of ‘greenwashing’ for making adver-
tising promises that are untenable given its continuing investments in 
coal, natural gas, and oil.23 Both the Deutsche Bank and Commerzbank be-
long to the Net Zero Banking Alliance.24 Germany’s GLS Bank, a founding 
member of the alliance, recently dropped out due to continued investment 
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in fossil industries by its members.25 The Nuclear Waste Management Fund 
(KENFO), the first sovereign state fund in Germany, has the political task 
of ensuring that its investments in the financial markets meet sustaina-
bility criteria and the Paris climate targets. Nevertheless, in 2020, the fund 
invested €757.9 million (3.2% of its assets) in oil and gas companies26 and 
has also been criticized for its investments in Russian financial and energy 
companies such as Sberbank and the oil company Lukoil.

German business associations

Looking at the major business associations (Table 6.2) we can also see that 
individual firms seem to be somewhat better aligned with the Paris treaty 
goals than the associations to which they belong, revealing inconsistencies 
in their public affairs strategies. While certain auto manufacturers have 
moved to embrace the transition to electric cars, for example, the VDA has 
continued to oppose car sector- related climate regulations.27 Possibly the 
biggest success of the VDA and the German car producers was recorded in 
2013, when, following aggressive interventions and policy- drafting activi-
ties by the German industry lobby, German luxury car producers saw their 

Table 6.1  MAJOR GERMAN GREY (NUCLEAR/ FOSSIL) FIRMS

THE RANKING RATES LOBBYING TRANSPARENCY AND POSITIONS TAKEN 

ON THE PARIS AGREEMENT GOALS ON A SCALE FROM A  TO F.

Sector Firm Employment Paris treaty ranking

Utility E.ON 72,169 B−

Utility EnBW 26,064 B−

Industrials Siemens 311.000 C+ 

Utility RWE 18,246 C

Energy Siemens Energy 88,000 C

Automobiles VW Group 672,800 C

Industrials Airbus Group 143,358 C−

Automobiles Mercedes Benz 172,425 C−

Metals & Mining Thyssenkrupp 103,598 D+ 

Automobiles BMW 118.909 D+ 

Chemicals BASF 111,047 D+ 

Transportation Lufthansa 107,643 D−

Source: InfluenceMap (https:// eur ope/ influ ence map.org), the ranking takes lobbying transparency and 
positions taken with regard to the Paris goals into account on a scale of A- F; on methodology see: https:// 
lobby map.org/ page/ Our- Meth odol ogy

 

https://europe/influencemap.org
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interests accommodated through changes to the European fuel efficiency 
label and a related EU directive relating ‘efficiency standards’ to the weight 
of cars.28

The complexity of association lobbying can be further illustrated with 
a case from the gas industry. While the Bundesverband der Energie und 
Wasserwirtschaft (BDEW) is the largest energy business association, a PR- 
lobby alliance, Zukunft Gas (Future Gas), was founded in 2013 to support 
product marketing. One hundred thirty- five firms across the gas production 
and distribution chain (including former Gazprom gas station subsidiaries 
NGV and Wingas) backed this effort to promote narratives of gas as an alleg-
edly efficient and cheap energy source that is also climate friendly. A study 
by the German NGO LobbyControl identified additional lobby groups 
working for specific segments of the fossil gas business and noted the role 
of cross- sectoral and consumer business organizations,29 which allow the 
gas industry to work across multiple channels. LobbyControl has shown 
how these and other associations from the gas industry played a key role 
in vilifying and weakening the law mandating decarbonization of heating 
devices in 2023, which aimed at gradually replacing oil and gas heating sys-
tems in Germany.30 In another study, LobbyControl revealed the multiple 
connections between promotors from foreign gas- producing states, such as 
Russia and Azerbaijan, and German politicians and businessmen close to 
the SPD and CDU. Politicians from both parties held key positions on su-
pervisory boards of companies and forums such as the Deutsch- Russisches 
Rohstoffforum (Michael Kretschmer, CDU), the Nord Stream 2 pipeline 
(Gerhard Schröder, SPD), gas company VNG (Edmund Stoiber, CSU), and 
the Germany– Azerbaijan Forum (Thomas Bareiss, CDU). According to the 

Table 6.2  MAJOR GERMANY GREY (NUCLEAR/ FOSSIL)  

BUSINESS ASSOCIATIONS  

THE RANKING RATES LOBBYING TRANSPARENCY AND POSITIONS TAKEN 

ON THE PARIS AGREEMENT GOALS ON A SCALE FROM A  TO F.

Sector Business association Paris treaty ranking

All sector Federation of German Industries (BDI) D

Chemicals German Chemical Industry Association (VCI) D

Automobiles German Association of the Automotive  

Industry (VDA)

D−

Source: InfluenceMap (https:// eur ope/ influ ence map.org), the ranking takes lobbying transparency and 
positions taken with regard to the Paris goals into account on a scale of A- F; on methodology see: https:// 
lobby map.org/ page/ Our- Meth odol ogy

https://europe/influencemap.org
https://lobbymap.org/page/Our-Methodology
https://lobbymap.org/page/Our-Methodology
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study, these close ties have increased Germany’s dependence on Russian 
gas markets and prevented the timely switch to renewable forms of energy.

Similarly, in 2020, a cross- sectoral coalition of 180 (as of May 
2023) companies and groups from seventeen countries formed the 
eFuel Alliance; members include big oil and gas firms, car and truck 
manufacturers including Porsche, and technology companies such as 
Siemens and Bosch.31 Although e- fuels are nominally carbon- neutral be-
cause electricity generated from renewables is used in their production and 
only as much CO2 is emitted during use as was bound during production, e- 
fuels release other forms of exhaust, similar to fossil fuels. They also enable 
the continuing production of cars that can also run on traditional fuels. 
Another major cross- sectoral player is the family business association Die 
Familienunternehmer e.V. While voicing support for climate protection, 
the lobby group wants to reach climate policy goals without state support 
for renewable energy or a single price for CO2, advocating stronger compe-
tition in the energy sector rather than taxes on certain fuels or prices set 
through emissions trading.

The political influence of companies and business associations is sus-
tained through frequent use of ‘revolving doors’ through which former 
politicians and government officials find employment in the busi-
ness sector after their political careers have ended. The hiring of former 
Chancellor Gerhard Schröder by the Russian oil company Rosnef and 
the Nord Stream 2 AG consortium marks the most prominent example. 
In 2021, State Secretary for Energy and Digital Andreas Feicht, under 
Minister Altmaier (CDU), became chairman of the board of RheinEnergy. 
Thorsten Herdan, from 2014 until 2022 head of Department II Energy 
Policy –  Heat and Efficiency in the Federal Ministry of Economics, later 
became CEO of the global eFuels company HIF EMEA. The revolving door 
can also swing the other way, as when the economics minister of the first 
Social Democrat– Green coalition government, Werner Müller (no party af-
filiation), entered government after a career working for German energy 
firms RWE and VEBA.

Academic and partisan think tanks

Numerous academic research institutes in Germany have supported the 
continuation of the fossil energy system. Partly funded or supported 
(via research contracts) by major utilities like RWE and E.ON, the 
Energiewirtschaftliche Institut at the University of Köln (EWI) and the 
Leibniz- Institut für Wirtschaftsforschung (RWI) in Essen are prominent 
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examples. Both organizations attacked the funding of Germany’s energy 
transition through feed- in tariffs from the beginning. They also supported 
the extension of nuclear energy production when the Social Democrat– 
Green coalition government negotiated the phasing out of nuclear power. 
Their pro- fossil fuel positions have been widely publicized in the conserva-
tive media and business press (e.g. Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, Die Welt, 
and Handelsblatt).

Several prominent think tanks and campaign organizations are also part 
of the grey alliance. The main think tank of the top German employer or-
ganization BDI is the Institut der Wirtschaft (IW), with offices in Köln and 
Berlin. IW oversees the Initiative for a New Social Market Economy (INSM), 
a lobby organization funded in 2000 by the German metal industry associ-
ation (Gesamtmetall), an organization dominated by the major car and steel 
manufacturing firms. INSM led several campaigns against the RESA and 
the broader energy transition, all of which emphasized economic efficiency, 
energy efficiency, and security and prioritized market principles and tech-
nological openness. The Centre for European Policy in Freiburg is the latest 
addition to an already large number of German neoliberal think tanks (e.g. 
Eucken Institut, Stiftung Marktwirtschaft, and the Röpke Institut) op-
posed to the state- led energy transition and ‘non- market instruments’ such 
as price regulation and subsidies favouring renewable forms of energy.32

The realm of climate change policy denial

The only political party in Germany officially opposed to climate action is 
the right- wing AfD. This singular position offers the party a unique sel-
ling point in the German political landscape, catering to a significant mi-
nority of the electorate. The main focus of the party and the AfD- aligned 
Desiderius Erasmus Foundation is resisting the energy transition, which 
allegedly threatens the prosperity of German society. The AfD seeks to 
end the decarbonization project Energiewende at large and to repeal the 
German government’s Climate Protection Plan 2050.33

Closely aligned with the AfD is the EIKE think tank (Europäisches 
Institut für Klima-  und Energieforschung) in Jena, which claims to be the 
leading European ‘institute’ advocating ‘climate realism’ and spreads the 
largest number of denial and obstruction messages of all European denial 
think tanks.34It is closely connected to the climate countermovement in 
English- speaking nations, whose prominent members include the US- 
based Committee for a Constructive Tomorrow (CFACT) and the Heartland 
Institute. EIKE has organized German denial conferences modelled after 
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Heartland’s (and with the participation of experts featured at Heartland 
conferences) together with the Institut für Unternehmerische Freiheit 
(IUF), a small neoliberal think tank in Berlin. Social media influencer Naomi 
Seibt has appeared at these conferences, giving talks and presenting videos 
in which, among other things, she denies the reality of climate change. 
Seibt is sometimes referred to as the ‘anti- Greta’ in contrast with Swedish 
climate protection activist Greta Thunberg.35

While AfD’s and EIKE’s positions do not frequently enter the main-
stream media, a dedicated group of AfD party and right- wing media 
outlets such as Freie Welt feature denialist arguments and authors. These 
publications, in addition to their social media channels, help these groups 
to sustain ‘varieties of right- wing populist climate politics’.36

STRATEGIES AND TACTICS UTILIZED

German companies and allied interest groups engage in a number of delay 
strategies to preserve fossil fuel dependency. Beyond traditional business 
associations, the public campaigns of fossil interest coalitions rely on think 
tanks and NGOs to influence public opinion. Medium-  and long- term 
campaigns have been key to the considerable efforts undertaken to slow and 
shape Germany’s energy transition following the approval of the RESA in 
2000. Apart from the fringe right- wing groups that continue to deny the ex-
istence or relevance of man- made climate change, most grey energy groups 
officially endorse international climate policy commitments. However, 
many firms and associations fail to live up to their official positions and 
frequently lobby to lower ambitions, engage in greenwashing, and attempt 
to shift the burden of change to others to protect traditional business.37

Championed by a coalition of Social Democratic and Green MEPs, the 
RESA of 2000 was unusual as it did not originate in the ministries but 
resulted from a parliamentarian initiative. It was built on the aforemen-
tioned grid- opening 1990 Electricity Feed- In Act, which allowed small 
renewable electricity producers to sell to the utilities. In addition to grid 
access, the RESA provided additional support for the development of re-
newable electricity production along the entire production chain, with 
long- term stable prices provided by the feed- in tariff.38

Utility companies opposed energy liberalization. The Hannover- based 
large utility PreußenElektra (later merged into E.ON) in particular fought 
hard against the rise of renewables in northern Germany, where it had held 
the regional grid monopoly. The company even pressed its case before the 
European Court of Justice, but lost that legal battle.39 Incumbent fossil 
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energy producers and large industrial customers opposed the emerging 
support for renewables but fought an uphill battle until the conservative 
liberal coalition government led by Angela Merkel took office in 2009. 
Their traditional influence in the Ministry of Economics, which had been 
in charge of energy policy, no longer sufficed during the first decade of the 
new millennium. Responsibility for renewable energy had been moved 
from the Ministry of Economics to the Environmental Ministry (until 
2005 headed by Jürgen Trittin, a member of the Green Party, until 2009 by 
Sigmar Gabriel, member of SPD) in the early 2000s. Under the Christian 
Democratic and liberal leadership of the Ministry of Economics and the 
Environmental ministry, respectively, access for industry groups once 
again improved.

Fossil industry supporters originally were also ill- prepared for the chal-
lenge of energy conversion politics. Most experts were surprised by the 
rapid expansion of the share of decentralized electricity produced by wind 
and solar energy after the grid opening. At the beginning of the new mil-
lennium, incumbent fossil producers and the large electricity customers, 
unlike the utilities, were not yet alarmed by the development. Most experts 
(including Angela Merkel at the time) expected only a low- single- digit share 
of renewable energy production to result from the legislation. In the course 
of the 2000s, dedicated actors from industry, academia, and the think tank 
world aimed to ensure such limits by undermining the incumbent renew-
able and climate regime through a variety of strategies and tactics.

Scientif ic studies, lobbying, and media campaigns

Shortly after the passage of the RESA, academic and think tank opponents 
of the state- led effort to increase wind, solar, and biomass sources of elec-
tricity generation advanced arguments against the feed- in tariff- based 
incentive for renewable investment. Institutions involved included the 
academic council of the Federal Ministry of Economics, the RWI, and the 
industry co- financed EWI. In 2004, a group of three research institutes 
published a study contracted through the academic council of the Federal 
Ministry of Economics on the general economic, sectoral, and ecological im-
pact of the renewable energy act.40 The authors claimed the system in place 
would not be an efficient way to proceed in the long run and emphasized 
the emergence of unnecessarily high consumer prices as a result of the 
guaranteed tariff then in place. To mend this problem, the study proposed 
incentives to increase innovation efforts and move toward competition be-
tween different types of renewable energy. This endeavour was in marked 
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contrast to the political effort to develop all renewable sources together to 
take advantage of their complementarity (the wind blows when the sun is 
down, solar works whether or not the wind is blowing, and so on). Instead 
of the feed- in tariff, the study proposed a quota system (which already 
existed in the United Kingdom and Sweden and compared poorly with the 
feed- in tariff in Germany in terms of expanding the share of renewable en-
ergy). Besides raising the spectre of incompatibility with EU law, the main 
concerns of the study were efficiency and cost.

Based on that study, the academic council of the Federal Ministry of 
Economics (headed by Wolfgang Clement, a conservative Social Democrat 
from the coal and steel state of Nordrhein- Westfalen) demanded the RESA 
be cancelled. Subsequent studies published by RWI’s energy department 
repeated the core messages of the early expert document: the feed- in tariff 
is inefficient, alternative solutions based on competition are superior, and 
German law may not be compatible with EU law (despite the European 
Court of Justice’s favourable ruling in 2001). Ultimately, various aca-
demic and partisan think tanks, including RWI and the employer- funded 
IW, as well as government expert commissions such the German Council 
of Economic Advisors (SVR) and the Monopoly Commission, converged 
on proposing a quota system as an alternative to the feed- in tariff. This 
alignment on an alternative policy instrument was unsurprising due to 
the interlocking positions of key academics involved simultaneously in ac-
ademic research, government commissions, and industry- financed think 
tank and campaign efforts.41

In the meantime, additional arguments had been developed by the range 
of research institutes also opposed to the feed- in tariff. They focused on the 
growing cost of financing the fixed tariff for renewable energy. Although 
the figures provided in industry- funded studies were inflated (up to an ‘un-
necessary’ €52 billion in additional expenses42), and, taken out of context, 
they served to feed an extended public media campaign against the tariff.

During the 2000s, criticism from RWI intensified. RWI researcher 
Manuel Frondel provided a study on the supposed high cost of German re-
newable energy to a US think tank, the Institute of Energy Research (IER), 
renewing the claim that the RESA was ineffective.43 According to Frondel, 
the EU ETS, a market- based approach to reducing GHGs that sets a cap on 
emissions and allows allowance trading, undermined the ecological impact 
of Germany’s own renewables policy. However, the claim did not take into 
account the practice of reducing the number of certificates traded according 
to the effectiveness of the feed- in tariff.44 Although the European emis-
sions trading scheme failed to live up to its CO2-  reduction promises (see 
Chapter 13, on the European Union), the German Innovation Council— an 
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expert commission composed of economists and management scholars— 
also demanded the elimination of public support for renewables. While 
mentioning one study that recognized innovation in wind energy, the 
council’s report relied on studies claiming the opposite and summarily 
denied ‘measurable’ innovation effects.45

Opposition also came from Germany’s fringe climate- denial camp. For 
example, between 2013 and 2018, EIKE placed criticism of RESA at the 
centre of its social media activities.46 In addition, the neoliberal INSM ran 
a dedicated media campaign demanding the abolition of the feed- in tariff, 
part of a sustained effort to mobilize the public against the RESA. Relying 
on RWI- contracted research and operating with a budget of up to €8 mil-
lion per year, the 2012 campaign focused attention across the spectrum of 
mass and social media, helping to pave the way for the elimination of the 
feed- in tariff in 2014 (we provide a more detailed analysis of narratives 
deployed in this highly successful campaign in the final section of this 
chapter).

These various academic, legal, and media strategies ultimately 
contributed to the major revisions to the RESA in 2014, ending the fast 
tracking of renewable energy conversion in Germany— at least until the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine. The reform replaced the feed- in tariff- based 
support for renewable development with an auctioning system, which priv-
ileged large capital investment instead of the decentralized expansion of 
renewables prioritized earlier. After the elimination of the feed- in tariff, 
former supporters of the ‘quota system’ mentioned earlier fell silent, re-
vealing the instrumental character of Germany’s policy instrument compe-
tition: to end a highly successful regime to fund renewable expansion that 
had accounted for 47% of CO2 reduction in Germany, compared with a 10% 
drop related to emissions trading. 47

Anti- wind power campaigns

Beyond fighting the RESA, the efforts of research institutes and think 
tanks to fight the energy transition have been accompanied by single- 
issue initiatives and right- wing groups alike, which can be illustrated by 
their dedicated campaigns against wind energy. Several organizations in-
cluding Windwahn (wind delusion), Vernunftkraft (rationality power), and 
Wildtierstiftung (wildlife foundation) focused on trying to break the mo-
mentum of Germany’s energy transition.48

Windwahn is an online platform that aims to organize civic initiatives 
(CI) under one roof and sees itself as a mouthpiece for these CI. Its website 
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features a map listing more than 1,100 associations and initiatives and ex-
plicitly welcomes other initiatives ‘that act according to the motto ‘wind 
power yes, but . . .’. The website also includes factual reasons to oppose 
wind energy. However, headlines such as ‘Myth of cheap green electricity’, 
‘Energy turnaround as a danger for the whole of Germany’, ‘Dark lull 
approaches’, and ‘Wind power megalomania’ predominate, illustrating the 
group’s radical rejection of wind power expansion.49

Vernunftkraft calls itself a ‘federal initiative for sensible energy 
policy’ and is an umbrella organization for fourteen state and regional 
associations that oppose the RESA, wind energy, and other renewable en-
ergy projects. In contrast to Windwahn, Vernunftkraft argues mostly fac-
tually. It reinforces the local conservation concerns it raises by deploying 
professionals to lobby the government. Politically, Vernunftkraft has been 
supported by the AfD, EIKE, parts of the CDU, and parts of the FDP as well 
as within the Ministry of Economics.50

Finally, the Wildtierstiftung is committed to nature conservation and 
education and represents the moderate edge of the spectrum critical of 
wind energy. However, from 2012 to 2019, the foundation was headed by 
Fritz Vahrenholt, a prominent climate change denier, a former renewable 
energy industry manager at RWI Innogy, and a long- term member of the 
supervisory board of Aurubis AG. Vahrenholt and the foundation’s head 
of communications, Michael Miersch, attacked the government’s climate 
policy goals and used anti- wind and other campaigns to support fossil in-
dustry positions. After the foundation dismissed Vahrenholt in 2019, cli-
mate change denial no longer played a role in the organization’s work, as 
a look to the Wildtier- Webinar, the Blog, or the list of publication show. 
Since his departure, Vahrenholt has engaged in a country- wide anti- climate 
policy campaign termed ‘save our industry’.

Right- wing extremist mobilization

The forces of business- related climate policy delay and climate deni-
alist groups have recently been joined by right- wing extremist organiza-
tions targeting climate protection as part of their platform of degrowth, 
a decentralized economy, population control, and an end to immigration. 
These groups have organized to violently obstruct the climate justice move-
ment. For example, the regional organization Pro- Lausitzer Braunkohle 
e.V., which advocates for the continued use of coal, organized counter- 
demonstrations against the German climate justice group Ende Gelände in 
2016 during its occupation of the coal mining company Leag in the Lausitz. 
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Local far- right groups participated in these counter- demonstrations, 
physically attacking activists. Various civic initiatives promoted on social 
networks (e.g. Fridays for Hubraum, or ‘cubic capacity’) and ‘No ban on gas-
oline and diesel vehicles in Germany’ served as channels for radicalization 
in which fantasies of harm and sometimes even murder are voiced against 
climate activists. The latter group is administered by the Automobilclub 
Mobil Germany, a competitor of the larger General German Automobile 
Club. Together, these groups push for Germany to embrace stereotypes of 
petro- masculinity.51

CLIMATE POLICY OBSTRUCTION DISCOURSES: THREE 

INSM CAMPAIGNS

Over the years, the INSM has increasingly engaged with German climate 
policy. In addition to its campaign against the RESA, mentioned above, the 
think tank continued to criticize German climate action and accompanied 
their arguments with high- profile media campaigns in 2012, 2017, and 
2019. A review of the discourses displayed in these three campaigns offers 
clear examples of the types of narratives fossil interest groups use to in-
tentionally obstruct climate action, which stand in contrast to their official 
support for it.

INSM’s first campaign was launched with the slogan: ‘Stop the RESA— 
do the energy transition’, presenting the RESA as its opposite: an obstacle 
to climate protection. The INSM claimed that the RESA promotes ineffi-
cient technologies and thus makes the energy transition too expensive. 
By providing a counter- narrative based on an alternative Competitive 
Model for Renewable Energies, the INSM aimed to promote market- based 
instruments instead of government regulation and thus fight off the feed- 
in tariff, which was becoming increasingly unpopular amongst German in-
dustry due to the growing uncertainty created by obstructionist attacks 
from various quarters. Thus, the narratives of cost inefficiency and ineffec-
tiveness included a more appealing narrative: market solutions that would 
purportedly result in better climate protection with fewer restrictions 
upon industry.

In the media campaign accompanying this discursive framing, an elec-
trical outlet superimposed with symbolic images served as a visual motif 
for print ads and posters in public spaces. For example, under the ques-
tion: ‘How does German energy policy affect the price of electricity?’ the 
INSM placed a picture of a time bomb over the power socket. In another 
commercial, the iconic image of Edvard Munch’s painting The Scream 
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appeared over the socket. Above, it said: ‘Help! The energy transition is 
becoming unaffordable’.

The follow- up campaign in 2017 refrained from such dramatic imagery, 
but the organization continued to adhere to its cost criticism and the al-
leged ineffectiveness of the RESA. However, the INSM no longer contrasted 
the RESA with its own market- based model. Instead, the group extended 
its argument to other concerns. While the organization still strongly 
emphasized the alleged additional burden for electricity customers and 
especially industry, it now also stoked fears of a loss of industrial com-
petitiveness. With reference to cheaper energy costs as a ‘central location 
factor’, the organization created the spectre of the relocation of industry 
and a concomitant loss of employment while ignoring the well- established 
negative effects of unchecked climate change on jobs and the economy.

In its 2019 campaign, INSM focused more on the federal government’s 
climate policy in general. In addition to the narratives of energy poverty, 
inefficiency, and loss of competitiveness, the organization generated yet 
another image. While it described climate change as ‘currently the greatest 
challenge facing humanity’, it also referred to a 2°C target for limiting 
global warming in the Paris Agreement. Through this rhetorical figure, the 
organization lowered the bar for emissions reductions needed (it is 1.5°C in 
the Paris treaty). Moreover, INSM’s campaign highlighted the need for in-
ternational efforts to fight climate change while also sidestepping respon-
sibility, stating that Germany’s share of global CO2 emissions is marginal, a 
staple argument of fossil interest groups in many countries whose histor-
ical emissions, like Germany’s, are substantial.

In addition, the INSM relied on another aggressive media campaign to 
promote its positions on German climate policies. It began targeting the 
leader of the Green Party, Annalena Baerbock, during her election cam-
paign of 2019. In INSM’s parodic print campaign, Baerbock appeared 
dressed as the biblical figure Moses, holding up two stones engraved with 
the Ten Commandments. These commandments stated that ‘you may not 
drive a combustion engine’, ‘you may not fly’, and other such restrictions, 
ending with ‘you may not even think that there is an end to prohibitions’. 
This image, titled ‘Why we do not need a state religion’, appeared in leading 
German newspapers such as Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung. Here, INSM’s 
pictorial language converged with the narratives of the German denial or-
ganization EIKE, which has stated that ‘not the climate is endangered, but 
our freedom’.52

As part of their latest campaign, in a 23 February 2023 article ‘Five ways 
to a better energy policy’,53 the INSM reflected the fundamental redirec-
tion of German climate policy after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and the 
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subsequent inflation crisis. In contrast to its previous positions, the group 
now promoted a faster expansion of renewable energy. But its messages still 
contained a toned- down criticism of cost inefficiencies and state subsidies. 
Now, the organization placed a stronger emphasis on technology options 
by promoting hydrogen development, the expansion of liquified natural 
gas (LNG) terminals, fracking, and carbon capture and storage (CCS).

CONCLUSION: INDUSTRY HEADWINDS AGAINST 

CLIMATE AMBITIONS

As this chapter has shown, existing climate policies and environmental 
protection in Germany have been strongly contested. Initial demands 
by environmentally conscious civil society groups, the rise of the Green 
Party, and the recent emergence of Fridays for Future and other climate 
movements have faced headwinds from powerful industry associations, 
neoliberal think tanks, employer lobby groups, and conservative civil so-
ciety movements since the 1980s. Especially since the mid- 2010s, a solid 
neoliberal opposition to the country’s energy transition has developed 
that has proven more influential than the fringe climate denial position 
of a few actors. However, Germany displays a diverse range of opponents 
of renewable energy projects whose members have ties to factions of the 
major political parties including the Christian and Social Democrats and 
the smaller, right- leaning liberal FPD.

Positions beyond and between the left– right spectrum make orientation 
difficult. Not all conservatives are climate obstructionists. Some far- right 
groups conceive of climate protection as a matter of homeland security. 
The dogmatic character of certain ‘citizen initiatives’ against renewable en-
ergy projects suggests the involvement of organized obstructionists. There 
is a trend of ‘covert’ networks of anti- renewables lobbyists throughout 
Germany who— on behalf of companies— file lawsuits, advise CI, and act as 
experts. Similar to ‘astroturf’ organizations in the United States and other 
countries, some activist groups set up to oppose wind farms and solar 
panels in Germany that appear to be grassroots movements are actually 
sustained by (fossil) interest groups.54

Certainly, the strongest efforts have been orchestrated against 
Germany’s RESA. Through academic opposition (e.g. from RWI), partisan 
think tanks (e.g. CEP), public media campaigns (e.g. INSM), and contin-
uous lobby pressure from powerful companies and industry associations 
(represented by the industry- financed think tank IW), the once radical act 
to expand decentralized renewable energy production eventually morphed 
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into a soft measure unlikely to help meet Germany’s goal of becoming cli-
mate neutral by 2045.

Until recently, the ‘grey’ group of obstructionist actors has portrayed 
the continued use of fossil fuels as necessary to ensure reliable, afford-
able power and domestic energy security.55 Following the Russian in-
vasion of Ukraine, German energy policy has been contradictory, with a 
focus on both the diversification of fossil gas supplies and a reinvigoration 
of efforts to increase the use of renewable energy. The BMWK concluded 
long- term contracts with gas and oil suppliers and continues building LNG 
terminals on Germany’s coasts. While regulatory hurdles against the ex-
pansion of wind power have been removed, the Liberal Party- led Ministry 
for Digital and Transport succeeded in erecting another barrier by blocking 
the European phase- out of combustion engines by 2035, a demand from 
the automotive sector and the eFuels Alliance. Similarly, the plan to phase 
out fossil gas heating ran into strong opposition and has since been both 
weakened and further delayed.

To better understand the ambiguities in the policy positions of the 
major industrial sectors and political parties in Germany, it will be neces-
sary to study systematically the revolving door between political and busi-
ness careers and the alliances between inner- party groupings and outside 
interest groups. For example, while car, steel, fossil energy, and chemical 
industry interests play a role in the SPD via its works council and union rep-
resentatives, the links between industry and the Christian Democratic and 
Free Democratic parties run mainly through management circles. Future 
research is needed to better understand the structural dimensions of and 
strategic efforts in the transport and construction industries in addition 
to the energy sector. While the fight against the RESA shows the capacity 
of obstructionist forces to fight and win uphill battles, the Energiewende is 
still the policy arena with the best record of forwarding Germany’s climate 
policy agenda. The focus of climate policymaking urgently needs to shift 
to transport, heating, and housing. Much more research is needed on the 
lobby groups in these areas, which have so far succeeded in blocking or de-
laying decarbonization.
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Climate Obstruction in the Netherlands

Strategic and Systemic Obstruction of Dutch Climate 

Policies (1980– Present)

MARTIJN DUINEVELD, GUUS DIX,  
GERTJAN PLETS, AND VATAN HÜZEIR

INTRODUCTION: CLIMATE ACTION AND INACTION IN THE 

DUTCH POLDER

As Figure 7.1 shows, in 2017, two years after the 2015 Paris Agreement 
was adopted, the Netherlands emitted 191 million metric tonnes of carbon 
dioxide equivalents (MMT CO2e) of greenhouse gases (GHGs). Compared 
with 1990 levels of 220 MMT CO2e, that reduction amounted to 1.1 MMT 
CO2e per year.1 Dutch industry made the largest contribution to this rela-
tively modest decline in emissions, which include a significant decrease in 
non- CO2 emissions.2 The years from 2019 to 2021 would see a more sudden 
drop in emissions.3 This was partly a consequence of the COVID- 19 pan-
demic lockdowns, however. In addition, the decline provides a distorted 
view of the impact of the Netherlands’ CO2 reduction efforts because GHG 
emissions connected to shipping, aviation, and other types of transporta-
tion are not included. This sector is especially relevant for a historically mer-
cantile country like the Netherlands, with its large seaports in Rotterdam 
and Amsterdam and a major hub- oriented airport (Schiphol). Just as in 
other Western European nations, moreover, the Netherlands’ emissions 
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have been exported to the Global South over the past three decades as pro-
duction has increasingly been outsourced.4

In short, emissions in the Netherlands may have decreased on paper, but 
the Dutch economy and society are not only still largely structured around 
fossil fuels but also behind in building alternatives. The country ‘has been a 
slow adopter of renewable energy (RE), currently [2017] ranking 2nd last in 
the European Union’.5 High emitters, such as the chemical industry, have 
not significantly reduced their emissions since the mid- 2010s and cur-
rently have no plans for rapid emissions reduction in the near future.6

These signs of climate inaction are surprising. Dutch politicians had al-
ready begun to focus attention on the climate issue in the 1980s, as part of a 
growing interest in environmental problems generally. Attention peaked at 
the end of the decade when Dutch politicians took a leading role in climate 
politics internationally. At the time, ‘environmental minister [Ed] Nijpels 
[was] . . . , trying to reorient the 1988 Toronto International conference 
on the Changing Atmosphere in a more political direction’.7 The minister 
supported the conference’s closing statement to reduce CO2 emissions 20% 
by 2005. He took the lead, too, in organizing an international conference in 
Noordwijk the following year, where global leaders ‘almost agreed upon an 
international treaty to regulate greenhouse gas emissions’.8

The climate inaction is less surprising, however, when we shift our focus 
from the advocates to the opponents of effective climate policy. It is ev-
ident from the historical record that high- emitting industries and state 
actors deliberately obstructed mitigation regulations through tactics of 
climate denial, doubt mongering, and lobbying. In the 1990s, the atten-
tion on climate policy quickly waned— but the obstruction continued well 
into the twenty- first century following new waves of attention on climate 
change triggered by Al Gore’s documentary An Inconvenient Truth (2006), 
the outcome of a lawsuit against the Dutch government (2015), and the 
Paris Agreement, which entered into force in 2016.

In addition to the more classical and strategic forms of denialism, doubt, 
and lobbying, climate obstruction in the Netherlands also springs from 
strong historical interdependencies between fossil- intensive industries 
and the Dutch state. These ties go back to colonial times but were cemented 
after 1959, when the Slochteren gas field, still the largest onshore gas field 
in Europe, was discovered (Figure 7.2). Over the past sixty years, the Dutch 
state has earned around €417 billion from natural gas extraction.9 These 
profits provided the energy sector not only with economic leverage but also 
ensured that the fossil fuel industry became politically powerful and re-
ceived direct access to the government and ministries.10 The intersections 
between industry, politics, and society at large, therefore, run deep, and 
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Figure 7.2 Petroleum (gas and oil) deposits in the Netherlands as of 2023. Although new 
gas fields are being discovered in the North Sea, the easternmost Slochteren field represents 
one of the largest land- based gas fields in Europe.
Source: https:// www.nlog.nl/ olie- en- gas kaar ten- van- nederl and.
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industry involvement in decision- making processes has been completely 
normalized.

To cover both strategic and more systemic obstruction in the Netherlands, 
we begin with a history of three ‘waves’ of climate change governance. 
Next, we discuss the key actors responsible for climate obstruction there. 
We then analyse in depth three strategic forms of climate obstruction: de-
nial and doubt, discursive framings, and lobbying and networking. In the 
final section, we analyse governance ideologies, fossil interdependencies, 
and the ‘revolving door’ as forms of systemic obstruction, concluding with 
suggestions for further research.

CLIMATE CHANGE GOVERNANCE AND ITS OBSTRUCTION: A 

BRIEF HISTORY

More than sixty years ago, the Royal Netherlands Meteorological Institute 
(KNMI) was already discussing the role of CO2 in climate change,11 yet re-
search into climate change itself was limited and the phenomenon was not 
seen as an urgent problem. This pattern changed in the 1980s and peaked 
during the first climate wave in the latter part of the decade.

The f irst climate change wave (1987−1989)

During the first climate wave, several national and international events 
created societal momentum for addressing climate change,12 including 
the publication of the influential Brundtland Report on ‘sustainable de-
velopment’, the Dutch scientific report ‘Concern for Tomorrow’, and a 
Christmas speech in which the queen claimed that ‘slowly, the earth is 
dying’. This resulted in the first cabinet that considered climate change 
a serious problem and aimed to set a clear goal for stabilizing CO2 emis-
sions.13 After a new government was elected, the new minister, the Social 
Democrat Hans Alders, published another climate report with even more 
ambitious targets. In 1991, there were discussions and plans within the 
European Economic Community (EEC) to introduce a regulatory energy 
tax. Chaired by the Netherlands, the first attempt to introduce such a tax 
failed.14

The first wave of climate mitigation ambitions also gave rise to the 
climate obstructionist actors and their strategies and tactics. At the 
time of the (almost successful) multilateral Noordwijk climate confer-
ence, the ‘godfather’ of Dutch climate scepticism, chemistry professor 
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Frits Böttcher, began to receive funding from the fossil fuel industry 
and became a key ‘merchant of doubt’ in the Netherlands. In the early 
1990s, climate sceptical arguments also made their appearance in 
both the House of Representatives (far right) and the Senate (Social 
Democrats).15

The first major obstruction of the proposed climate policies sprang from 
the conflict between the Ministry of the Environment and the Ministry of 
Economic Affairs. The latter, very much on the side of industry, feared that 
the former would become too powerful in ‘determining energy policy via 
climate policy’.16 The introduction of an energy tax was successfully resisted 
by the ministry, the Confederation of Netherlands Industry and Employers 
(then VNO), and the business community. Alluding to scepticism, 
Alexander Rinnooy Kan, VNO’s chairman, argued that ‘the greenhouse ef-
fect is certainly not uncontroversial’.17 The Ministry of the Environment 
continued to plead for the energy tax but now faced the CEOs of major 
chemical and steel industries such as Akzo, DSM, Hoechst, Hoogovens, and 
Shell18— who lobbied Prime Minister Lubbers and other ministers not to 
implement the energy tax. A spokesman for the prime minister said after-
ward that ‘no firm commitments’ had been made but that ‘the Netherlands 
will not be a guiding country’ in Europe.19

The second major obstruction during the first climate wave was a surge 
of sceptic voices, including the right- wing, populist party leader Pim 
Fortuyn20 (who got his inspiration from Frits Böttcher), and scientists/ 
researchers Arthur Rörsch, Hans Labohm, and Salomon Kroonenberg. 
Partly, this surge was set against the backdrop of an ongoing rise of popu-
lism in the Netherlands in the early 2000s.21 With climate change already 
ranking low on the political agenda, these voices ‘made policymakers em-
phasize the importance of finding win- win solutions between the economy 
and the environment in climate policy’ and push at the European level 
for a ‘clean, clever, competitive’ storyline of eco- efficiency during the 
Netherlands’ 2004 EU Council Presidency.22 Although it was not predomi-
nantly geared toward obstructing climate change policies, the populist rise 
can be seen as ‘a sharp turning point in the framing and agenda setting of 
climate change in the Dutch public debate’.23 Following the 2001 terrorist 
attacks in the United States and the assassination of Pim Fotuyn in 2002, 
the rise of Dutch populist parties saw a stronger polarization of society 
in which environmental issues in general and climate change in particular 
were portrayed as an ‘elitist concern of the establishment’.24 In the years 
thereafter, two consecutive right- wing cabinets cut back green ambitions 
and green budgets, symbolized by the replacement of a minister of the en-
vironment by a state secretary.
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The second climate change wave (2006– 2011)

In Al Gore’s film An Inconvenient Truth, the Netherlands is pictured as half- 
flooded after one of the extreme climate scenarios discussed becomes re-
ality. The film played in cinemas across the Netherlands’ and triggered the 
second climate wave. It led Dutch Prime Minister Jan Peter Balkenende (a 
Christian Democrat) and the British Prime Minister Tony Blair (a Social 
Democrat) to call on their EU colleagues to address climate change.25 The 
new Dutch cabinet again included a minister of environment, the Social 
Democrat Jacqueline Cramer, who presented an ‘ambitious climate pro-
gram aimed at 30% reduction in GHG emissions by 2020’.26

In line with the earlier emphasis on competition and eco- efficiency, this 
second climate wave was permeated with a ‘green growth’ ideology that 
took climate change as an opportunity for Dutch businesses. Besides the 
government and environmental nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), 
Dutch business leaders, too, now seemed to be on board in calling for 
change.27 Their support, however, was reluctant at best. Leading up to the 
2006 Dutch elections, the chairman of the VNO called on politicians to ad-
here less faithfully to the Kyoto Protocol, warning that ‘soon we will be the 
only country that obediently sticks to Kyoto’.28

The ongoing obstruction by the VNO was aided by a sharp shift in the 
public framing of climate change in 2009. The controversy known today 
as ‘Climategate’, which centred on the hacked emails of climate scientists, 
led to a debate in which sceptical voices rang louder than before.29 Climate 
scepticism now entered mainstream media, and a new climate sceptic 
website ‘Climategate.nl’ was established as a platform for discussing the 
emails.30 In Dutch politics, political parties on the far right began to call 
for postponing decision- making on climate policy altogether. The far- right 
Party for Freedom (PVV) was the strongest denialist voice in parliament 
and gained real political power after the 2010 elections. A conservative 
minority coalition, authorized by the PVV, dissolved the Ministry of the 
Environment and stayed almost completely silent on climate change in the 
new coalition agreement.31

The third climate change wave (2015−2019)

As a result of a lawsuit filed by the Dutch NGO Urgenda, the court in 
The Hague ruled, in June 2015, that the state must do more to reduce 
GHG emissions in the Netherlands. Later that year, on 12 December, the 
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Paris Agreement was adopted,32 ‘requiring countries to come up with in-
creasingly ambitious national climate plans . . . [to limit] the tempera-
ture increase to 1.5°C above preindustrial levels’.33 Later, in 2017, a newly 
installed Dutch coalition government decided to develop a comprehen-
sive and ambitious policy package to tackle climate change.34 In line with 
new EU regulations, the overall goal was to reduce GHG emissions by 
49% of 1990 levels by 2030.35 To do so, conservative- liberal Minister of 
Economic Affairs and Climate Eric Wiebes appointed Nijpels, the ‘first 
wave’ minister of environment, to lead a Climate Assembly. The assembly 
consisted of a series of ‘sector tables’ on industry, electricity, construc-
tion, agriculture, and mobility at which civil servants had to co- design 
plans with major industrial stakeholders to decarbonize the Dutch 
economy.36 The fossil fuel industry and the major high emitters were well- 
represented: Shell, RWE, BP, ExxonMobil, and Gasunie (a transboundary 
pipeline conglomerate) had a direct seat at the table. All the other high 
emitters were there, too, from Tata Steel and Yara (producer of fertilizers) 
to representatives of the ports of Rotterdam and Amsterdam.37 After two 
years of dialogue, a National Climate Agreement was reached in 2019. By 
the time the Dutch government collapsed in the summer of 2023, how-
ever, it was still making mitigation plans with individual companies and 
industrial sectors.38

A seat at the table and close ties to the Ministry of Economic Affairs 
enabled the high emitters to lobby against and delay many regulatory 
policies that could curb emissions more quickly.39 When the government 
has acted, it favoured ‘positive’ measures appreciated by industry, such 
as subsidies for more ‘sustainable’ oil refineries through technological 
solutions, or technofixes, such as carbon capture and storage (CCS).40 Until 
recently, the government refused to abandon fossil subsidies estimated to 
be between €39.7 and €46.6 billion per year41 and even sought to speed up 
the process for obtaining new drilling licenses for gas fields in the North 
Sea.42 There is no indication that it is considering stricter regulations that 
could enforce a planned phase- out of fossil fuels or sectoral decline of 
polluting industries.43

The renewed emphasis on climate policymaking also relaunched climate 
denialism in the Netherlands. A new organization, CLINTEL, was estab-
lished there in 2019, which operates on both the national and interna-
tional levels (discussed later). The organization is affiliated with (former) 
politicians from the right- wing People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy 
(VVD) but exerts influence on parties on the far right (PVV, Forum for 
Democracy).44
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THE KEY DUTCH CLIMATE OBSTRUCTIONISTS

Over the course of climate governance history, several individuals and or-
ganizations became prominent players in directly opposing climate policy 
or in undermining such policies through misinformation or the promotion 
of fossil interests in the public sphere. In this section, we discuss the most 
important actors in Dutch climate obstruction.

The Dutch merchants of doubt

The Dutch merchants of doubt have been active since the first climate 
wave in the late 1980s.45 In terms of size, number of publications and 
activities, and degree of financialization, they pale in comparison with 
their American counterparts.46 As mentioned, the godfather of the Dutch 
sceptics was Frits Böttcher, a long- time advisor to Shell.47 Bötcher was 
politically well integrated as a member of the Dutch conservative party 
(VVD) and government advisory councils.48 In the 1990s, Böttcher re-
ceived more than half a million euros from Shell and other Dutch 
multinationals49 for a ‘CO2 project’. The project ended in 1998.50 During 
that period and thereafter, he wrote climate sceptic reports, books, and 
opinion pieces and helped to establish a national51 and international net-
work of climate sceptics that included Fred Singer, the oil- funded deni-
alist in the United States.

Böttcher’s ‘successor’, Guus Berkhout, has a strikingly similar profile 
in the sense that both men ‘are scientists, only started promoting climate 
scepticism after retirement, have a past at Shell, have been active members 
in the VVD and have never done climate science research’.52 Together with 
journalist Marcel Crok and supported by Hans Labohm, ‘Netherlands’ most 
famous climate sceptic’,53 Berkhout founded the climate sceptic organiza-
tion CLINTEL. Funded by two wealthy real estate owners, the organiza-
tion campaigns against climate legislation. In doing so, they maintain close 
contacts with the Heartland Institute, the Canadian Friends of Science (an 
oil- industry- funded think tank), the European Climate Realist Network, 
and many known climate sceptics.54

The Ministry of Economic Affairs

The Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate Policy, formerly known 
as the Ministry of Economic Affairs, is a powerful ministry in the Dutch 
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political landscape. It describes itself as a ministry that ‘promotes the 
Netherlands as a country of enterprise with a strong international com-
petitive position and an eye for sustainability’.55 In the history of climate 
governance, however, the ministry has proven to be a steady climate policy 
obstructor.56 Where the former Ministry of the Environment favoured 
stricter regulations, the Ministry of Economic Affairs has always ac-
tively opposed an energy tax.57 As a civil servant at the Ministry of the 
Environment recalled: ‘[Economic Affairs] blindly assumed what was put 
forward by Shell and the Confederation of Netherlands Industry and 
Employers. If industry didn’t want it, the Ministry of Economic affairs 
didn’t want it’.58

The Confederation of Netherlands Industry and Employers

The Confederation, now known as VNO- NCW, is the largest Dutch 
employers’ organization and claims to represent ‘the common interests 
of Dutch business, both at home and abroad’.59 Representing the stakes 
of Dutch multinationals, including many industrial high emitters, ‘suc-
cessive cabinets have always taken the objections of VNO/ NCW and the 
energy- intensive industry very seriously’.60 Translated to the context of 
climate policy, this has meant that ‘very few climate measures have been 
taken in the past twenty- five years to which this organisation raised major 
objections. Thanks in part to their influence, the hefty subsidies on fossil 
energy have also never been abolished’.61 Since the first climate wave, and 
continuing to this day, VNO- NCW has been obstructing regulatory climate 
policies and measures through its privileged position in the policymaking 
process.62

Industry lobby groups

In addition to VNO- NCW as an official representative body, there are 
two important but largely invisible lobby groups in which companies join 
forces. The lobby group ABDUP— Akzo, Bataafse (Shell), DSM, Unilever, 
and Philips— is one of the oldest in the Netherlands, with long- standing 
access to key political players in The Hague. Since the 1980s, they have 
approached ministries or welcomed top officials to their own meetings 
and helped to shape ‘the design of long- term visions and associated po-
litical agendas, and often provided the chairs of government advisory 
committees’.63 Once a year, the ‘President’s Consultation’ took place in 
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luxury hotels, with the CEOs and prominent Dutch politicians such as 
Prime Minister Mark Rutte.64

The second lobby group, PHAUSD— a collaboration between the 
compagnies Philips, Hoogovens, Akzo, Unilever, Shell and DSM— was 
formed in 1978 with the explicit aim of monitoring developments in en-
vironmental legislation.65 In that capacity, it regularly communicated 
with high- ranking civil servants in the Minister of Economic Affairs.66 
PHAUSD’s lobbying practices can be characterized as policy ‘sabotage’, as 
it tended to mobilize to block new proposals for binding environmental 
legislation in favour of voluntary covenants between the government and 
industry.67

Shell

Shell presents itself as ‘a global group of energy and petrochemical 
companies’ that takes ‘an innovative approach to help build a sustainable 
energy future’.68 It is ranked number seven ‘in the top 20 companies of 
carbon dioxide emitters since 1965’.69 Formerly known as Royal Dutch Shell, 
it is not the only fossil company operating in the Netherlands. However, it 
has a special place in Dutch climate obstruction due to its strong historic 
links to politics and society. As explained earlier, the company has direct 
access to high- level politicians70 and key ministries and works closely in 
public– private partnerships in hydrocarbon extraction.71 Shell also held 
memberships in lobby groups that campaigned against climate action and 
undermined European renewable energy targets.72

In addition, Shell is also very visibly present in Dutch society. To protect 
its so- called licence to operate, Shell engages in advertisement campaigns 
that highlight its allegedly sustainable profile and sponsorship relations 
with cultural institutions,73 forest agencies, and major newspapers.74 In 
education, it provides teaching materials to schools, organizes energy 
festivals for children, serves on university boards, and is heavily involved 
in academic education and research.75

STRATEGIES, TACTICS, AND DISCURSIVE FRAMINGS

In the Netherlands, we can distinguish three main forms of strategic cli-
mate obstruction: the use of denial and doubt tactics, discursive framings 
that favour the interests of the fossil industry, and lobbying and net-
working campaigns.
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Denial and doubt tactics

The Dutch merchants of doubt, introduced earlier, use several arguments 
and tactics in their campaigns to obstruct climate policies. To make their 
arguments, they draw predominantly on American sources.76 For ex-
ample, they argue that ‘CO2 is good for plants’, question whether human 
activity influences global warming, and promote scientifically disproven 
alternative explanations for the phenomenon. In addition, they discredit 
climate scientists, dismissing them as guild- driven alarmists, and charac-
terize the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) as a politi-
cally motivated body.77 Since the 1990s, these Dutch merchants of doubt 
have spread disinformation via opinion pieces in newspapers and through 
contact with like- minded journalists and powerful political players.78 The 
journal and conferences of the Netherlands’ professional association of 
engineers, KIVI, played a supportive role for these Dutch climate sceptics.79 
Currently, denialist voices are still present in Dutch society, presented on 
self- created websites, a conspiracy- driven public broadcasting network 
(Ongehoord Nederland), and a large, right- wing newspaper (De Telegraaf).

The sceptic voices of CLINTEL are represented in the Dutch Parliament 
by the populist and right- wing political parties Forum for Democracy 
(FvD), PVV, and the VVD.80 In the 1990s, the merchants of doubt were 
successful obstructors as their work led to ‘a lack of political support for 
regulatory measures with regard to CO2 reduction’.81 According to Pier 
Vellinga, a now- retired professor of climate science, Fritz Böttcher was 
‘instrumental’ in delaying climate policy in the Netherlands in the 1990s. 
‘His publications reached all the way up to the Department of Economic 
Affairs . . . , [they] never implemented any effective policy concerning CO2 
reduction’.82 Although the influence of the Dutch merchants of doubt 
declined after ‘Climategate’ in 2009, they were still able to influence the 
VVD’s campaign platform as recently as 2017.83

Discursive framings

With the growing public acceptance of climate change, especially since the 
third climate wave, many large companies have distanced themselves from 
climate sceptical discourse. Most now publicly acknowledge climate change 
and present themselves as part of the solution. The discursive framing tac-
tics used in public debate and marketing campaigns have shifted from de-
nial to delay.84 Responsibility for climate action is placed on consumers, 
far- off technological solutions are promoted, and more structural solutions 
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such as downscaling production are never discussed. The sustainability 
agenda of Royal Dutch Airlines (KLM), for instance, mirrors the discourses 
of climate delay almost perfectly by, for example, ‘overstating the opti-
mism of the technological projections, with reliance on unproven techno-
logical advancements’85 and redirecting the obligation to mitigate carbon 
emissions ‘to the consumers, the government, other airlines, and other 
industries’.86

The industries’ discursive framings are particularly visible in what is 
popularly known as ‘greenwashing’ or, in industry- speak, as preserving 
their ‘social licence to operate’.87 For more than twenty years, for example, 
Shell has been hiring PR agency Edelman, known for its innovative tac-
tics, to build public trust and keep restrictive legislation at bay.88 Edelman 
developed the concept of a ‘Generation Discover Festival’ for Dutch chil-
dren.89 In this festival, Shell promoted a vision of the future of energy in 
which natural gas is a solution to climate change.90 Discursive framings 
that lend legitimacy to Shell and its products also spring from their spon-
sorship of museums. One of the main Dutch science museums, Boerhaave, 
organized a Shell- sponsored temporary exhibition heralding the company 
as part of historical progress while downplaying its contemporary environ-
mental impact.91

Scientific expertise is also enlisted to maintain public support for fossil 
fuels. After large- scale protests in 2012 in the north of the Netherlands due 
to heavy earthquakes caused by gas extraction, the fossil industry (Shell, 
ExxonMobil, and GDF Suez) partnered with the Dutch government and 
the Rotterdam School of Management in a two- year project that explicitly 
aimed for ‘broader societal public support for gas as an energy carrier and 
a broadly supported “licence to operate” for the gas sector’.92 The involve-
ment of fossil industries in children’s education, cultural exhibitions, and 
science enables these industries to frame their past, present, and future in 
a way that embodies an image of objectivity and positive values more con-
vincingly than direct corporate statements.93

Lobbying and networking

The Dutch climate obstructors also seek to maintain their position in 
networks of government and universities to create informal opportunities 
to exchange information and protect their interests. The lobbying 
group PHAUSD, for example, had real ‘lobby power’ because of its direct 
relationships with high- level civil servants and ministers at the Ministry 
of Economic Affairs.94 When binding environmental legislation instead of 
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voluntary covenants was proposed, ‘the reaction of the industry would be to 
bypass the policy process at the ministries. By using their connections, they 
would directly pressure the minister or representatives in parliament’.95

Companies also actively work to create and maintain networks with 
governments at different scales. Shell’s Generation Discover children’s fes-
tival, for instance, also created openings to cooperate with organizations and 
local governments, thus giving legitimacy to the company.96 And, as some 
of the most important science funding bodies in the Netherlands, Shell 
and other corporations are able to maintain close ties with universities, re-
search institutes, and the Dutch Research Council (NWO).97 From the 1990s 
onward, these ties were further institutionalized by creating positions for 
industry on the management boards of Dutch universities and allowing 
sponsored professorships.98

SYSTEMIC OBSTRUCTION

In the history of Dutch climate governance, one thing is clear: the close 
ties between the Dutch state and business have been a major factor in 
obstructing many proposed climate policies.99 We call this ‘systemic ob-
struction’. Whereas the tactics of sowing doubt, using discursive framing, 
lobbying, and networking can be seen as active, intentional forms of ob-
struction, systemic obstruction is much more a tacitly understood way of 
thinking and acting that is engrained in individuals, institutions, and their 
relationships. Less visible, systematic obstruction is what makes active 
interventions so much easier— or sometimes even unnecessary when ideas 
and interests are aligned.

Three forms of systematic obstruction can be identified. The first is a dis-
tinctive governance ideology and practice that evolved in the Netherlands. 
In that so- called polder model, various stakeholders— employer organiza-
tions and unions, for example— are asked to engage in conversation and 
negotiations that are handled in extra- parliamentary settings.100 The 
‘Climate Assembly’ installed after the third climate wave is an excellent ex-
ample. To reduce GHG emissions, the major emitters were invited to dis-
cuss sectoral reduction plans because they were expected to know best.

The second form of systemic obstruction is a historically grown interde-
pendency between the Dutch state and particular companies. The history 
of KLM Royal Dutch Airlines is one example. Despite its environmental 
burdens, and against economic logic, the growth of aviation has been the 
main imperative, and taxpayers’ money has been used to save this company 
from going bankrupt on multiple occasions.101 The strong interdependencies 
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between Shell and the Dutch state also stand out. Shell was founded in the 
Dutch East Indies (now Indonesia) when the Shell transporting company 
and the oil company Royal Dutch merged in 1907.102 The collaboration be-
tween state and oil sector was strengthened in 1923, with the joint venture 
Dutch- Indian Oil Company (NIAM). This collaboration, in turn, served as 
a template for the establishment of the Dutch Oil Company (NAM), a joint 
venture of Shell and Exxon (then Standard Oil), in 1947.

As a recent investigation demonstrated, the interdependencies re-
main strong to this day: ‘The [Dutch] Government was found to be tightly 
interwoven with the fossil fuel system, with ownership and financial rela-
tions found in all segments of the fossil fuel value chain, from production 
and exploration to use and R&D, and at the local, regional, as well as na-
tional levels of government’.103 In 2022, a parliamentary investigation into 
gas extraction and earthquakes in the province of Groningen showed that 
the informal networks of the NAM and the Ministry of Economic Affairs 
led them to prefer economic yields and efficient extraction over citizen 
safety.104

The third form of systemic obstruction is the ‘revolving door’. Again, 
Shell stands out: ‘The “revolving doors” relationship between Shell and 
the Dutch government began in the early twentieth century and has been 
“flipping” ever since’.105 Before he served as prime minister between 1933 
and 1938, Hendrikus Colijn fought in the Dutch colonial wars to pro-
tect and expand petroleum concessions in Sumatra and was CEO of the 
Bataafse Petroleum Maatschappij, the Indonesian subsidiary of Shell, be-
tween 1914 and 1922.106 A prominent postwar politician, Frits Bolkenstein 
worked for Shell from 1960 to 1976 before he became a minister and chair 
of the VVD and, as we have seen, a climate sceptic. To this list we can add 
many others.107 The fact that there used to be a formal secondment for 
civil servants in which staff was exchanged between the Dutch Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and Shell speaks for itself.108

CONCLUSION

The Netherlands seemed on its way to develop into a climate leader during 
its first wave of political attention to climate change. Two more waves 
followed, but each, unfortunately, were met with episodes of climate ob-
struction. The Dutch history of climate governance is therefore one of in-
itial ambitions hampered by active doubt-  and denial- generating tactics 
by the Dutch merchants of doubt, the networking and lobbying efforts 
of industries and lobby groups, and the narratives build on discursive 
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framings by which companies and the political establishment, sometimes 
in tandem, have cultivated public support for fossil fuels.

Strategic obstruction has been made easier— or sometimes even 
unnecessary— by systemic climate obstruction, which aligns the Dutch 
state and the fossil fuel industry. The historic ties between the Ministry 
of Economic Affairs and the fossil lobby groups, for example, have enabled 
industries to gain easy access to the government to obstruct regulatory 
policies that would curb their emissions. Consequently, the Dutch gov-
ernment has focussed mainly on passing measures preferred by the fossil 
fuel industry, such as incentives and subsidies for techno- fixes supposedly 
designed to help it become more sustainable.

This chapter marks the beginning of a belated academic research en-
terprise focused on climate obstruction in the Netherlands. Apart from a 
few scientific articles, most of the available research in this area has been 
conducted by investigative journalists and NGOs. Social scientists can play 
a distinct yet complementary role in analysing climate obstruction by inte-
grating existing investigations, deepening the existing body of theoretical 
work, and empirically studying new cases. A climate obstruction research 
agenda for the Netherlands should focus on both strategic and systemic 
obstruction as well as the ways in which these obstruction efforts have in-
creasingly been resisted.

First, the field needs an ongoing mapping of the tactics that industries— 
from the chemical and fossil industries to aviation and ‘Big Agro’— use to 
protect the status quo and curb stricter government regulation. Second, 
we need a more thorough analysis of the ways in which other societal ac-
tors seek to counteract obstruction tactics. For example, the protests in 
the northeast of the Netherlands after the gas- related earthquakes even-
tually led the government to stop gas extraction there. Similarly, many 
citizen initiatives are challenging the taken- for- granted ties between 
the fossil industry and their political, cultural, or scientific institutions. 
Although strategic and systemic obstruction of climate polices will not be 
gone overnight, it is now met by equally strategic attempts to obstruct 
obstruction.
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 107. Such as Wouter Bos (Labor Party), the former Minister of Finance and Vice 
Minister President; Eric Wiebes (VVD), former Minister of Economic Affairs 
and Climate; Sigrid Kaag (social liberals), Minister for Foreign Trade and 
Development Cooperation; and Wobke Hoekstra (Christian democrat), Minister 
of Foreign Affairs and candidate European Commissioner responsible for the 
European Green Deal.

 108. Ahlers and Hartlief, Still Playing the Shell Game, p. 44.
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Climate Obstruction in Poland

A Governmental– Industrial Complex

KACPER SZULECKI, TOMAS MALTBY,  
AND JULIA SZULECKA

INTRODUCTION: ADDICTED TO COAL?

Despite the recent rapid deployment of renewable energy sources, prima-
rily solar, Poland remains Europe’s most coal- dependent economy.1 For 
more than two decades, governments treated this admittedly challenging 
departure point as an argument for the ‘unique treatment’ of Poland in 
European and global climate protection efforts. Since the nation’s acces-
sion into the European Union in 2004, consecutive Polish governments 
have been veto players on more ambitious climate policy initiatives and 
decarbonization targets.

The International Energy Agency (IEA) argues that if the world is to 
follow a pathway to limit global warming to 1.5°C, all members of the 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) need 
to have phased out coal by 2030.2 Meanwhile, at the 2018 United Nations 
climate summit (COP 24) hosted by Poland, President Andrzej Duda stated 
that ‘there is no plan today to fully give up on coal’ and that Polish supplies 
would last 200 years.3

After Poland vetoed the European Union’s 2050 net zero emissions 
target in 2019, European Union managed to adopt it later, with a ca-
veat: the European Council noted that ‘one Member State [Poland], at this 
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stage, cannot commit to implement this objective’.4 Poland’s 2040 en-
ergy strategy, finalized in 2021, envisages electricity generation from coal 
in 2030 at a level higher than the European Commission’s assessment of 
the European Union’s total coal budget,5 with 11% of its energy still pro-
vided by coal in 2040,6 and coal mining phased out only by 2049.7 Poland 
is one of only two EU member states with no coal power phase- out target, 
while twenty- one of twenty- seven other member states have committed 
to phasing out coal by 2030 as part of the Powering Past Coal Alliance, 
a voluntary grouping of states, regions, and cities aiming to accelerate 
coal phaseout.8 The ‘dirtiest’ coal plant in Europe in terms of emissions is 
Bełchatów, in central Poland,9 and Poland was also the only EU member 
state that added new coal capacity in 2021.10

Within Polish society, there are clear signals of a change in societal 
attitudes toward the climate crisis, especially since 2018, when Poland 
hosted COP 24 in Katowice. This event coincided with the emergence of 
new climate protest initiatives, linked to the global Fridays for Future and 
‘School Strike for Climate’ movement as well as Extinction Rebellion’s 
protests. Droughts, heat waves, and Europe’s poorest air quality— thirty- 
six of Europe’s fifty most air polluted cities are located in Poland11— have 
also contributed to raising awareness of human activity’s environmental 
impacts. The divergence between government policy and the expectations 
of ambitious climate action among a growing part of society is becoming 
increasingly apparent.

As of 2023, Poland remains the sole EU country not committed to the 
net zero 2050 objective, citing ‘the difficult starting point of the Polish 
transition and its social and economic aspects’.12 In this chapter, we argue 
that Poland’s insufficient climate protection efforts cannot be justified by a 
difficult point of departure.13 They are instead the result of different forms 
of climate obstruction, some of them strategic and intentional.

Historical emissions

The collapse of Poland’s centrally planned communist economy between 
1988 and 1990 resulted in many energy-  and carbon- intensive industrial 
facilities closing, contributing to a sharp reduction in national emissions 
between 1987 and 1990 and a further drop between 1996 and 2002 be-
fore stabilizing for the next two decades (Figure 8.1).14 This historic change 
meant, however, that Poland was able to meet both European and interna-
tional (i.e. the Kyoto Protocol’s) reduction targets without additional effort 
or a conscious climate policy. When the European Union set a collective 
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2020 net emissions reduction target of 20% based on a 1990 baseline and 
successfully achieved this goal with a 32% reduction,15 Poland decreased its 
emissions by 20.1%.16 It also achieved its 2020 renewable energy target of 
16% (reaching 16.1%) but fell short of its energy efficiency target.17

Poland’s per capita greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions peaked in 1980 at 
more than 500 million metric tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalents (MMT 
CO2e) and were 477 MMT CO2e in 1990.18 The country’s share of global 
responsibility is 0.96%.19 On a pathway to limit global warming to 2°C, 
Poland’s fair- share emissions for 2030 are a reduction from 1990 levels of 
45% (to 260 MMT CO2e), 55% for a 1.5°C scenario, or 67% (to 155 MMT 
CO2e) for a 1.5°C LED scenario.20 However, the European Union’s collective 
proposed reduction of 55% by 203021 is considered insufficient by Climate 
Action Tracker.22 Poland’s goal is far less ambitious at ‘approximately 30%’, 
and far from the global or EU fair share.23

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: HOW POLAND BECAME 

COAL LAND

When Poland regained its independence after World War I, a significant 
part of Upper Silesia— which had become an industrial powerhouse of 
the German Empire thanks to large coal reserves— was awarded to the 
Poles, together with its mines and industrial facilities. This gave Poland in-
digenous coal resources, large enough to make the country energy inde-
pendent, and serving as a base for industrial expansion and a profitable 
export industry.

Then, during the reconstruction efforts after World War II, Poland 
conducted a massive electrification program based mainly on hard- coal 
power plants. Post- war territorial changes increased indigenous coal re-
sources considerably and by 1980, the country had become the second- 
largest producer of coal in Europe, after the Soviet Union. Coal mining and 
heavy industry were promoted by the communist authorities as the foun-
dation of post- war prosperity, but also as a source of national and working- 
class pride.24 As such, the notion of coal as ‘black gold’, Poland’s invaluable 
treasure, and the figure of the selfless miner sacrificing himself for the 
benefit of society became deeply engraved in the Polish collective imagi-
nation of technological progress.25 Coal is inextricably linked by politicians 
with Poland’s role in the European Union and the world— Prime Minister 
Beata Szydło stated that coal was ‘a synonym of development and moder-
nity’.26 This notion prevails, and the symbolic importance of coal is ac-
knowledged even by Green Party MPs: ‘We are dependent on coal. Not only 
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in the energy sector and in the economic sense, but also in our national 
mentality . . . associated with some idea of patriotism, independence, and 
energy security’.27 Attacks on coal are cast as ‘an attack on sovereignty’,28 
particularly by the far- right political forces.29

In the 1970s, the communist authorities constructed several large- scale 
hydropower plants and explored developing nuclear energy capacity to 
limit coal dependency. However, protest campaigns in the second half of 
the 1980s and the transition from communism to capitalism halted these 
plans in 1990.30 Meanwhile, lignite (brown coal) was gaining prominence, 
and the Bełchatów plant, completed in 1988, became Europe’s largest 
coal power plant and one of the largest in the world. As many as 388,000 
people— roughly 1% of the entire population— were employed in the coal 
sector in 1990, when close to 100% of electricity was generated from coal.31

Following the political transition and in response to ecological catas-
trophe, to which the coal sector greatly contributed, the period 1990– 1991 
saw an eruption of environmental legislation in all domains, including en-
ergy.32 In 1990, an energy policy until 2010 stated that ‘environmental pro-
tection should be the main factor influencing the choice of energy sources’ 
and indicated renewables as the preferred solution.33

By 2021, the share of electricity generated from coal was down to 72%34 
and the number of people directly employed in hard and brown coal mining 
had fallen to under 75,000,35 though this still represented approximately 
half the coal mining jobs in the European Union.36 Nineteen million people 
continued to use coal for winter heating, and 80% of private homes in the 
European Union using coal are located in Poland.37 Eighty- seven percent 
of all coal consumed in EU homes in 2019 was in Poland, using 10 million 
tonnes, half mined in the country.38 In 2021, Poland had thirty- four coal 
mines,39 seventeen coal- powered plants, and more than twenty combined 
heat and power facilities using coal.40 The majority of coal power plants were 
built between 1960 and 1980 and are nearing retirement. It is estimated 
that, by 2030, Poland may lose 41,000 jobs in the sector.41 Employment 
in, loyalty toward, and support for the sector are heightened by a social 
multiplier effect,42 and miners are highly respected in society, more so than 
teachers, doctors, and professors.43

As a result, the dominant perception of what is in Poland’s national in-
terest is a just transition.44 This is within a context in which coal miners 
wield significant political power (mining jobs are concentrated in the 
southern region of Upper Silesia— which elects 12% and 13% of seats in the 
lower (Sejm) and the upper (Senate) houses of parliament, respectively). 
The 2015– 2023 government was close to the ‘Solidarity’ trade union,45 and 
consequently, a just transition was framed as a gradual one taking place 
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over decades. As a civil servant in the Ministry of Climate noted, ‘We lived 
in a kind of illusion that our policies are generally beneficial until now. That 
is not true . . . [the energy transition] will take years or decades of gradual 
evolution’.46 From a Polish perspective, as another senior Climate Ministry 
expert stated, transition is conditioned on equity: ‘[the] direction set in the 
climate and energy policy is quite clear— this transition should take place 
only if it doesn’t leave anyone behind’.47

In June 2021, the Łódź region issued a ‘territorial just transition plan’ to 
end lignite mining and shut down the Bełchatów coal power plant by 2036, 
with support from the European Union’s Just Transition Fund. However, 
in 2021, 80% of the local population expressed fear of mass unemployment 
as a result of the closure.48

CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION: FROM DENIALISM TO SKEPTICISM

There is a dispute on this [climate change] because there is a question mark as to the 

human cause of these changes— I am on the side of those who think there is a big ques-

tion mark on this. . . . The claim that coal- fired power plants make the temperature 

warmer . . . in my opinion, there is no sufficient basis for this.49

— Governing coalition MP, 2022

Poland has a history of climate obstruction in the European Union: along 
with other Central and Eastern European members, in 2009, Poland 
threatened to block the European Union’s 2020 Strategy for reducing GHG 
emissions and expanding renewables and energy efficiency.50 In 2011, 
Poland vetoed the European Commission’s roadmap to (mostly) decar-
bonize the economy by 2050 on the grounds that the economic costs of an 
energy transition were too high.51 A year later, the Polish presidency of the 
Visegrad Group (with Czechia, Hungary, and Slovakia) authored a ‘Concept 
Paper on the Climate and Energy 2030 Vision’ reiterating this opposition 
and emphasizing the importance of analysing the ‘costs of ambitious head-
line targets for 2030’.52 In the 2015 electoral campaign, the right- populist 
Law and Justice (PiS) politicians proposed an ‘opt- out’ from the European 
Union’s climate policy and the renegotiation of the 2020 Strategy. While in 
power, the PiS government attempted to block the European Union’s 2030 
and 2050 decarbonization plans, though ultimately unsuccessfully.53

In sum, Polish authorities have opposed most calls for more ambitious 
climate action, including the Emissions Trading System (ETS) and binding 
renewable energy targets.54 Although these EU policies were ultimately 
implemented, they were weakened as a result of Polish- led obstruction, as 
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they were in the case of the European Union’s 2030 Climate and Energy 
Framework, negotiated in 2014, in what might be termed a ‘Polonization’ 
of EU policy in place of the ‘Europeanization’ of Polish ambitions.55

Among Poland’s right- wing politicians, EU climate policy is continu-
ously criticized: as an elite ‘fashion’ characterized by ‘hypocrisy of people 
who usually belong to the elite and don’t give a damn about the interests 
of those who have to pay for it’ and causing ‘chaos’56; and as ‘highly ideo-
logical’, a product of ‘political postmodernism’.57 The European Union’s em-
phasis on leading by example in climate policy58 is portrayed as ‘kamikaze 
politics’59 and a ‘threat’ to Polish national interests, as ‘it has nothing to do 
with climate protection, but is an element of the economic policy of coun-
tries such as Germany. . . . The very model of EU transformation is unfair 
and pathological. And it is now bankrupt’.60

Opposition politicians have often sided with government parties in 
contesting European energy and climate policy. This suggests the existence 
of a broad cross- party coalition that is likely to persist after changes in gov-
ernment.61 This consensus has been undermined by PiS’s anti- EU stance 
and increasing political polarization, which has led to a partisan framing of 
climate policy: ‘the opposition is against the government . . . [so] the gov-
ernment is not so willing to adopt climate policies’.62

The attitude of political elites may have been both a reflection and a cause 
of broader societal disinterest in climate action, at least before 2018. The 
initially climate- sceptic and openly denialist attitudes that dominated in 
the 1990s and 2000s were epitomized by the fact that the Polish Academy 
of Sciences was one of the last national science institutions in the world 
to issue an official statement, in 2007, acknowledging the anthropogenic 
character of climate change.63 Research by McCright and colleagues found 
that the salience of climate change is lower in Central and Eastern Europe 
than the rest of Europe, with less concern among citizens and politicians.64 
According to a 2015 Eurobarometer poll, 69% of EU citizens considered cli-
mate change to be ‘a very serious problem’, compared with 56% in Poland.65 
This finding supports that of Kvaløy and colleagues that, of forty- seven 
countries sampled, respondents in Poland were the least concerned about 
climate change,66 although, by 2023, the gap between the European Union 
and Poland on concern about climate change had narrowed to 8%.67 A chal-
lenge remains in that the majority of the public agree with the government’s 
cautious approach to the pace of energy transitions: in 2023, 55% of those 
polled agreed that Poland should choose its own pace to achieve climate 
neutrality, even if that means after 2050.68

Although earlier research emphasized ‘denialism’ and ‘contrarianism’ 
as a defining feature of Poland’s climate debate,69 this characterization 
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may be misleading, and such claims are based on a selective reading of 
the most extreme views and ideas present in the public debate. To do so is 
tempting, as many high- profile political actors in Poland have over the past 
decade produced many astonishing denialist statements.70 For example, 
the annual ‘climate nonsense’ prize, awarded by the Climate Education 
Foundation, in 2014 went to Zbigniew Ziobro, the minister of justice, for 
saying that carbon dioxide cannot be harmful because we consume it in 
carbonated beverages; in 2016, the honour was given to Janusz Korwin- 
Mikke, an MEP who stated that most scholars say that global warming, if it 
exists at all, has nothing to do with human activity.

However, our own research on Polish media found that primary obstruc-
tion, or open climate denialism (including trend scepticism, questioning the 
existence of global warming, and attribution scepticism, doubting human 
responsibility for climate change) plays a relatively minor though not in-
significant or unimportant role in the Polish debate. As an opposition MP 
stated, ‘Opinions that deny the scientific facts of climate change . . . are 
intended solely to cause controversy and unnecessary discussion on ob-
vious phenomena’.71 Meanwhile, secondary obstruction, or what may also 
be termed response scepticism or delayism, is mainstream. Our research 
finds that, in the 2014– 2016 period, 17% of the sampled discourse in the 
press and TV included representation of views that deny climate change is 
occurring. Furthermore, 25% of the discourse included views that accept 
that it is happening but deny the role of humans. When considering the 
COPs hosted by Poland, an analysis shows that 14% of media discourse on 
climate change around the event included the views that denied climate 
change was occurring in 2013, but this proportion had decreased signif-
icantly, to 6%, by 2018.72 Public- opinion polling echoes this change: in 
2009, 65% of Polish citizens thought that climate change was primarily 
caused by human involvement (26% disagreed), but this figure gradually 
increased over the next decade, to 75% in 2018 (with 18% attributing it to 
natural causes).73

The dominant feature of Polish climate debate is less clearly denialism 
but rather response scepticism. In August 2018, an MP and state secretary 
responsible for energy, Piotr Naimski, argued that ‘any binding stance that 
would be accepted at the conference in Paris will be harmful to Poland, so 
a failure of the [COP] summit is in Poland’s interest’. The Polish President, 
Andrzej Duda, at the same time stated that ‘Decarbonisation is completely 
not in our interest’. Similarly, 40% of media discourse during the Warsaw 
conference in 2013 was related to acknowledging the problem but consid-
ering no policy response necessary, though significantly this proportion 
had fallen by half, to 21% by 2018.74
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A note of optimism relates to a change in perception among politicians 
and civil servants in recent years, particularly after 2018: ‘For 4 years be-
tween 2015 and 2019’— an opposition MP says— ‘the PiS government did 
not want to acknowledge that the coal age is over’.75 However, as two civil 
servants from the Ministry of Climate (established in 2019, to coordinate 
Polish policy domestically and in the European Union and UN) noted, ‘in 
recent years we can witness the effects of it every summer’76 and ‘people 
see it [climate change] and demand action from local authorities. . . . These 
matters became the subject of political debate. It has significantly changed. 
Our ministry has a top and priority status’.77

Apart from the visible effects of climate change, such as droughts and 
heat waves, the change can be attributed to air pollution: an MP argued 
that ‘in terms of climate policy . . . the attitude in Poland to the fact that 
the coal age is history happened not because of the European Court of 
Justice, European politics or the Youth Climate Strikes— but because of 
smog’.78 As a result, despite the rhetorical prominence of climate obstruc-
tion, ‘today there is no one in the government who would question the 
energy policy . . . we all know that we step away from coal’.79 In this con-
text, the remaining opposition to any sort of climate policy is visible on the 
far right, among the ultraconservative MPs from Konfederacja and, more 
importantly in Solidarna Polska, a junior coalition partner in the 2015– 
2023 government whose position on the energy transition, according to a 
former government minister ‘resembles the behaviour of textile workers 
protesting machines in the 19th century’.80

However, there is a form of secondary climate obstruction not often 
discussed in the literature on climate scepticism and denial— acknowledging 
both the scale of the issue and the requirement to respond but locating the 
time to respond at some unspecified near future moment when technology 
permits; a future vision of ‘clean coal,’ for example— ‘an attempt to make 
an effective argument out of something that cannot be properly argued’.81 
We observed a very significant increase in the media discourse representing 
these views, from 23% to 44%, after the 2015 election, in which the pop-
ulist Law and Justice party won. Similarly, media analysis around the two 
COPs in 2013 and 2018 indicated that 50% of all discussion was focused on 
action to be taken not now, but in the future.82

KEY ACTORS IN CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION

Poland’s climate policy landscape is characterized by a large degree of 
segmentation— meaning that actor coalitions that dominate it are divided 
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and lack common discursive framings of climate policy or visions of energy 
transition. Among these actor coalitions, which should be understood as dy-
namic and related but still clearly discernible— one is dominant in terms of 
its agenda- setting and political power. This coalition is concentrated in gov-
ernmental institutions, particularly the ministries responsible for climate 
and energy policy (Table 8.1), agencies, and state- owned energy companies 
and utilities. Together, they constitute a unique ‘governmental– industrial 
complex’ (GIC).83 We conceptualize the GIC as a powerful discourse coali-
tion, a group of actors that share common storylines, problem definitions, 
and preferences for certain solutions. Actors in discourse coalitions ‘try 
to impose their views of reality on others, sometimes through debate and 
persuasion’— as pro- governmental think tanks and GIC- linked media do 
in this case— ‘but also through manipulation and the exercise of power,’84 
which is particularly important for a discourse coalition built around core 
state institutions and the fossil industry.

Since 2020, responsibilities for decarbonization, drafting climate 
policy, and steering the energy system have been divided between the 
Ministry of Climate and the Environment and the Ministry of State Assets. 
Together with the Chancery of the Prime Minister and the Government 
Plenipotentiary for Strategic Energy Infrastructure (a post created by 
the Law and Justice government), they constitute the core public actors 
influencing climate action. Other important public actors include the na-
tional regulator, the Office for Energy Regulation (URE), and the state- 
owned transmission system operator PSE. However, important voices in 
the debate on climate policy come from other ministries as well as the two 
chambers of parliament— the Sejm and the Senate.

Poland’s major energy companies are state controlled (Table 8.2); the 
state owns a majority of their shares or legally controls them through the 
Ministry of State Assets. The oil company Orlen has, since 2016, become 

Table 8.1  THE POLISH MINISTRIES RESPONSIBLE FOR CLIMATE, ENERGY, 

AND THE ENVIRONMENT BETWEEN 1999 AND 2024, INCLUSIVE

Environment Climate Energy

Ministry of Environment 

(1999– 2019)

Ministry of the Economy

(2003– 2015)

Ministry of Energy (2015– 2019)

Ministry of Climate 

(2019– 2020)

Ministry of State Assets

(2019— present)

Ministry of Climate and Environment (2020— present)
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a ‘national champion’ that accumulates stocks in other energy companies, 
expands to other European countries, and wields significant political 
power. State companies control more than 75% of the power market, which 
leads even the most moderate mainstream energy analysts to call this 
setup an oligopoly.85 The state also owns 100% of the shares in the largest 
coal mining company, PGG.

Institutional links are only one level; the other is personal, a circula-
tion of elites through a ‘revolving door’. An example is Deputy Minister 
of Agriculture Janusz Kowalski, an outspoken critic of climate policy. As 
a civil servant explained in 2021, Kowalski’s flamboyant rhetoric is not 
merely aimed at attracting attention: ‘Kowalski’s circle has a significant 
influence on what goes on behind the scenes. It’s not just him, but it is 
the whole camp with some informal relationships. . . . Kowalski worked in 
many places, at PGNiG . . . and his connections are still there’.86

The status of these companies is contested. Formally corporate entities 
listed on the stock exchange, they are under government control and often 
must operate according to logic contrary to shareholders’ interests and eco-
nomic efficiency. Since 2016, the PiS government has changed the charters 
of the four major (and partly state- owned) energy companies, introducing 
a clause saying that they constitute an ‘instrument of national energy 
security’.87 This change implied that they would no longer be subjected 
primarily to economic market logic but might be forced to act in the ‘na-
tional energy security’ interest, left undefined. The insistence on state 

Table 8.2  OWNERSHIP OF ENERGY AND MINING 

COMPANIES IN POL AND

Company State treasury shares

Petroleum and gas companies

PKN Orlen 49.90%

PGNiG Acquisition by Orlen

Lotos Group Acquisition by Orlen

Electricity companies

PGE Polska Grupa Energetyczna 60.86%

Enea 52.29%

Tauron 30.06%

Energa 0% (Orlen 90.92%)

Mining companies

Polska Grupa Górnicza (coal) 100%

KGHM (metals) 31.80 %

Source: Authors own elaboration based on publicly available information 
on companies’ websites in 2023.
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ownership and prioritizing ‘national energy security’ is consistent with an 
‘energy sovereignty’ paradigm that emphasizes the national character of 
energy systems, energy resources, and the identities of energy companies. 
Renewable sources are then often framed as foreign, as one civil servant 
attests: ‘Several times I have participated in discussions in the Sejm or in 
the Senate, and I can see the attitude of deputies or senators when it comes 
to renewable energy. The main question is— who produces these turbines? 
These panels? Well, most of it is German or Scandinavian. Exactly— “so 
what benefit do we have from this, apart from the fact that we will have 
green energy?” ’88

This resource nationalism and ‘energy xenophobia’ is amplified by the 
right- populist government’s foreign policy rhetoric, in which energy plays 
an important role. A member of parliament noted that:

The political imagination of Poles is appropriated by sheer and biased propa-

ganda . . . the enemy is the European Union, which imposes the climate package 

on us, the enemy is Germany, which pursues its interests. We, the only righteous 

ones, are surrounded by enemies. . . . Our coal should stay while the EU scandal-

ously tries to destroy it, along with undermining our sovereignty.89

State ownership is also the cause of opaque boundaries between public ad-
ministration, politics, and the energy sector. During the transition from 
communism, Poland experienced only a gradual development toward a pro-
fessional civil service. Most public institutions remain politicized, and each 
election brings significant staff changes on all levels. Calls for technocratic 
‘governments of experts’ are often popular, so ministers do not have to have 
a parliamentary mandate (they are often not elected politicians) although 
it is seen as positive if they have experience in the policy arena. Hence, ex-
perience in the energy sector is seen as valuable in the ministries dealing 
with energy. The 2019– 2021 climate minister Kurtyka was described as 
not having a ‘political base’, which resulted in a situation where ‘various 
energy companies may have a greater influence than they should have on 
the entire course of activities related to our energy policy’.90 Among civil 
servants, a gradual energy transition is seen as necessary: ‘We, as an ad-
ministration, must always counterweigh and maintain balance. Now we 
are at the starting point. The greater the dynamics of such a process, the 
greater the costs. We, therefore, need to adapt our pace of transformation 
to the resources we have’.91

With state companies under the control of the government, politici-
zation extends beyond the civil service. First, while ministers and their 
deputies cannot sit on state company supervisory boards, directors of 
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ministerial departments and other civil servants can. Their formal role is 
to safeguard the interests of the State Treasury. However, board member-
ship is also lucrative and is used as a premium for loyalty within ministries. 
Furthermore, sitting on boards is also often an anchor for future positions 
in the company itself.92

Regarding climate obstruction, the most important outcome of the 
GIC’s existence is energy sector incumbents’ shaping of governmental 
policy through regulatory capture. The Climate Ministry should be the 
most climate- ambitious part of government on decarbonization but is 
‘strongly influenced by transmission and distribution network operators. 
They believe that renewables are a challenge, a problem’.93 The result of this 
influence is an energy policy orientation that seeks to sustain the political 
economic status quo of the energy sector. Energy transition is framed as 
possible only to the extent that it can be achieved by the state- owned en-
ergy companies. In practice, that means delaying a coal phase- out for as 
long as possible and replacing coal generation with energy sources that can 
be controlled only by large players such as nuclear power plants (in part-
nership with private business) and offshore wind farms. The role of gas 
plants, also state owned, is as a transition fuel, with distributed renewables 
playing only an auxiliary role. As a deputy minister stated in 2022: ‘What 
is the basis for energy production? In my opinion, it should be coal, not 
natural gas. Coal should be at the centre of the energy transformation in 
Poland until the construction of a nuclear power plant’.94

There is a challenge to these positions, particularly from environmental 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) as well as think tanks that pro-
vide counterevidence and independent data and pressure the government 
for transparency about the data it uses and the assumptions behind its 
policy projects, allowing for alternative interpretations and often diver-
gent policy conclusions regarding the viability of techno- fixes. However, 
to date, the GIC core sets the tone of the debate. Independent or semi- 
independent think tanks and organizations also exist but rely on state fi-
nancing, putting them in the orbit of the GIC, and present more or less 
explicit climate obstructionist arguments. Following the degree of depend-
ence from greater to lesser, they include:

 • The GIG Institute and the Institute for Fuel Technology and Energy, 
which are overseen by the Ministry of State Assets;

 • the Polish Economic Institute and the National Economic Chamber 
(KIG), which rely on direct funding from the state budget;

 • the Centre for Climate and Energy Analyses, which is part of the govern-
mental institution set up for reporting emissions (KOBIZE);
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 • the Polish Electric Energy Committee, financed by the energy sector 
companies, mostly state owned;

 • the conservative Jagiellonian Club and Jagiellonian Institute, which, al-
though often openly critical of the government, organize events in part-
nership with state energy companies;

 • the independent liberal or libertarian institutes such as the Warsaw 
Enterprise Institute and the Forum for Civic Development (FOR), which 
represent business interests outside the state sector.

Although there are no Polish institutions listed among the Global Warming 
Sceptic Organizations, the Atlas Network, or in the DeSmog Climate 
Disinformation Database, these think tanks generate expertise and 
arguments that can be classified as secondary obstruction, discussed in the 
following sections.

Discursive framings: Preaching delay

I don’t think there are many who genuinely believe in the climate crisis. [and] I think 

there are also many people who think we can’t afford [an energy transition]. And that our 

influence— of Poland and the Polish industry— is so petty in the world that our actions 

will not help.95

— Civil servant, State Forests, 2020

In the Polish climate discourse, delayism is visible in attempts to either 
shift responsibility onto others or, more often, to extend the timeframe 
of necessary action and political intervention well beyond 2050. Although 
Poland does not have a net zero target year and does not foresee a coal gen-
eration phase- out, much of climate obstructionist discourse is focused on 
the apparently unsustainable pace of the energy transition and EU climate 
policy. While Poland is a signatory of the Paris Agreement, such calls for a 
more ‘realistic’ and ‘considerate’ transition pathway continue to be visible. 
Meanwhile, state- controlled energy companies are torn between market 
realities and the EU regulatory environment in which they operate— 
clearly set for a decarbonized future on one hand and the unpredictable 
Polish regulatory environment and political pressure from the government 
on the other. As a result, most of them have some kind of climate strategy 
or sustainability policy. Tellingly, in the gas company Lotos, ‘climate risks’ 
that were defined by a special task group ‘are transformation- related, not 
physical in character’96 (i.e. it is fossil fuel phase- out that is the climate- 
associated risk, not climate change itself).
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There are also visible discrepancies between what the companies, oper-
ating as corporate organizations, do and what their politically nominated 
managers say. For example, the largest power company, PGE, which plans 
to achieve carbon neutrality by 2050, was headed by Wojciech Dąbrowski 
who, on occasion, openly denied the impact of CO2 on global warming and 
suggested that climate policy is a form of external pressure against Polish 
sovereignty.97

When it was sued by Greenpeace as a climate polluter, PGE convened an 
expert body of scholars who issued a formal statement questioning the sci-
entific consensus behind anthropogenic climate change.98 Such open deni-
alism is, as noted already, increasingly rare. All the major energy companies 
have refocused their investment strategies on low- carbon sources or neg-
ative emissions, even as their representatives continued to call for a more 
cautious or delayed decarbonization strategy. As the Orlen spokesperson, 
Adam Czyżewski, put it:

The energy transition is not a race, but a crossing that has to be done in a co-

ordinated way. . . . [D] ecarbonization is also security, but the security of the 

future . . . the goal is to move towards climate neutrality, but to achieve this 

you need fossil and renewable energy sources. The transition cannot be rushed, 

because it is not about one country achieving its goals, but about it happening 

for all.99

The Orlen CEO, Daniel Obajtek, echoed this sentiment in a 2021 speech 
where he said: ‘Let us not expect change to happen year- on- year or in ten 
years. This cannot be achieved by a rapid revolution, but perhaps a more 
rapid evolution’.100 Czyżewski has also used arguments that push respon-
sibility onto others, be it non- EU states or consumers. He emphasized 
the need for non- European countries to follow the European Union’s ex-
ample, with further ambition being conditional on this joint effort. He also 
underlined the fact that an energy transition is ‘primarily’ a shift in con-
sumption habits.

Other energy sector actors present similar arguments, including 
trade unions. A leader of All- Poland Alliance of Trade Unions (OPZZ) 
noted that EU climate policy ‘makes no sense in a situation where most 
industrialized countries like China, Russia or the US are not reducing 
emissions’,101 while, in 2019, the leader of the largest union, Solidarity, 
asked the Polish delegation to the European Council to negotiate ‘a change 
in the time horizon’ of the net zero target.102 While very different in their 
political position, some leading think tanks echo similar themes in their 
public statements. The conservative but independent Jagiellonian Club 
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suggested in 2022 that ‘Poland should tame the ambitions of the Union. 
We should tone down the goals of the European Green Deal’.103 The 
National Economic Chamber, which before 2013 voiced openly climate- 
skeptical views, has since switched positions, proposing to increase 
Poland’s ambitions well beyond the government’s energy strategy. And 
yet, in November 2022, the Chamber organized an event entitled ‘With 
coal— safely towards green transition’ at which experts argued for the 
need to revise the speed of EU climate policy and called for reflection on 
its direction.104

A further justification for delay amongst GIC actors is the effect 
of decarbonizing on and society’s responsibility for its citizens and 
workers. This emphasis on a ‘just transition’, which is primarily an ar-
gument for delay and not for a more socially transformative process, is 
visible among trade unionists, politicians, and energy company experts 
alike: ‘Environmentalism— yes; climate— yes; but jobs and livelihoods 
are most important’, said an OPZZ official during the 2013 COP 19 in 
Warsaw.105

Much more subtle forms of climate obstruction can be observed in the 
think tank sector, where most experts question neither the overall climate 
protection goals nor EU climate policy but contribute to the daunting pic-
ture of the impossibility of transforming Poland’s energy sector in time. 
In February 2020, the Warsaw Enterprise Institute organized two events 
criticizing the government for blocking the expansion of onshore wind, 
which it deemed the cheapest and quickest tool of decarbonization, but 
still suggested that phasing out coal ‘is not possible before 2040, and per-
haps even 2050 even if nuclear enters the mix’.106 A 2020 Polish Economic 
Institute study concluded that Poland could become climate neutral by 
2056, according to an optimistic scenario, while it might take until 2067 
under other assumptions.107 However, the consulting firm McKinsey has 
presented a cost- effective pathway for Poland to achieve climate neutrality 
by 2050.108

In the expert community, this sort of soft ‘impossibilism’— portraying 
ambitious climate action as beyond reach and futile— is often presented as 
realism, contrasted with ‘irrational’ and ideologically or faith- driven envi-
ronmentalism. That kind of dichotomy is particularly clear in the GIC and 
its expert network efforts to promote nuclear energy as central to Poland’s 
decarbonization, in contrast to renewable energy, which is seen as disrup-
tive for the market and the sector and ultimately unreliable. In a recent 
vote on the revised EU Renewable Energy Directive, Poland was one of the 
two members voting against, stating that renewables ‘jeopardise both the 
stability of the grid and overall energy security’.109
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STRATEGIES AND TACTICS OF OBSTRUCTION: TECHNO- FIXER 

AT HOME, IMPOSTER ABROAD

In Poland, calls for delay can be discursively grounded in references to na-
tional security,110 but may even be disguised as ambitious climate policies 
that focus on a specific and narrow area of climate action or a promising 
future technology (a ‘silver bullet’). They may also be seen in attempts 
at attracting attention in global climate negotiations and presenting the 
country as a global climate action leader, all while drawing attention away 
from the more demanding problem of economy- wide decarbonization.

Techno- f ixes as tools of obstruction

Future visions can play the role of a tool of social control through the pro-
cess of rational planning (which presents the way to desirable and expected 
outcomes) but also by exporting the problems beyond the ‘here and now’ 
reality: we will be able to solve the problem of the tension between our coal- 
based economy and climate change in the near future, thanks to technology 
development— ‘clean coal technology’.111 Related research has argued that 
‘believing that science will solve environmental problems tends to be as-
sociated with lower environmental concern’, so such ‘future vision skepti-
cism’ is significantly correlated with lower climate ambition.112

Poland’s decarbonization strategy, as presented in the most recent of-
ficial documents, will require a technology mix including elements that 
are not yet commercialized or are even still merely hypothetical. A 2021 
roadmap presented by the Centre for Climate and Energy Analyses included 
large- scale implementation of carbon capture, utilization, and storage 
(CCUS) combined with bioenergy, industrial electrification, hydrogen use, 
electric vehicles, and structural changes in agriculture as prerequisites for 
Poland to achieve climate neutrality by 2050,113 in addition to a vast expan-
sion of renewables, batteries, grids, and possibly also nuclear energy.

For many years, however, key actors in Polish climate politics pointed 
to specific ‘silver bullet’ technologies as answers to the challenge of climate 
mitigation or, more often, referred to them as preferred solutions for the 
future, justifying limited or no action in the present. As noted earlier, the 
first of such technologies have been ‘clean coal’ technologies, to be devel-
oped by domestic R&D and allowing Poland to maintain a coal sector in 
an energy transition. In 2013, Poland’s GIG Research Institute opened a 
Centre for Clean Coal Technologies, which received large grants from the 
state budget and EU funds. What these technologies might be in practice 

 

 

 



Pol a nd [ 203 ]

remained unclear, but they are still referenced by some GIC actors as an ar-
gument against EU climate policy and coal phase- out. In 2021, a Solidarity 
trade union leader from the mining company PGG complained that ‘no-
body thinks how beneficial it would be for Poland to invest in low and “zero 
emission” sources of energy from coal’.114 The head of the Jagiellonian 
Institute summarized such remarks as ‘incantations, meant to work only 
on the domestic forum’ as ‘today there is not and will never be a debate on 
clean coal technologies, dismantling the ETS’, and underlined that Poland 
‘lost lots of time on such empty gestures’.115

Due to its carbon- intensive energy generation, Poland was one of the 
early leaders of CCUS development, and the first pilot projects were al-
ready planned under the Civic Platform government of 2007– 2011. Little 
progress has been made since, though state- controlled energy companies 
(Lotos, Enea, and Tauron) mention CCUS projects in their strategies. Many 
modelled pathways toward net zero rely on large- scale CCUS deployment, 
which remains hypothetical— a problem not unique to Poland.

The Polish government’s contribution to the project of carbon removal 
is establishing carbon forestry as a flagship climate policy. In 2016, State 
Forests, a state- owned enterprise governing all publicly owned forests, 
presented the elaborate Forest Carbon Farms project with the intention 
of turning industrial timber plantations into carbon sinks. That same year, 
at COP 22 in Marrakesh, the Polish delegation promoted the idea together 
with the concept of a ‘waste- free coal power industry’.116 The environment 
minister, Jan Szyszko, is often dubbed the project’s ‘godfather’.117 Forest 
Carbon Farms were officially established by ordinance in 2017,118 and 
state energy companies were encouraged to buy carbon credits from the 
Carbon Farms program. This policy contradicted domestic academic ex-
pertise suggesting that ‘climate change mitigation through carbon seques-
tration in forests may adversely affect available water resources in Poland, 
due to high evapotranspiration of forests’.119 Nevertheless, government- 
controlled and pro- government media vigorously promoted the idea and 
portrayed it as Poland’s unique contribution to global climate action and 
as a solution that would allow the country to maintain its coal sector while 
also meeting international obligations. However, after Szyszko’s death in 
2019, the idea of carbon forestry quickly lost prominence, and, in 2023, 
only the energy company Tauron mentioned it as part of its climate policy.

Lately, the most prominent ‘silver bullet’ technology promoted in Poland 
is nuclear energy. According to the government as well as many mainstream 
GIC- linked experts, large nuclear power plants are the only realistic way to 
decarbonize the power sector. The ‘Polish Energy Policy by 2040’ strategy 
envisages as much as 9,000 megawatts (MW) of nuclear capacity by the 
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mid- 2040s, making the Polish national megaproject one of the most am-
bitious globally. However, it will only meet 20– 25% of the energy demand, 
and, if it replaces coal as late as the 2040s, the cumulative emissions from 
the Polish power sector will have far exceeded the country’s carbon budget.

Nuclear’s role as an element of obstruction lies in the fact that while 
it is in theory compatible with renewables, it has gained a larger share of 
media and industry attention, whereas insufficient and slow deployment 
of renewables has not been addressed. The director of the Polish Economic 
Institute laid out the self- contradictory official line, saying that nuclear 
‘supported by RES’, or renewable energy sources, is necessary to maintain 
energy security, even though most models, including the government’s 
own, see the roles of renewables and nuclear in reverse order. The Law 
and Justice government has underestimated the growth of distributed 
renewables and undermined their further expansion— particularly by 
introducing a very restrictive siting policy for onshore wind that has effec-
tively banned it, limiting it to 0.28% of Poland’s land area,120 and by failing 
to initiate grid expansion enabling more renewables deployment. Although 
all energy companies are making plans to expand their renewables capacity, 
in the case of several of them this has meant buying up existing wind farms 
from smaller players or investing in offshore projects to be completed in the 
2030s. In this case, the state power companies, although all are strongly in 
favour of onshore wind, were not able to influence lawmakers; political op-
position against wind farms, particularly from the far- right junior party 
Solidarna Polska, eventually weakened a 2023 amendment of the siting law.

Meanwhile, virtually all Polish energy companies now boast nuclear 
ambitions. PGE is charged with building the first Polish nuclear power plant 
and supervising the national, large- scale nuclear projects, which remain 
the only ones that have secured state financing, although its conditions 
are not yet set. Orlen, in 2023, announced plans to construct as many as 
seventy- six small modular reactors (SMRs) in twenty- six localities, adding 
up to 22,000 megawatts (more than double the government’s plan for the 
mid- 2040s), with the first envisaged to come online in 2028. So far, how-
ever, not a single reactor made by Orlen’s American partner has been built. 
Enea and Tauron are also planning SMR construction. A nuclear sector an-
alyst counted 126 announced nuclear reactors of different types and sizes 
planned for Poland, all of which should be operational by 2043 (if plans 
are realized).121 Independent experts, even those favouring nuclear energy, 
have been highly sceptical, as is one of the ruling party MPs: ‘It cannot be 
said in 2021 that we will indicate the location by 2022 or 2023, and then 
within 10 years, we will build a nuclear power plant. This is unreal. We see it 
after Flamanville [France] or Olkiluoto [Finland]— it is unreal’.122
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Climate imposter: Poland’s international climate diplomacy

Despite its clear denialist tendencies in the public climate debate, Poland 
has been surprisingly active in the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCC) process. There are two reasons for this. The 
first was economic: the post- communist economic crisis and restructuring 
led to significant declines in emissions, and Poland was able to decouple 
emissions from economic growth; between 1988 and 2016, its gross do-
mestic product (GDP) more than doubled, while GHG emissions had 
fallen by more than 30% by 2002.123 The Kyoto Protocol ‘was perceived [by 
politicians] as a good opportunity for Poland to capitalize’ on this record.124 
The second reason was agenda- setting power: governments in Warsaw 
have been broadly engaged in UNFCCC negotiations. Jan Szyszko, the late 
three- time environment minister, was elected president of the COP 5 in 
Bonn (1999), leading intersessional talks for a year,125 while Poland hosted 
three summits: in Poznan (2008), Warsaw (2013), and Katowice (2018) 
using regional- rotation rules to shape the character of negotiations.126 
National energy companies were sponsors of these summits, and Polish 
governments framed their proposals as a rational alternative to ‘ideologi-
cally driven’ climate action.127 At the 2018 COP, Poland proposed the Silesia 
Declaration on a ‘just transition’, a call for a cautious pace to mitigate social 
and economic costs,128 and Just Transition is the first of three pillars of the 
2040 Polish energy strategy.129 This approach led one government repre-
sentative to argue that Polish views were ‘always a part of the mainstream 
in the matters of global policies . . . in international UNFCCC negotiations 
our approach is much more similar to others’.130

CONCLUSION: PHASING OUT, PHASING DOWN, OR 

CLINGING ON?

The challenge Poland faces in phasing out coal, on which it is highly re-
liant, is real. However, it is also a situation that some other European coun-
tries have faced previously. This point of departure, often used to justify 
delaying climate action, is not a sufficient excuse. It also does not explain 
the character of Poland’s climate policy debate. The apparent degree of cli-
mate obstruction has instead been created and perpetuated by a dominant 
coalition of governmental institutions, agencies, and state- owned energy 
companies and utilities that constitute a GIC, surrounded by think tank 
experts and journalists who are dependent on state and energy company 
financing and thus promote the GIC arguments. While there has been a 
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shift in discourse and policy emanating from the GIC, it continues to pro-
mote obstructionist strategies and offers ‘silver bullets’ in the form of 
promising future technologies such as ‘clean’ coal and unrealistic plans for 
new nuclear power plants. This pattern is underpinned by Poland’s stated 
commitment to a just (and gradual) energy transition, which, rather than 
illustrating concern for the vulnerable citizens left behind, is one more of 
the GICs ‘climate imposter’ tactics.

Further research is needed to examine whether societal changes, in-
cluding the effects of COVID since 2020 and Russia’s full- scale invasion of 
Ukraine in 2022, are leading to a more substantive engagement for a more 
progressive and ambitious Polish climate policy. The 2023 parliamentary 
elections, which resulted in a change in government, and a planned revi-
sion of the 2040 energy strategy will provide some evidence here, but the 
political economy of the energy sector, with the close and often obscured 
connections between governmental bodies and energy companies, is likely 
to remain in place.
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Climate Obstruction in Russia

Surviving a Resource- Dependent Economy, an 

Authoritarian Regime, and a Disappearing Civil Society

MARIANNA POBEREZHSKAYA AND ELLIE MARTUS

INTRODUCTION: THE FOUNDATIONS OF CLIMATE 

OBSTRUCTION IN RUSSIA

Russia is one of the world’s largest producers and exporters of fossil fuels, 
including coal, oil, and gas, and the fourth- largest global emitter of green-
house gases (GHGs).1 Russia is also a recognized laggard in global climate 
politics. In 1990, the country emitted 3,170 million metric tonnes of 
carbon dioxide equivalents (MMT CO2e) (Figure 9.1). However, due to the 
subsequent major economic and social crises following the fall of the Soviet 
Union, by 1992, emissions had involuntarily dropped to 2,530 MMT CO2e. 
In 1998, they reached their lowest level yet, at 1,870 MMT CO2e. Hence, to 
comply with its international commitments under the Kyoto Protocol not 
to exceed 1990 emissions levels, Russia did not need to do anything, yet 
could still access potential climate- related investments.2 Later, as part of 
its nationally determined contributions (NDC) under the Paris Agreement, 
Russia committed to a 70% reduction in GHG emissions by 2030, again 
relative to 1990 levels, and has also proposed a target of net zero emis-
sions by 2060. However, the NDC commitment has been rated ‘critically 
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insufficient’ by the Climate Action Tracker because it requires little effort 
to achieve3 and still leaves Russia one of the major global emitters.
Russia’s domestic policy commitments also fall short.4 It has produced sev-
eral policy documents addressing climate, from the 2009 Climate Doctrine, 
which first introduced the need to address the issue, to a range of emis-
sions reductions laws and decrees. However, as Korppoo and Alisson note, 
domestic policy measures ‘tend to be vague and “ghosted” after adoption, 
remaining unimplemented without further development or measures’.5 
Further, despite a long tradition of climate research dating back to the 
Soviet era,6 policy action has faced strong opposition in Russia from a range 
of actors who have sought to obstruct or delay climate action. The current 
political and economic isolation of Russia since its invasion of Ukraine in 
2022 could worsen the situation as the country finds itself excluded from 
global climate policy negotiations, under serious economic pressure from 
sanctions, and in search of new markets for its fossil fuels.

Compared with other major polluters and fossil fuel exporters, Russia 
is critically understudied in the literature on climate politics and in many 
ways represents a stark contrast to the other countries explored in this 
volume. While private actors certainly play a role in opposing climate ac-
tion, climate obstruction is built into the nation’s authoritarian political 
system. Fossil fuels are central to the Russian economy, and the distribu-
tion of profits from among political and economic elites is central to the 
regime’s stability.7 The boundaries between the state and the economy are 
therefore blurred, with heavy state intervention in the economy and pow-
erful state- owned oil and gas majors, in a system that has been described as 
authoritarian capitalism.8 This mutually dependent relationship between 
the state and the fossil fuel industry is so close that scholars disagree over 
who is capturing whom: some describe the state takeover of the energy 
sector as part of the reconsolidation of the state following privatization 
in the 1990s,9 while others speak of business capture of the state and the 
takeover of state property by private interests.10 In Russia, therefore, we 
see strong resistance to action on climate change because it represents a 
direct challenge to the sources of regime stability and to the wealth of po-
litical and economic elites.

HISTORICAL EXAMPLES OF CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION

In 1997, the Kyoto Protocol, which set binding emission reduction 
targets for thirty- seven industrialized countries and economies in 
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transition as well as the European Union, was announced at COP 3. Its 
conditions required ratification by countries that were collectively re-
sponsible for at least 55% of global GHG emissions. In 2001, the United 
States withdrew from the treaty, leading the international community to 
turn to Russia as one of the world’s highest- emitting countries.11 Russia 
ratified Kyoto in 2004, after years of deliberations and open climate 
obstruction at the national level.12 Indeed, there were vocal opponents 
of Russia’s involvement despite the Kyoto Protocol’s very favourable 
conditions, stipulating that Russia needed to keep its emissions below 
the levels of the 1990 baseline year, a goal that, as noted earlier, it had 
already achieved.

Among the opponents of the Kyoto Protocol, two stood out: Yuri 
Izrael, a world- leading physicist who made a substantial impact in global 
climate science, and the economist Andrei Illarionov, a presidential ec-
onomic adviser between 2000 and 2005. Izrael insisted that the Kyoto 
Protocol lacked ‘a scientific base’, and was just a ‘political step’13 which 
could undermine Russia’s economic development. Illarionov doubted 
the anthropogenic nature of climate change and, on various occasions, 
called the Protocol ‘an assault on economic growth, the environment, 
public safety, science, and human civilization’14, an ‘undeclared war 
against Russia’,15 and ‘an international Auschwitz’.16 According to him, 
Russia would exceed its GHG emissions quota and, therefore, would be 
forced to slow down or compensate for the overshoot.17 It is believed 
that Illarionov played a key role in delaying the Protocol ratification by 
two years.18

Anti- Kyoto sentiment was also shared by some of the largest companies, 
including mining giant Norilsk Nickel, oil and gas major Yukos, and a few 
important governmental institutions including the Ministry of Energy 
(which became the Ministry of Industry and Energy in 2004), though other 
key bodies such as the Ministry of Natural Resources and to some extent 
the Ministry of Economic Development and Trade were more hesitant in 
their position.19 Notably, after the Protocol’s ratification, the opposing 
voices at the national level dissipated.

The convoluted Kyoto negotiations corresponded with an overall trend in 
Russia’s environmental policies of the late 1990s– early 2000s, when the en-
vironment was ‘frequently sacrificed to . . . resource exploitation, the chance 
to earn foreign revenue, and demand for cheap energy . . . [which was] fur-
ther exacerbated by financial shortages, administrative inefficiencies, and 
public indifference’.20 As discussed later, in the twenty years that followed, 
the situation has barely changed.
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THE ROLE OF THE MAJOR ACTORS AND INSTITUTIONS 

INVOLVED IN CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION

We now turn to the four major actors and institutions involved in climate 
obstruction in Russia, examining the role of science, the media, govern-
ment, and industry.

Science obstruction

The majority of the Russian scientific community has been clear in their 
support for the theory of anthropogenic climate change (ACC)21 and ac-
tively contributed to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) reports, while the sceptical voices that do exist remain a minority. 
However, we argue that these minor sceptical views among scientists have 
been disproportionately used by other interested actors, including industry 
and the government, as a tool of obstruction.

As noted, both Soviet and Russian climatologists have made a substan-
tial impact in advancing climate science.22 Against this backdrop, climate 
scepticism23 within the scientific community presents an interesting case. 
For example, atmospheric physicist Kirill Kondratyev questioned the meth-
odological value of climate modelling, which then allowed him to challenge 
ACC.24 Prominent astrophysicist Khabibullo Abdusamatov insisted that 
the planet was not warming but would soon enter another ice age.25 And, 
as mentioned, even one of the most established, world- famous Soviet and 
then Russian climatologists, Yuri Izrael, while not denying climate change 
per se, doubted how much humans had to do with it.26

The more recent appearance of climate denialism in the public sphere 
comes from the so- called science popularizers.27 For example, Aleksandr 
Gorodnitskiy, a world- renowned geologist/ oceanographer with a lim-
ited background in climatology, called ACC a ‘myth’ started by Al Gore, 
arguing that both Kyoto and the Paris Agreement are merely political 
manipulations.28 As Wilson Rowe highlights, scepticism among Russian 
scientists was noticeable during the Kyoto deliberations29 but became less 
vocal during Dmitry Medvedev’s presidential term (2008– 2012). During 
this period there was political acceptance of ACC, as demonstrated by, for 
example, the publication of the Climate Doctrine. While not holding the 
legal power of a law or presidential decree, this was an important step in 
setting guidance for future climate policy. During this time, we also saw the 
emergence of an economy- oriented narrative of climate mitigation policy 
co- benefits.
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The Soviet climatologist Mikhail Budyko was one of the first scientists 
who, while making an undeniable contribution to the understanding of 
ACC, also ‘determined that if science suggested ice removal was feasible, 
having limited consequences for broader natural systems, then potential 
socio- economic benefits were in the offing’.30 The alleged benefits that cli-
mate change could bring Russia include the expansion of arable land in the 
North (as a warmer climate would make larger territories suitable for agri-
culture and prolong the harvesting season) and a shortening of the heating 
season, thus cutting energy expenses.31

One of the most powerful arguments in Russia was that ACC would pro-
vide easier access to natural resources in the north and the development of 
the Northern Sea Route (NSR). The point has ‘travelled’ to official political 
discourse, presenting climate change effects in the Arctic as an economic 
opportunity rather than a threat.32 For example, at an international forum 
in 2017, President Vladimir Putin commented on Arctic warming, stating 
that ‘climate change provides more favourable conditions for economic ac-
tivity in this region’ and cited the anticipated growth of shipping along 
the NSR from 1.4 million tonnes of goods in 2017 to 30 million tonnes 
by 2035.33 It is also embedded within policy, with the ‘Energy Strategy to 
2035’, for example, noting the significant potential benefits of the devel-
opment of the NSR for the oil and gas sectors, giving year- round access to 
growing markets in the Asia Pacific.34

In addition to Yuri Izrael, other scientists also highlighted the poten-
tially damaging nature of the Kyoto Protocol for the Russian economy, its 
supposed meaninglessness after the United States’ withdrawal, and its 
‘unfairness’ in calculating Russia’s contribution to global emissions (e.g. 
disregarding its forests’ carbon- absorbing capacity).35 Within this approach 
of undermining the policy rather than ACC,36 we also see the reappearance 
of the climate geoengineering debate. It initially entered scientific discourse 
in the early 1960s, while in the 2000s, the proponents of geoengineering 
restarted the discussion, exploring the benefits of spreading sulphate aer-
osol in the lower stratosphere.37 This, according to Izrael, would create ‘a 
kind of umbrella from the sun’ dealing with climate change regardless of its 
origins and would be ‘safe for health and many times cheaper than “Kyoto 
developments” ’.38

The existence of scepticism and denialism among scientists and their 
contribution to climate obstruction can be explained by several factors, 
starting with the practical limitations of Soviet climatology, which was 
affected by ‘the relative backwardness of Soviet computing technology’39 
and different approaches to environmental science40 as well as the nega-
tive impacts of ideologies. Historically, in the Soviet Union ‘climatology 
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was largely shaped by Cold War conditions and Soviet science policy, 
which prioritized military research and neglected many other fields, in-
cluding climatology’.41 In turn, the fall of the Soviet Union resulted in an 
economic and political collapse provoking a ‘brain drain’ as well as the 
slowdown or cancellation of various research projects due to financial 
limitations. This said, on average and similar to global trends,42 Russian 
scientists promoting sceptical or denialist narratives belong to older gen-
erations (those who were not able to switch to newer methods in climate 
research) and/ or have a different disciplinary background, with limited 
climate- related experience.43

While some of these problems slowly became less relevant (e.g. there is 
a new generation of highly skilled Russian climatologists), others are re- 
emerging. For example, a new wave of ‘brain drain’ was triggered by the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine.44 At the same time, researchers who have 
remained in Russia find themselves cut off from the international scien-
tific community, external funding, and access to the most advanced equip-
ment.45 This situation will once again make climate scientific discourse 
more vulnerable to scepticism and denialism and/ or desynchronization 
with global progress in climate knowledge.

Media obstruction

As Russia’s political regime has become progressively more authoritarian 
over the past two decades, national media have been undergoing a cor-
responding process of showing less diversity, slowly becoming more in 
sync with the state agenda.46 The country has several laws restricting the 
media industry, including Federal Law N- 31, ‘the fake news law’; Federal 
Law N- 139, ‘the internet blacklist law’; and Federal Law N- 121, ‘the foreign 
agent law’. The tightening of control has intensified since February 2022, 
forcing remaining independent media and individual journalists to flee the 
country or face a series of fines and restrictions, while Russia’s regulatory 
bodies cut off access to major international media websites (including all 
Meta social media platforms).47

In Russia, there is no national media outlet with a clear sceptic posi-
tion or consistent involvement in climate obstruction. However, the nature 
of Russia’s political regime means that climate coverage is highly suscep-
tible to variations in the state’s attitude toward the problem. A study of 
climate coverage by the national newspaper Izvestiya from 1992 to 2012, 
for example, showed that, in the 1990s, there were very few mentions of 
climate change, but what did get published confirmed its anthropogenic 
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nature and the problem’s urgency. But between 2009 and 2012, 30% of all 
publications questioned ACC.48

Furthermore, Russia’s media system represents an interesting case 
whereby the government- owned gas giant Gazprom controls a substan-
tial number of media outlets, including forty- one TV channels, nine radio 
stations, six digital platforms, and eight print and online media outlets.49 
This portfolio included (until March 2022) one of the most independent 
radio stations, Ekho Moskvy (Echo of Moscow), which, despite being an 
example of high- quality liberal journalism, also transmitted climate deni-
alism popularized by Yulia Latynina, a prominent journalist with a strong 
anti- regime stance and famous for her climate denialism.50

The sceptical narratives in both new and traditional Russian media go 
hand in hand with the conspiratorial thinking and/ or antagonistic narra-
tive of Cold War sentiment.51 As demonstrated in the Kyoto example, this 
narrative has always been present in Russian public discourse but became 
more noticeable in the 2010s. For example, a major heat wave in central 
Russia in 2010 was explained as being a result of a ‘climate weapon’ deployed 
by the West, while international appeals to move away from fossil fuel de-
pendency have been met with the argument that ACC is a myth created by 
profit- driven Western businesses (e.g. renewable energy companies).

A paucity of climate- related publications is another persistent trend in 
the Russian media. As Boussalis et al. illustrated in their 2016 study,52 be-
tween 2000 and 2014, The New York Times alone published more articles 
on climate change than twenty- three major Russian national newspapers 
combined. Such modest media attention can also be seen as climate ob-
struction. With climate change consistently de- emphasized, the climate 
sceptic lobby has no need to be proactive to influence media coverage53; 
instead, it can simply continue to reenforce a ‘climate “spiral of silence” 
that leads people who do not hear about the topic in daily life to avoid 
discussing it themselves’.54

Among other factors affecting climate coverage in Russia are the 
country’s geographical characteristics (a diverse range of climatic 
zones from east to west and north to south), regional politics, and 
sociodemographic variations throughout the country55 whereby climate 
change discourse can be affected by people’s economic instability, the 
presence and position of the local climatologic community, and interfer-
ence from federal and international stakeholders.

Like that of other authoritarian states,56 Russian media climate dis-
course is substantially affected by the main ‘newsmaker’ in the country; 
hence, when President Putin casts doubts over ACC, the media reproduce 
this message without challenge. For example, in 2019, during the end of 
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the year press conference, Putin, while highlighting Russia’s commitments 
to GHG emissions reduction, stated that ‘no one knows the reasons behind 
global warming’, after which he alluded to natural processes that could be 
responsible.57 Conversely, when Putin confirms ACC and claims ‘we need 
to do everything we can to minimise our input’, the media do not men-
tion Russia’s lukewarm climate policy but instead repeat the president’s 
message that, in the past three decades, due ‘to a radical restructuring of 
industry and energy, it was possible to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
more than in other countries’.58

The sentiment fits into the narrative of Russia being ‘a great ecological 
power’,59 which peaked during 2020– 2021, when climate change for the 
first time became prominent on the state’s agenda. As Head of the State 
Duma Committee on Ecology and Environmental Protection Vladimir 
Burmatov stated, ‘Today the Russian Federation is one of the leaders on 
the climate agenda and it has something to show the world’.60 Indeed, 
from 2020 until the invasion in February 2022, official rhetoric became 
much more in sync with a stronger climate policy, with Putin consistently 
reconfirming Russia’s intentions to reach carbon neutrality by 2060.61

However, as a 2016 longitudinal study of the news media found,62 chal-
lenging economic conditions have negatively affected climate coverage 
in Russia, with journalists either paying even less attention to the topic 
than usual or covering it only within the context of the international 
negotiations. In 2022, Russia managed to avoid the worst- case economic 
scenario despite the imposition of sanctions and the demands of the mil-
itary campaign, yet the economic decline has been felt throughout the 
country, with the situation expected to deteriorate further.63 For this and 
other reasons, the state public relations establishment has been focussed 
on justifying the invasion, monopolizing the media agenda, with climate 
coverage marginalized once again.64

Government obstruction

Tynkkynen and Tynkkynen, in their 2018 study of climate denial under 
Putin, highlight ‘the specific interests of the energy sector in maintaining 
the status quo in domestic energy policy and in the general interests of 
Putin’s regime in reducing the likelihood of criticism by the Russian people 
toward the hydrocarbon- based political and economic system’.65 Indeed, as 
noted, the state depends on the fossil fuel industry for regime stability, 
and climate obstruction is therefore woven into the activities of govern-
ment elites. We see this manifest in three core ways: through the position 
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and public statements of Putin; via the restrictions imposed on nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs), which limit meaningful participation of 
civil society in policy debates; and in the role of the powerful Ministry of 
Energy (MinEnergo).

The authoritarian nature of the political system means that Putin 
plays a leading role in setting broad strategic goals and framing the policy 
agenda. As noted, the president has made controversial statements in the 
past that have demonstrably slowed the development of Russia’s climate 
policy. His remark, for example, that ‘we shall save on fur coats and other 
warm things’ sent mixed signals during an international climate change 
conference in Moscow in 2003, given that his overall message was about 
Russia’s commitment to ‘addressing climate change’.66 Tynkkynen and 
Tynkkynen67 argue that, around the start of Putin’s third presidential 
term, we see a re- emergence of climate denialism at the highest level, with 
climate policies regarded as another potential threat to regime stability. As 
noted, Putin’s discourse has also emphasized Russia’s role as an ‘ecological 
donor’ or ‘great ecological power’ due to its existing contributions to global 
efforts to address climate change. This discourse has become part of the 
country’s climate obstruction efforts because it is used to justify Russia’s 
limited climate policy commitments and express doubts about interna-
tional policy responses.

NGOs are generally regarded as playing a minimal role in shaping 
Russian climate politics.68 However, prominent groups such as World 
Wildlife Fund (WWF) Russia, Greenpeace Russia, and Ecodefence have 
maintained climate programmes aimed at providing information to the 
public (e.g. Greenpeace’s Green Deal of Russia, a proposed emissions 
reductions programme), participated in drafting policy (e.g. WWF was in-
volved in the National Climate Adaptation Plan, aimed at mitigating the im-
pact of climate change for Russia), and in some cases, held protests against 
coal mining (e.g. Ecodefence picketed in Novokuznetsk69 and Germany 
to protest the importing of Russian coal70). Ecodefence is also among the 
plaintiffs in Russia’s first climate lawsuit, which demands Russia reduce its 
GHG emissions.71

Thus, in recent decades, NGOs have increasingly been viewed as a 
threat to the regime, and efforts to restrict their operation have become 
a key element in the government’s climate obstruction enterprise. This 
has manifested in a series of repressive laws, increased state scrutiny of 
civil society activities, and heavy administrative burdens for groups.72 In 
2012, the ‘foreign agent law’ was introduced, targeting groups receiving 
international funding and engaged in ‘political activities’ broadly defined; 
it carries the negative connotation that such people are spies or traitors. 
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New laws since 2012 have tightened the space for NGO activity even 
further.

While not specifically focused on the issue of climate change, but rather 
targeting the NGO community more broadly, these changes have ensnared 
individuals and groups campaigning on climate action. For example, 
Ecodefence was listed as a foreign agent in 2014, with individual members 
forced to leave the country.73 Similarly, the Indigenous Peoples’ Centre was 
put on the register of foreign agents in 2015 for ‘organising discussions on 
climate change, its impact on indigenous peoples’,74 and prominent youth 
climate activist Arshak Makichyan was stripped of his Russian citizen-
ship.75 Finally, WWF Russia, one of the most prominent NGOs, was listed 
as a foreign agent in March 2023,76 and in June its parent organization, 
WWF, was declared an ‘undesirable organisation’. That designation meant 
it could no longer operate in Russia, forcing WWF Russia to disassociate 
itself from the global network.77 This trend can be considered as part of 
climate obstruction in Russia because it limits civil society participation in 
public life and the ability of NGOs to provide input into policy decisions, 
including those individuals and groups actively campaigning for Russia to 
adopt a more ambitious climate agenda. This challenge is exacerbated by 
the framing used by Putin and others, who describe the IPCC and interna-
tional climate cooperation as a form of ‘Western dominance’: something 
foreign and hostile to Russia’s interests.

MinEnergo, the key bureaucratic stakeholder, is responsible for high- 
level energy strategy as well as policy development and implementation 
for specific power sectors including coal, electricity, oil, gas, renewables, 
and nuclear. This mandate has brought the ministry into conflict with the 
climate policy ambitions of other agencies within the government, in-
cluding the Ministry of Economic Development (MED), which has been a 
central actor in driving domestic climate policy and shaping Russia’s partic-
ipation in the international climate discussions. However, MinEnergo has 
tempered some of the more ambitious forecasts and production plans put 
forward by the coal sector, for example.78

In terms of shaping policy debates, MinEnergo largely acts as an advo-
cate for sectoral interests, particularly those of the fossil fuel industry. This 
is apparent from the key energy strategies and policy documents the min-
istry has produced, which emphasize the need to support Russia’s fossil 
fuel industries and discuss climate change primarily as a national economic 
threat. As Romanova79 notes, both the ‘Energy Strategy’ and the ‘Energy 
Security Doctrine’ (ESD) signal a recognition of the need to diversify ex-
port markets toward Asia to limit the impact of the European Union’s 
‘political motivations’ in shifting away from Russian oil and gas exports, 
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while the ‘2019 ESD and most officials treat renewables and clean energy as 
(unfair) competition and, in some cases, as external political challenges’.80 
Previous documents such as the ‘Economic Security Strategy to 2030’ also 
recognize the economic threat of green technology and energy efficiency81 
but without calling for corresponding policy development around cutting 
Russia’s own emissions.

MinEnergo has also successfully limited the climate policy ambitions of 
other ministries within government. In one prominent example, a draft law 
aimed at limiting GHG emissions from industry, developed by the MED, 
was met with strong opposition from industry, led by the Russian Union 
of Industrialists and Entrepreneurs (RUIE), a powerful industry associa-
tion discussed later in this chapter. MinEnergo sided with these actors and 
was able to limit the obligations proposed in early drafts of the law, which 
included emissions quotas for industry, penalties for exceeding them, and 
the introduction of a market for trading carbon.82 After sustained lobbying 
from MinEnergo and the RUIE, all these elements were removed from 
the final bill. In 2021, the Law on GHG Emissions was passed by the State 
Duma, the lower chamber of the Russian parliament, including only the 
mandatory disclosure of emissions by the largest companies and making 
all targets voluntary, without penalties for exceeding them.83 In short, the 
combination of bureaucratic and elite- driven obstruction in Russia limits 
the space available for other actors to promote a pro- climate policy agenda. 
The situation is made even more challenging by the mutually dependent 
relationship between the state and the fossil fuel industry, discussed next.

Industry obstruction

Some of the strongest opposition to action on climate change comes from 
Russia’s powerful industry actors, including private and state- owned 
companies and business associations. Russia is one of the world’s largest 
oil-  and gas- producing and export countries, with the oil and gas sectors 
dominated by large companies, including state- owned gas giant Gazprom 
and oil company Rosneft, as well as privately owned oil company Lukoil 
and gas producer Novatek. In addition to the government’s involvement in 
state- owned energy companies, there are close connections between Putin’s 
inner circle and independent (on paper) gas produces such as Novatek.84

Russia is also the world’s largest exporter of coal, although, unlike the oil 
and gas sectors, the industry is mostly privately owned.85 It is concentrated 
in a number of major coal- mining regions, including Kemerovo Oblast 
(Siberia), where it is an important source of employment and electricity. 
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While coal- fired power stations supply approximately 15% of Russia’s do-
mestic electricity overall,86 in the major coal regions the percentage of coal 
in the electricity balance increases dramatically. For example, in 2021, in 
the city of Kemerovo, coal supplied 80% of the region’s electricity.87 The 
significant contribution to GHG emissions from burning coal means that 
the coal industry is seriously threatened by climate action, even in com-
parison with oil and gas, and has thus actively lobbied the government 
and sought to frame coal as essential for the Russian and global energy fu-
ture.88 Similar practices are found in other major coal- producing countries, 
which have been among the slowest to implement comprehensive climate 
policies.89 Strategies and tactics adopted by industry take two primary 
forms: lobbying and other forms of interference in the policy process, and 
the use of discursive framings.

Lobbying

As we might expect, there is strong resistance from the fossil fuel sector 
to any suggestion of strengthening the climate policy agenda. Their resist-
ance has been largely effective, as demonstrated in the example of the Law 
on GHG Emissions. These actors are motivated by a desire to promote the 
interests of their industry, including its expansion; to acquire increased 
government financial support; and to resist any form of regulation they 
perceive as burdensome. These priorities mean fossil fuel companies often 
come into conflict with government attempts to introduce stronger climate 
policies, such as curbing industry emissions.90 Lobbying also extends be-
yond domestic politics, with Russia sending the second- largest number of 
‘fossil- fuel linked delegates’ to COP 27.91

Another notable example of industry’s climate obstruction concerns the 
RUIE, a powerful business association representing some of Russia’s largest 
companies and regarded as the designated intermediary between business 
and government in Russia.92 While it represents a range of companies,93 
many are connected to fossil fuels, and, as a result, it has been an active de-
fender of fuel and energy interests. The RUIE has not always held a united 
or consistent position on climate change94; however, its executive has gen-
erally been sceptical of proposed government measures that might create 
additional regulations for business. Furthermore, the RUIE has direct ac-
cess to policymakers, with representation on, for example, the high- level 
Interdepartmental Working Group on Climate Change.95 This group was 
established in 2012 to coordinate policy implementation and provides a 
formal channel for industry to voice concerns over the direction of climate 
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policy. The group had previously lobbied against Russia’s participation 
in the Paris Agreement, though dropped its opposition when it became 
clear that Russia’s commitments would be very limited and the economic 
consequences of failing to ratify Paris would be more severe.96

Importantly, industry lobbying aimed at climate obstruction involves 
not only attempts to curb the obligations imposed on industry through 
climate policy per se but also to increase government support in the form 
of subsidies, financial support, and access to preferable transport options. 
When it comes to coal, for example, serious rail bottlenecks create problems 
for exports,97 and the industry has sought government help to find a so-
lution. Companies have also lobbied for the expansion of coal production 
forecasts in policy documents, such as the ‘Strategy for the Development 
of the Coal Industry (2020).’ Finally, in addition to its involvement in 
policymaking, the fossil fuel industry has successfully resisted the im-
plementation of laws on several occasions. Work by Korppoo98 on gas 
flaring, for example, points to a case whereby policy was undermined by 
oil company noncompliance with associated petroleum gas regulations and 
weak oversight by government bodies. Furthermore, in the months after 
the invasion of Ukraine began, companies have lobbied to have climate 
regulations, including the new Law on GHG Emissions and other environ-
mental laws and forms of reporting, delayed or reduced in hopes of limiting 
the effects of international sanctions.99

Discursive framings

Beyond lobbying, industry actors engage in other forms of climate obstruc-
tion through their use of discursive framing strategies. The most prominent 
example comes from the coal industry, which has questioned the economic 
rationality of climate policy and emphasizes the importance of coal as a 
source of employment and heating in major coal mining and export regions 
of the country.100 This narrative is part of the broader discursive framing of 
climate as a ‘second- order’ problem, discussed further on.

Communication with the public and shareholders through their on-
line presence and corporate reporting is illustrative of this approach. As 
Martus and Fortescue101 discuss, they make no blanket denial of climate 
change but rather attempt to shift the narrative around coal and its fu-
ture in the context of climate change, with an emphasis on the social and 
economic importance of coal at a regional level. As with the creation of as-
troturf organizations in other contexts,102 in the past, Russian companies 
have provided financial support to ‘grassroots’ groups whose campaigns 
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advocated the continued operation of the coal industry, such as the ‘Right 
4 Coal’ campaign run by the Siberian Generating Company (a coal- fired 
power generating company).103 In the context of war, we would expect 
these narratives around employment and energy security of the regions to 
intensify. As we discuss later, we are also seeing a new emphasis on anti- 
Western rhetoric, including by key fossil fuel actors cheering the end of the 
Western- led ‘green agenda’.

OVERARCHING DISCURSIVE FRAMINGS EMPOWERING 

CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION

As demonstrated earlier, while tools and approaches might differ depending 
on the stakeholder, their contribution to climate obstruction in Russia is 
underpinned by four overarching narratives: (1) Russia as ‘a great ecolog-
ical power’, (2) ‘climate policy as a Western tool of dominance’, (3) ‘cli-
mate change as an opportunity’, and (4) ‘climate change as a second- order 
problem’. The way each of the actors contributes to these discourses is 
summarized in Table 9.1 and explored in more detail further on.

Russia as a great ecological power

The narrative of Russia as a ‘great ecological power’ first became evident 
during the Kyoto negotiations, where Russia’s key role in bringing the 
agreement into force was framed as saving global climate governance.104 
The country’s unintentional GHG emissions drop in the early 1990s pro-
vided a foundation for state leaders for the next three decades to continue 
referring to Russia as an environmental leader or donor.105 Another issue 
driving this narrative is Russia’s vast boreal forests, with stakeholders 
presenting the country as a giant carbon sink that has already done enough 
for the world. This narrative has fuelled debates within the scientific com-
munity over the method for calculating forests’ GHG absorption. While 
significant uncertainty remains over the accuracy of the data,106 the sci-
entific debate has been leveraged politically using the most ambitious 
estimates.107 Both the Paris Agreement NDC and updated targets within 
the ‘Strategy for the Socio- Economic Development of Russia with a Low 
Level of Greenhouse Gases to 2050’ link emissions reductions to the ‘max-
imum possible absorption capacity of forests and other ecosystems’.108

The narrative of Russia being an ‘ecological donor’ is used by the gov-
ernment and industry actors as an excuse not to act and has become an 
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integral part of Russian policy documents, strategies, and corporate 
statements on climate. For example, the founder of the major coal com-
pany SUEK, Andrey Melnichenko, stated: ‘We are an environmental donor 
to the planet, including because of the large number of forests rather than 
a source of emissions. . . . I think we will not need to make global efforts 
in this direction’.109 As Nina Tynkkynen110 observed, the ‘Great Ecological 
Power’ approach serves to mask the weaknesses of Russia’s climate policy 
and deflect attention from the country’s overdependence on the fossil fuel 
sector. We see no signs of this changing anytime soon.

Climate policy as a Western tool of dominance

The narrative of climate being a ‘Western tool of dominance’ feeds off the 
conspiratorial thinking discussed earlier, as well as the re- emergence of 
Cold War rhetoric, introducing an antagonistic approach of ‘us versus them’ 
to climate politics. During Kyoto deliberations, its antagonist Illarionov 
stated that climate governance is ‘a war, war against the whole world but in 
this case the first one who got in the way, is our country. . . . It is a total war 
against our country’.111 The narrative has remained persistent throughout 
the past two decades, though has been amplified since Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine. For example, the pro- government state news agency RIA Novosti 
published an article in March 2023 on the ‘climate weapon’: ‘This is how 
the United States wants to fight “Russia’s emerging dominance in agricul-
ture” ’.112 This narrative, once again, advances the false assumption that 
climate change is beneficial for Russia and suggests that it is the United 
States that has been pushing geoengineering all along (ignoring the early 
Soviet/ Russian role in the field, as discussed earlier).

Within this discursive framework, ‘international climate policy is in-
creasingly seen as a Western- led hegemonic project aiming to bypass or 
overrule the sovereignty of Russia’,113 while Russia’s resistance to global 
climate governance is presented as a sensible and even essential way to de-
fend itself against the West. After February 2022, this theme became even 
more prominent, with the public agenda monopolized by the ‘special mil-
itary operation’s’ concerns. Unsurprisingly, after a brief splash of climate- 
related interest in 2020– 2021, the problem has almost disappeared from 
national discourse. As Doose and Vorbrugg114 have stated, ‘it is undeni-
able that the economic crisis, sanctions and strengthened anti- Western 
rhetoric brought on by the war have made it more difficult to pursue 
decarbonisation plans’ as actors that were already trying to obstruct na-
tional climate commitments now receive more opportunities to be heard. 
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For example, the head of the ‘Just Russia’ party, Sergey Mironov, claimed 
that ‘Russia after Western sanctions must leave the Paris Agreement’.115 
Simultaneously, Igor Sechin, the chair of oil giant Rosneft, claimed that 
sanctions have ended the green transition as countries try to find alter-
native sources of hydrocarbons to replace Russian ones, with Europe 
committing ‘energy suicide’ in doing so.116 Ironically, Oreskes and Conway, 
in their provocative book Merchants of Doubt (2011),117 explain how, in 
the United States, obstruction narratives tried to frame climate change 
as something invented by socialists/ communists and that, therefore, 
threatens the prosperity of the capitalist world.

Climate change as an opportunity

Since Medvedev’s move during his presidency to give more political prom-
inence to the climate change agenda, he and various other government 
and business actors have highlighted the potential economic benefits for 
Russia that are said to emanate from both a changing climate and climate- 
related policy. For example, the ‘National Climate Adaptation Plan to 
2022’ (signed December 2019) lists the potential negative consequences 
(for public health, industry, etc.) but also the anticipated positive effects 
of climate change, including a reduction of energy consumption in winter, 
greater access for shipping in the Arctic, an expansion of arable land, and 
the increased productivity of boreal forests.118

At the same time, it has been emphasized that Russia meets GHG emis-
sion reduction targets without any effort. Indeed, even after the economic 
recovery from the 2000s onward, and despite the country’s remaining one 
of the most carbon- intensive economies in the world, Russia’s emissions did 
not exceed 2,160 MMT CO2e— this highest level yet was reached in 2021— 
and are therefore still well below 1990 levels. However, Russia could still 
benefit from energy- efficiency plans (to save more fossil fuel for export and 
reduce national energy expenses). Furthermore, recent documents such as 
the ‘Strategy for the Socio- Economic Development of Russia with a Low 
Level of Greenhouse Gases to 2050’ have placed a stronger emphasis on 
the opportunities for Russia. These opportunities include the expansion of 
Russia’s nuclear export programme as a core element of its climate agenda, 
with Russia already being the world’s largest exporter of nuclear reactors. 
Other perceived emerging prospects around hydrogen and renewables have 
also been emphasized, at least prior to February 2022.

The discourse of ‘opportunity’ is a complicated one. It can be argued that 
this ‘win- win approach’ is a way to overcome climate obstruction because 
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it allows climate advocates to attract the attention of key stakeholders 
without antagonizing them, something especially valuable in an au-
thoritarian society. At the same time, this positive narrative prevents 
policymakers from seeing climate change as an environmental problem or 
threat to the country’s wellbeing, thus slowing or limiting the scope of cli-
mate policymaking and implementation. Kokorin and Korppoo argue that 
Russia’s leaders follow the ‘ostrich approach’, persistently delaying climate- 
related policies. For example, by 2017, despite renewables becoming eco-
nomically viable in some parts of Russia, Deputy Prime Minister Arkady 
Dvorkovich suggested waiting until they ‘become cost- effective in Russia 
as a whole’.119 Furthermore, if climate change is not seen as an existential 
threat, then it naturally fits into the next narrative of climate as a ‘second- 
order problem’: a problem that can be postponed (indefinitely).

Climate change as a ‘second- order ’ problem

The marginalization of the climate change problem in favour of addressing 
other, seemingly more important difficulties is not unique to Russia, but in 
fact one of the persistent features of developing societies.120 As Inglehart 
argued in his 1995 study,121 a higher concern for environmental issues is 
normally accompanied by a ‘postmaterialist shift’ that goes hand in hand 
with economic prosperity. While there is evidence suggesting applicability 
of this argument to Russia,122 there are also other explanations for the low 
level of public and state attention to the problem. As discussed earlier, the 
media overall do not ‘see environmental concerns as important compared 
to political concerns’,123 often resulting in an avoidance of climate change 
as a topic.

Due to Russia’s economic dependency on extractive industries, those 
with a vested interest (e.g. industry groups, government elites) are more 
likely to focus on strategies that are not public- facing and seek to influence 
policy-  and decision- makers directly, hence minimizing the public discus-
sion of climate change. Interestingly, in Western countries, especially the 
United States, a range of stakeholders have contributed to the powerful 
countermovement that challenged ‘the environmental community’s defi-
nition of global warming as a social problem and blocked the passage of 
any significant climate policy’.124 However, Ashe and Poberezhskaya sug-
gest that, in Russia, the need for a countermovement has been negligible 
because a fully fledged environmental movement never had a chance to 
flourish due to increased state repression of NGOs. Hence, as we discussed 
in the media section, there is no need to deny or censor climate- related 
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discussions. Instead, it is much easier to relegate climate to a ‘second- order’ 
problem. Because the latest migration wave has forced several top climate 
correspondents and activists to leave the country, the situation is likely to 
worsen.125

Interested parties also tend to highlight more ‘acute’ economic and so-
cial issues that may affect either a specific region or the country overall. 
For example, coal companies have been active in leveraging this tactic in 
corporate communications, arguing that a shift away from coal would have 
significant implications for employment, energy security, and social sta-
bility in major coal regions such as the Kuzbass.126 The strategy of regarding 
climate change as something that can be postponed or dealt with superfi-
cially became even more fruitful after February 2022. This narrative may be 
one of the most difficult to overcome in an authoritarian political regime 
that dominates the public agenda.

CONCLUSION

In their observations on climate obstruction in the Global South, Milani 
et al.127 suggested paying greater attention to whether different economies 
produce ‘different types of climate obstruction strategies, discourses, and 
organizational structures’. We echo these sentiments but add that we also 
need to understand whether different political systems create different 
forms of obstruction. The evidence presented in this chapter suggests that 
climate obstruction in Russia, an authoritarian state dependent on fossil 
fuels, differs in many ways when compared with other Western countries. 
For example, according to Brulle,128 in the United States, ‘key opponents to 
climate action are motivated by private interest in the continuation of the 
fossil fuel- based economy’. In Russia, there is a less clear- cut distinction 
between the state and the private sector, which means that some of the 
more well- known tools and agents of climate obstruction, such as conser-
vative think tanks, do not exist.

Climate is seen as a risk by the Russian state due to its perceived link with 
foreign influence and, presumably, the challenge that civil society represents 
to the political system, itself grounded in the fossil fuel economy. Plantan129 
argues that authoritarian governments divide civil society into ‘wanted and 
unwanted elements’ to maximize the benefits and minimize risks posed to 
the regime. For example, Russia’s use of labels such as ‘foreign agent’ and 
‘undesirable organization’ shapes public perception of NGOs and media, 
thus delegitimizing their work.130 Indeed, studies have shown limited public 
demand for climate policy action in Russia.131 Interestingly, the existing 
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work on climate obstruction beyond Russia emphasizes public opinion as 
a key focus for actors engaged in climate obstruction, yet in Russia it is ir-
relevant. Moreover, we argue that public climate disinterest turns into a 
‘passive’ form of climate obstruction, whereas the ‘active forms’ take place 
among networks of influential industry groups and state elites.

Regarding possible solutions for these trends, prior research on Russia’s 
climate policy has suggested that support be given to the small but impor-
tant coalition of national climate change experts and advocates (who have 
been slowly but surely shaping the country’s climate- related agenda).132 
More recent studies have pointed to the potential emergence of influen-
tial policy actors within specific areas of the renewable energy industry, 
including solar photovoltaic manufacturing.133 Prior to February 2022, it 
had also been suggested that external actors (including, for example, the 
European Union, one of Russia’s major trading partners) could play an 
important role in stimulating the development of climate initiatives and 
projects, leveraging Russia’s desire to increase trade and be better inte-
grated within the global community.134

Under the ongoing regime of sanctions and Russia’s economic, political, 
and cultural isolation, these strategies have become obsolete, at least for 
the time being. Since the start of the invasion of Ukraine, the already chal-
lenging environment for proactive climate policy has taken another turn 
for the worse: climate sceptic messages have resurfaced in the major media 
outlets,135 business and political actors are capitalizing on hostile relations 
with the West, and the importance of Russia’s international image and en-
gagement in global dialogue has become irrelevant. Hence, national and 
international stakeholders and researchers need to find new ways to over-
come climate obstruction in Russia.

Potential solutions might include a certain degree of depoliticization 
of climate change by international actors to limit Russia’s anti- Western 
motivated withdrawal from international dialogues and to elevate scien-
tific engagement on climate- related policies. Yet continuing international 
scientific dialogue with Russia- based climatologists remains a highly con-
troversial topic.136 Within Russia, climate obstruction could be addressed 
if there were greater realization among political elites and policymakers 
that climate- related risks and losses at the national level would surpass any 
perceived benefits and that assistance for mitigation and adaptation will 
most likely come only from within Russia itself.

Ultimately, though, given that Russian relations with former Western 
partners are at their lowest point since the end of the Cold War, a more 
realistic solution might be to encourage other, non- European/ American 
international partners (e.g. BRICS countries) to take the lead in engaging 
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with Russia on climate for the foreseeable future to ensure it remains on 
the country’s agenda. As we have sought to highlight, climate obstruc-
tion is not homogenous globally. We believe there is considerable value in 
exploring frequently overlooked cases such as Russia to understand how 
climate obstruction can be overcome in the most difficult political, eco-
nomic, and social contexts.
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Climate Obstruction in the 
Czech Republic

Winning by Default

MIL AN HRUBEŠ AND ONDŘEJ CÍSAŘ

INTRODUCTION: CLIMATE OBSTRUCTIONS IN CZECHIA

Despite the recent development of renewable energy sources, Czechia, like 
Poland, remains one of Europe’s most coal- dependent economies, with coal 
accounting for approximately 50% of the national energy mix.1 In terms of 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, coal- fired power plants produce nearly 
90% of emissions in the country’s energy sector; coal-  and gas- fired power 
plants together accounted for 96% of the sector’s emissions in 2018. In 
the wider economy, also in 2018, the energy sector produced 40% of all 
emissions. Transportation was second, with 16%, and industrial produc-
tion third, with 13%.2

From the beginning of the modern era, the Czech lands (territory 
that, until 1918, was part of the Austro- Hungarian monarchy) have been 
characterized by their concentration of energy- intensive industrial pro-
duction. At the end of the nineteenth century, the Czech lands accounted 
for more than 2% of all global CO2 emissions (they emit less than 0.25% 
today). Per capita CO2 emissions peaked in 1978 at 18.39 tonnes, and, in 
the twenty- first century, have oscillated between 12.5 and 8.72 tonnes.3
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The country’s total 1990 emissions were 198 million metric tonnes of 
carbon dioxide equivalents (MMT CO2e). By the early 2000s, they had 
dropped to 150 MMTCO2e due to the shuttering of many energy- intensive 
industrial facilities after the fall of communism. This post- transformation 
shock resulted in a sharp drop in emissions in the last decade of the twen-
tieth century, which continued even during the first decade of the new mil-
lennium, though it was not as steep. As a result, the country reported 118 
MMT CO2e in 2021, 60% of its CO2 production in 1990 (Figure 10.1).4

As in Poland (Chapter 8), these transformation- related changes made it 
possible for Czechia to meet the reduction targets set by the Kyoto Protocol 
without any explicit policy measures aimed at protecting the climate. The 
country’s projected future emissions (based on nationally determined 
contributions [NDCs]) are to be reduced by at least 55% compared with 
1990 by 2030. As part of the European Union’s ‘Fit for 55’ climate package, 
Czechia’s commitment to reduce its GHG emissions increased from 14% to 
26% by 2030 compared with 2005.5

This track record sets the stage for reconstructing the country’s climate 
story. Here we aim to provide a better understanding of climate obstruc-
tion in Czechia, particularly the high direct involvement of actors from 
the sphere of politics rather than from business; the significant role of 
fossil fuel companies, which is often hidden; and the low level of public 
interest in discussing climate mitigation and policies. We follow Kristoffer 
Ekberg and colleagues’ definition of climate obstruction (Chapter 5), which 
describes the concept as an umbrella term covering ‘complex ways in which 
the status quo is reproduced, be it in the dimension of science, politics, cul-
ture or the economy’.

We begin by introducing our argument and follow with a brief contex-
tualization of the development of climate obstruction in Czechia. Then we 
focus on describing the most important actors and the strategies and tac-
tics they deploy. Here we differentiate between ‘hard’ strategies and tactics 
and ‘soft’ (discursive) ones, showing how these actors put their words into 
practice. Last, we analyse the specific meanings the actors construct within 
different obstruction discourses.

The Czech climate story

The Czech climate story begins in the early 1990s, when Czechoslovakia 
was undergoing its transition to democracy, which in turn brought a sig-
nificant improvement in emissions levels (see above), making the issues 
of environmental protection and climate change seem less important to 
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mainstream society than others. The nation’s main political goal was to 
catch up economically with Western Europe, while the only way to effec-
tively do so, according to the liberal- conservative government led by the 
then- Prime Minister Václav Klaus, was via a free market economy.6 Klaus 
has been an active critic of environmentalism since 1990, and, at the same 
time, is the figurehead of the liberal- conservative political discourse that 
has underpinned the country’s post- communist transformation strategy.

Klaus has been a vocal and internationally recognized climate sceptic 
who introduced the issue of climate change into the national discourse, 
spotlighting it prominently during his two presidential terms (2003– 2013) 
by directly linking adaptation and mitigation measures to the economy by 
stressing their supposed threat to the virtues of the free market. Important 
components of this obstructionist discourse have remained since Klaus left 
office. Accordingly, even very recently Czechia has been a dissenting voice 
in European environmental policy debate circles, de- emphasizing the im-
portance of action on climate change.

In addition to politicians and their parties, this contrarian discourse was 
further spread by Czech think tanks, especially liberal- conservative ones. 
The work of these think tanks has reinforced the already dominant dis-
course on climate change, offering it to the wider public. At the same time, 
these organizations have also functioned as an educational platform for 
successive generations of political elites. These efforts have instilled a rel-
atively rigid and enduring set of interpretations of climate change and re-
lated policies and practices in elite policy circles.

Moving to the public sphere, evidence shows that the salience of climate 
change is generally lower in Central and Eastern Europe, including Poland 
and Czechia, than in the rest of the European Union. At the level of the cit-
izenry, Eurobarometer 2021 reports that fewer Czechs (12%) consider cli-
mate change the most serious problem facing the world today than the EU 
average (18 %). In Czechia, climate change ranks third, behind the spread 
of infectious diseases (15%, compared with 17% in the European Union) 
and the deterioration of nature (14%, compared with 7% in the European 
Union). Fewer than two- thirds of respondents said they consider climate 
change to be a very serious problem (64%, compared with the EU average 
of 78%).7

To explain public opinion on climate in Czechia, we look to the role of 
the mainstream media, which have had a specific role in the climate ob-
struction story: maintaining the status quo. Czech media have served 
as an open, uncritical platform for politicians and other vocal climate 
obstructionists to communicate their views and ideas on climate change, 
failing even to encourage an exchange of various viewpoints on the nature 
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of climate change or debate on climate- related policies. As wealthy coal and 
energy production company owners have also owned media companies, 
their role in this story perfectly fits their needs.

Surprisingly, coal and energy producers have not played a visible role in 
the climate obstruction story. Rather, they have remained in the background 
because most of their job has been accomplished for them by politicians and 
related think tanks. Important politicians not only push the agenda of cli-
mate obstruction, but also seem to accept the demands of the coal and en-
ergy producers (as much as they can given the demands of the international 
environmental arena, which limits room for more radical political moves).

For all of these reasons, we interpret the Czech story of climate obstruc-
tion as ‘winning by default’: climate denial and scepticism along with opposi-
tion to, delay of, and dismissal of effective climate policies is the established 
mind- set of the Czech political mainstream. As such, obstructionists need 
not do much additional lobbying to make an impact. To put it metaphori-
cally: much effort is needed to make a fire, but once the fire ignites, one need 
only throw a small log on it from time to time to keep it burning.

A HISTORICAL DESCRIPTION OF CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION

As noted, Czechia has a well- documented history of broad climate scepticism,8 
which is also reflected in quantitative indicators such as the Climate Change 
Performance Index.9 Czechia is home to one of the most famous climate 
deniers— its former president, Václav Klaus— and is regarded by researchers 
as ‘one of the most sceptical countries in Europe’.10 This designation is due 
not only to the general differences between Eastern and Western Europe, but 
also to the fact that the sceptical position was articulated in the country rel-
atively early on and, more importantly, came from the top.

Already prime minister (1992– 1998), Klaus contributed significantly to 
the closed political climate surrounding environmental issues in Czechia 
because he bundled environmentalism together with feminism and 
Europeanism, labelling them collectively as a new form of communism in 
disguise that threatened human freedom.11 Miloš Zeman, who served as 
prime minister after Klaus (1998– 2002), was similarly militant against 
all types of environmental activists and their political messages. In 2003, 
Klaus was elected Czech president, ascending to the most influential posi-
tion in terms of symbolic importance. Research indicates that it was in this 
role that he made significant progress in spreading climate scepticism in 
the country, legitimizing it in the eyes of important political agencies and 
even among parts of the population.12
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At the same time, our recent research on Czech media has demonstrated 
that open climate denialism and scepticism are now playing a relatively 
minor role in the Czech media; climate obstruction rather exists on a spec-
trum. The voices of climate deniers, even though relatively strong in the 
past and representing the political elite, in more recent years are becoming 
marginal and slowly fading away.

AN ANALYSIS AND DESCRIPTION OF THE MAJOR ACTORS AND 

TYPES OF INSTITUTIONS INVOLVED

The role of former President Klaus cannot be understated in the 
mainstreaming of climate scepticism in Czechia, but it was not only he 
who helped to legitimize this type of discourse. Most important were polit-
ical parties whose representatives actively denied the human origin of cli-
mate change and challenged coordinated action to protect the climate. The 
most important of these was the Civic Democratic Party (ODS; Občanská 
demokratická strana), established by Klaus in 1991. Next has been an ac-
tive and visible network of obstructionist think tanks that produced var-
ious cultural products such as publications, commentaries, and media 
appearances. Some of them, such as the Centre for Economics and Politics 
and the Civic Institute, received direct support from their US- based part-
ners and are personally linked to Klaus and/ or a political party, most often 
ODS. Finally, there are businesses and media, owned or potentially owned 
by oligarchs and/ or important investors in the fossil fuel industry, that 
offer a platform for types of climate obstruction. At present, two impor-
tant media corporations are owned by Andrej Babiš (until 2023), a Czech 
oligarch and former prime minister, and Daniel Křetínský, an internation-
ally significant investor in the energy sector.

In the following section, we examine these types of actors, presented 
in order of their importance based on their explicit and nationally visible 
involvement in climate obstruction. (It is impossible to base the criteria on 
their actual influence, which we are unable to measure at present.)

Political parties

The Civic Democratic Party

The ODS was established as a liberal- conservative political party mod-
elled on British conservatism in the Thatcherite tradition, which formed 
the core of the political programme advocated by Klaus, the party’s lead 

 

 

 

 



t he cze c h r ePubl Ic [ 249 ]

figure for the first decade of its existence. Regarding the climate and envi-
ronmental protection, the party mirrored the position of its founder, tradi-
tionally downplaying their importance. For Klaus, environmentalism since 
the 1990s is a dangerous ideology, a belief he would consistently tie to his 
explicit denial of the human origin of climate change later on. Through its 
overlapping membership and cooperation, the party (including Klaus and 
other important members) has been closely linked with other organiza-
tions, mostly libertarian think tanks (discussed later).13

ODS has historically formed an important part of the anti- climate net-
work of political organizations (Figure 10.2). As one of the most impor-
tant political forces in the country until 2013, when the political spectrum 
began to shift— the hegemon of the centre- right and a senior member of 
several coalitional cabinets— it was undoubtedly influential in shaping 
public opinion on climate change. Currently, although there are some ac-
tive deniers among the more visible ODS politicians, including MPs, the 
party itself now pragmatically accepts the reality of climate change and the 
need to decarbonize the European economy.

ANO 2011 (Action of Dissatisfied Citizens 2011)

Action of Dissatisfied Citizens 2011 (ANO 2011) is the most significant 
new populist party, usually classified as managerial or anti- elitist.14 It was 
part of governing coalitions during two terms between 2013 and 2021. Its 
leader, Babiš, served as prime minister between 2017 and 2021, when ANO 
was the senior member of the governing coalition. The party was founded 
in 2011, by Babiš, the second- richest Czech entrepreneur and owner of the 
country’s largest agricultural and food processing holding, Agrofert (which 
is also active in multiple business sectors, including the news media). ANO 
and its founder have regularly declared their intention directly to help ‘the 
people’ and have attacked elite professional politicians. Although the party 
has at times characterized policy measures for climate protection as politi-
cally dangerous, it has also pragmatically accepted the international main-
stream consensus, seeing climate change as a business opportunity, and it 
supports Czechia’s conformity with international climate agreements.

The Far Right

Currently, only far- right parties directly attack measures to protect the 
climate and/ or deny the human origin of climate change. Except for the 
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Freedom and Direct Democracy party (SPD, represented in the parliament), 
these groups (such as Trikolóra and Svobodní) are marginal, although the 
latter is linked to think tanks involving the Klaus family, as discussed later). 
SPD wants to radically transform Czechia’s political system by introducing 
mechanisms of direct democracy, such as general referenda on funda-
mental political issues and political mandates that can be directly revoked 
by the public. The SPD’s first priority is to call a referendum on leaving the 
European Union. Accordingly, it is against international cooperation on cli-
mate protection and Czechia’s participation in the process.15

Think tanks

Drawing partly on our past research on Czech think tanks,16 we have 
identified those that are actively involved in the issue of climate change.

The Klaus family think tanks: Centre for Economics and Politics (CEP) and 

the Václav Klaus Institute (IVK)

An advocacy think tank, the Centre for Economics and Politics (CEP, or 
Centrum pro ekonomiku a politiku) was founded as a nonpartisan association 
in 1998. It has been seen as an institutional umbrella for associates and 
followers of Klaus. The CEP’s main goal was to promote the principles of a 
free market economy, limited government, and individual freedom and to 
formulate and further public policies based on these principles. A climate 
agenda has been part of this ideologically libertarian organization. The CEP 
is considered the most important and also most resourceful think tank 
among climate sceptical organizations in the country, at least historically.17

The CEP has closely cooperated with the Václav Klaus Institute (Institut 
Václava Klause, or IVK) which has declared the same goals, even using the 
same words. Many of the CEP’s activities were performed jointly with 
the IVK and generously supported by the PPF company, established and 
controlled until his death by the wealthiest Czech businessman, Petr 
Kellner, whose activities traditionally relied on political backing.18 Based 
on the volume of their current public output, the IVK has coordinated the 
groups’ main activities since 2013. That year, Klaus retired from office, and 
his public activities (as well as those of the network of his associates) found 
their institutional home in the IVK. IVK is very active in publishing and 
otherwise informing the public on many aspects of political and social life 
including climate change.
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The Liberal Institute

The Liberal Institute (LI, Liberální institut) is an advocacy think tank, es-
tablished as an independent association in 1990. Its main goal is to spread, 
develop, and apply classical liberal ideas as well as to promote programmes 
based on the principles of classical liberalism. In terms of climate scepticism, 
it has not been particularly active, but it did help to publish the book The 
Sceptical Environmentalist by Bjørn Lomborg and organized his first visit to 
the country; both of these efforts were supported by Czech Coal, among 
other companies.19

The Civic Institute

The advocacy think tank Civic Institute (OI, Občanský institut) was founded 
in 1990. It is an independent association originally focused on promoting 
a free market economy. Since the mid- 1990s, the OI has moved to a more 
conservative position, stressing cultural and social issues, mainly what 
the organization understands to be the moral, religious, and pre- political 
foundations of a free society: the traditional family. This orientation 
may explain why the organization is sympathetic to the recent success of 
nationalists and populists in Poland and Hungary and accepts broadly na-
tionalist politics as the right response to all current problems, including 
climate change.20

Businesses

As noted, the major mainstream Czech media outlets are or were owned 
by two oligarchs, one of whom is a major European player in the energy 
sector. The first is Babiš, who is generally regarded as the most important 
Czech populist politician and whose holding, Agrofert, owned the biggest 
Czech media company, MAFRA. Currently, the company has been sold to 
a former PPF manager and Kellner associate Karel Pražák, the owner of 
the investment company Kaprain Holdings. Originally, negotiations were 
under way with two businessmen, both very active in the fossil fuel in-
dustry and the production of obstructionist content: Pavel Tykač and 
Daniel Křetínský. Both Tykač and Křetínský are major investors in the en-
ergy sector and fossil industry. Tykač is the owner of the Sev.en AG group; 
Křetínský owns the Energetic and Industrial Holding company (EPH) and 
is also currently the majority owner of the Czech News Centre, one of the 
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biggest media companies in the country. Both also invest internationally, 
especially Křetínský, who is involved in the energy sector, including fossil 
fuel sources and the building of new power plants.

Due to the typical business strategy of secrecy and the lack of trans-
parency in industrial lobbying in Czechia, concrete evidence of the ways 
big businesses obstruct climate change mitigation is unavailable. The in-
formation that is available comes from publicly accessible media content, 
which itself qualifies as climate obstruction, in the outlets owned by these 
investors. The prevailing interpretation is that both Křetínský and Tykač, 
both heavily invested in fossil businesses, also invest in the media to gain 
leverage over public opinion. Because the future of fossil business depends 
in part on government regulation, wealthy executives acquire media in 
hope of influencing policymaking through their own influence over the 
public.21 In addition, some relationships between fossil businesses and spe-
cific politicians have been documented, including former Czech President 
Zeman and factions of ODS. Also, energy businesses have sponsored public 
events for prominent guests and opinion leaders.22

In their public statements, these business owners do not see them-
selves as climate change deniers, and, for example, Křetínský has explic-
itly stated that his EPH does a ‘tough job’ in keeping unpopular assets 
viable, which at the same time provide needed energy. According to him, 
for example, the German economy cannot currently do without fossil 
fuel sources, but he has also stressed the need for an energy transforma-
tion and a future in which fossil fuels have been replaced with renewable 
energy sources.23 Needless to say, Křetínský claims non- interference in, 
and the editorial independence of, the media he owns and even views 
his acquisition of traditional media as a service to a liberal democracy 
currently under siege from the boom in Internet- based social media and 
media platforms.24

Media and Internet- based platforms

Evidence from our research on the media formerly owned by Babiš 
(MAFRA) reveals some trends in media content related to climate obstruc-
tion in Czechia. We categorize these media as part of the mainstream and 
contrast them with alternative media, represented by smaller, web- based 
leftist media. A significant difference between different newspapers is ev-
ident in their framing of climate change. Whereas the mainstream media 
focus on adaptation measures or understand the climate crisis as an op-
portunity for business, the alternative media stress the importance of 
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mitigation. The discourse of adaptation is also represented in the media 
owned (until 2023) by former Czech Prime Minister Babiš.

Media owned by Křetínský were not covered by our research, and other 
systematic research on the topic is sparse. However, critical journalists have 
repeatedly identified open attacks against demands for climate protection 
and their advocates, including activists and international organizations. 
As the critical web- based papers Referendum.cz, Alarm.cz, and other crit-
ical sources have pointed out, reporters from papers and journals owned 
by Křetínský often frame climate activists and the European Union alike 
as the ‘green Taliban’ or eco- terrorists.25 At the same time, these critical 
sources stress the urgent need for further research to track the influence 
of the fossil fuel industry on the content of the Czech media. For example, 
in the case of Tykač, investigative journalists were able to uncover a di-
rect connection between his company and Facebook trolls ridiculing and 
attacking climate activists.26

Apart from the traditional media, we can also identify some Internet- 
based sceptical platforms spreading obstructionist content, such as 
reformy.cz and D- Fens, which are rather limited in their scope and res-
onance.27 At the same time, their content creators are embedded in the 
aforementioned organizations, mostly far- right parties, and some of them 
identify themselves as part of the Czech climate science community.

CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION STRATEGIES AND TACTICS

Politicians, think tanks, media, and other actors are involved in many ac-
tivities to promote their own perceptions of climate change and related 
policies. Although their strategies and tactics differ, a closer look reveals 
these efforts to be interconnected and complementary.

Political strategies and tactics

In her research on think tanks, Diane Stone defines the core of what they 
can achieve in policy transfer: ‘Their prime importance is in the construction 
of legitimacy for certain policies and in agenda- setting. They transfer the 
ideas and ideologies, the rationalisations, and legitimations for adopting a 
particular course of action. . . . However, to see policy transfer occur, these 
organizations are dependent on formal political actors’.28 Formal political 
actors not only push their agenda to get voter support, but also tend to pri-
oritize policies that are salient to their voters.29 Applying Stone’s definition 
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to the practice of climate obstruction in Czechia can help in understanding 
the logic of the specific strategies and tactics the major actors have applied 
to achieving their climate obstruction (and other) goals. The logic of each 
sector, and how it has interacted with the other actors, is as follows.

The topic of climate change was first raised in the 1990s by political 
parties and politicians with a liberal conservative- leaning ideology. They 
collaborated with allied think tanks to spread the information they wished 
to emphasize to establish a specific hegemonic discourse in Czech society, or 
particular system of practices and interpretations,30 around climate change. 
The discourse advances the claim that climate change is an ideology hostile to 
freedom rather than a phenomenon proven by (proper) science. Mainstream 
media helped to spread this discourse by reporting on these politicians and 
think tanks without directly promoting the agenda of climate obstruction 
themselves. Rather, these outlets provided a platform for climate obstruction 
actors and did not challenge their claims, nor did they provide any forum to 
discuss the topic of climate change more broadly. As noted, the Czech public 
has historically not considered climate change to be a very important public 
policy issue. This media passivity and citizen indifference have been useful 
to the coal and energy magnates who own some of the biggest media houses 
in Czechia because their agenda of climate obstruction had already been suc-
cessfully advanced by politicians and related think tanks. In other words, the 
coal and energy industries have had to do little if anything on this front be-
cause the politicians have always done it first.

Taking a closer look at the think tanks involved in climate obstruction, 
it is important to note that they are not oriented solely around the topic of 
climate change. This is evident from their focus on and activities promoting 
liberal- conservative values. Thus, while they might sponsor activities ded-
icated to climate change, such as a ‘Global Warming –  Facts and Myths’ 
scientific community meeting (organized by CEP in 2007), they might 
also concurrently organize a seminar on the performance of the Czech 
economy, such as the one CEP organized around Klaus’s book on the topic 
in which climate policies were criticized as a form of regulatory overreach 
that harms free market economies.

To show how such logic works in practice, we have used Stone´s list of 
think tank policy diffusion tactics31 and applied it to climate obstruction 
in Czechia. Table 10.1 provides an overview of the type of information the 
major Czech think tanks collect and produce, the topics within which cli-
mate change is discussed, the target groups to whom the information is 
directed, and the various ways the information or discourse is disseminated.

The table shows that there is much in common among the think tanks 
analysed here. First, all of them conduct their own research (mostly on 



Ta
bl

e 
10

.1
 C

Z
E

C
H

 T
H

IN
K

 T
A

N
K

S
’ ‘

H
A

R
D

’ S
T

R
A

T
E

G
IE

S 
A

N
D

 T
A

C
T

IC
S

Ty
pe

 o
f i

nf
or

m
at

io
n 

co
lle

ct
ed

/ 
pr

od
uc

ed

To
pi

c 
(w

it
hi

n 
w

hi
ch

 
cl

im
at

e 
ch

an
ge

 is
 

di
sc

us
se

d)
Ta

rg
et

 g
ro

up
s

M
et

ho
ds

 o
f i

nf
or

m
at

io
n/

 di
sc

ou
rs

e 
di

ss
em

in
at

io
n

CE
P

R
es

ea
rc

h

Pu
bl

ic
at

io
ns

G
oo

d 
pr

ac
ti

ce
 (e

.g
. d

is
cu

ss
io

ns
/ 

de
ba

te
s 

w
it

h 
th

e 
po

lic
y 

m
ak

er
s 

on
 v

ar
io

us
 p

ol
ic

ie
s 

ap
pl

ie
d 

in
 

di
ff

er
en

t c
ou

nt
ri

es
)

Fr
ee

 m
ar

ke
t

D
em

oc
ra

cy

Eu
ro

pe
an

 U
ni

on

Po
lic

y 
m

ak
er

s 
(p

ol
it

ic
ia

ns
 a

nd
 

po
lic

y 
ex

pe
rt

s)

A
ca

de
m

ia

M
ed

ia
 e

di
to

rs

Ed
uc

at
io

n 
(s

um
m

er
 s

ch
oo

ls
, l

ec
tu

re
s,

 c
on

fe
re

nc
es

)

M
ee

ti
ng

 w
it

h 
po

lic
y 

m
ak

er
s 

(r
ou

nd
ta

bl
es

)

Pu
bl

is
hi

ng
 b

oo
ks

 a
nd

 tr
an

sl
at

io
ns

Pu
bl

ic
 d

is
cu

ss
io

ns

IV
K

R
es

ea
rc

h

Pu
bl

ic
at

io
ns

Fr
ee

 m
ar

ke
t

D
em

oc
ra

cy

Eu
ro

pe
an

 U
ni

on

Po
lic

ym
ak

er
s 

(p
ol

it
ic

ia
ns

 a
nd

 

po
lic

y 
ex

pe
rt

s)

A
ca

de
m

ia

M
ed

ia
 e

di
to

rs

Pu
bl

ic

Ed
uc

at
io

n 
(s

um
m

er
 s

ch
oo

ls
, l

ec
tu

re
s,

 c
on

fe
re

nc
es

)

Li
br

ar
y 

se
rv

ic
e

Pu
bl

is
hi

ng
 b

oo
ks

 a
nd

 tr
an

sl
at

io
ns

Pu
bl

ic
 d

is
cu

ss
io

ns

LI
R

es
ea

rc
h

Pu
bl

ic
at

io
ns

Ec
on

om
ic

 p
ol

ic
ie

s

M
ac

ro
ec

on
om

ic
 tr

an
si

ti
on

Po
lic

ym
ak

er
s 

(p
ol

it
ic

ia
ns

)

A
ca

de
m

ia
 (s

tu
de

nt
s)

Pu
bl

ic

Ed
uc

at
io

n 
(s

um
m

er
 s

ch
oo

ls
, l

ec
tu

re
s,

 c
on

fe
re

nc
es

)

M
ee

ti
ng

 w
it

h 
po

lic
y 

m
ak

er
s 

(r
ou

nd
ta

bl
es

)

Pu
bl

is
hi

ng
 b

oo
ks

 a
nd

 tr
an

sl
at

io
ns

Pu
bl

ic
 d

is
cu

ss
io

ns

O
I

R
es

ea
rc

h

Pu
bl

ic
at

io
ns

Cu
lt

ur
al

 is
su

es

So
ci

al
 is

su
es

Fr
ee

 m
ar

ke
t

C
hr

is
ti

an
 v

al
ue

s

Po
lic

ym
ak

er
s 

(p
ol

it
ic

ia
ns

 a
nd

 

po
lic

y 
ex

pe
rt

s)

M
ed

ia
 e

di
to

rs

D
ip

lo
m

at
s

A
ca

de
m

ia
 (s

tu
de

nt
s)

Ed
uc

at
io

n 
(s

um
m

er
 s

ch
oo

ls
, l

ec
tu

re
s,

 s
em

in
ar

s,
 c

on
fe

re
nc

es
)

M
ee

ti
ng

 w
it

h 
po

lic
y 

m
ak

er
s 

(r
ou

nd
ta

bl
es

)

Li
br

ar
y 

se
rv

ic
es

Pu
bl

is
hi

ng
 b

oo
ks

 a
nd

 tr
an

sl
at

io
ns

‘H
ar

d 
st

ra
te

gi
es

’ r
ef

er
 to

 a
ny

 a
ct

iv
it

y 
th

at
 is

 n
ot

 a
 d

is
cu

rs
iv

e 
fr

am
in

g 
(e

.g
. o

rg
an

iz
in

g 
se

m
in

ar
s 

is
 a

 h
ar

d 
st

ra
te

gy
, w

hi
le

 th
e 

w
ay

 c
lim

at
e 

ch
an

ge
 is

 d
is

cu
ss

ed
 a

t a
 s

em
in

ar
 is

 a
 d

is
cu

rs
iv

e 
fr

am
in

g)
.

So
ur

ce
: B

as
ed

 o
n 

C
ís

ař
, O

., 
H

ru
be

š,
 M

. ‘
Th

in
k 

Ta
nk

s 
an

d 
Po

lic
y 

D
is

co
ur

se
s 

in
 th

e 
Cz

ec
h 

R
ep

ub
lic

’ i
n 

Ve
se

lý
, A

., 
N

ek
ol

a 
M

, a
nd

 H
ej

zl
ar

ov
á 

E.
 M

. (
ed

s.
) P

ol
ic

y 
A

na
ly

si
s i

n 
th

e 
Cz

ec
h 

R
ep

ub
lic

. B
ri

st
ol

: Th
e 

Po
lic

y 
Pr

es
s,

 2
01

6 
an

d 
da

ta
 c

ol
le

ct
ed

 fr
om

 th
in

k 
ta

nk
 w

eb
 p

ag
es

 a
nd

 a
nn

ua
l r

ep
or

ts
.



[ 256 ] Climate Obstruction across Europe

256

economics) and collect other information via various publications (desk 
research), focusing mostly on economics and liberal- conservative values. 
For example, LI concentrates on translating classical texts by liberal 
philosophers. These think tanks do not embrace pluralism but advance a 
one- sided, ideological perspective intended to shape their audiences’ un-
derstanding of climate change and related topics. Climate change itself has 
been a focus of these think tanks, especially during the period of Klaus’s 
presidency. It has also been discussed within the context of economics, es-
pecially in relation to free markets. CEP and later IVK (its successor) have 
discussed their opposition to various proposed measures to address cli-
mate change in the context of politics, describing it until very recently as a 
threat to democracy and democratic development in Czechia.

In terms of their targeted groups, think tanks focus on influencing the 
triad of policy makers (politicians and policy experts), media employees 
(mainly editors), and academics (scholars and students). To do so, 
these think tanks organize educational programmes and meetings with 
policymakers, publishing bulletins, newsletters, original research/ policy 
papers, and books as well as translations of books and other texts on cli-
mate denialism. CEP, IVK, and OI have released the largest number of ob-
structionist texts, books, and book translations, with OI publishing since 
the early 1990s and CEP’s (now IVK)’s publishing programme active since 
2005.32 Beyond publishing, think tanks have built their influence through 
networking. The boundaries between the think thanks and the triad of 
groups they target are porous: for example, we see individuals who are si-
multaneously affiliated with a think tank and also active in academia. This 
is the case for controversial economist Miroslav Ševčík, who was one of the 
cofounders of LI and is also a professor at Prague University of Economics 
and Business.33 As such, he serves as a ‘bridge’ between these two networks, 
enabling information and discourses to move from one to the other.

Besides making use of this system to exchange information,34 climate 
obstruction actors use it to keep climate sceptic discourse visible at var-
ious levels of society. Politicians and policy experts have been trained 
to understand the data related to climate change, including how to read 
graphs and Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) research 
reports. For example, such trainings occurred at a meeting of the Senate 
Committee on EU Affairs in September 201035 and at a conference at 
Czech National Bank where Lomborg gave another speech about his 
book.36 Political leaders have also been instructed on how to interpret the 
EU response to climate change according to neoliberal ideology: students 
and scholars have listened, for example, to Kutílek’s37, Singer’s38, and 
Klaus’s39 speeches alleging ‘no convincing evidence of global warning’ 
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during seminars and lectures at universities. In addition, most of these 
activities have been actively promoted to gain media attention. In turn, 
the media found such controversial conversations compelling, especially 
during Klaus’s presidency40 as the debate over climate change would at-
tract public attention.

Figure 10.2 summarizes the material just discussed. Although it is 
designed to capture the relationships among the actors involved in climate 
obstruction, it also illustrates how interrelated the field is.

Communication strategies: Types of discursive obstruction tactics 

and who uses them

We have identified four broad discourses related to climate change in the 
Czech media, three of which may be interpreted as forms of climate ob-
struction.41 Besides providing context for the specific frames used, the four 
discourses also guide obstructionists’ discursive obstruction strategies.

Open denialism

Though only marginally present, open denialism continues. Klaus, 
the founder of ODS and the leading figure of the climate sceptic camp, 
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continues to fight against ‘climatism’ and ‘alarmism’ in Czechia. For ex-
ample, in 2017, he published the book Shall We Be Destroyed by Climate 
or by Our Fighting the Climate? He repeatedly argues that addressing the 
climate crisis contradicts human freedom while the climate itself is just 
fine and that ‘climatism’ should be seen as yet another ideology that will 
lead humanity into modern- day crypto- socialist serfdom. The far- right 
populist parties such as SPD, Trikolóra, and Svobodní share the same 
position on climate change, and it is also shared by some journalists, 
opinion leaders, and PR people working for companies owned by Tykač 
and Křetínský, who regularly attack activists and political institutions 
seen as pro- climate.

Adaptation

The discourse of climate change adaptation is very widespread and can 
also be found in the discourse of ANO and the media formerly owned by 
Babiš. Here, climate change- related problems, such as dealing with the 
consequences of droughts repeatedly affecting some parts of the country, 
are presented as challenges and puzzles to be solved through public invest-
ment, technology, and capable management. In this discourse, society is 
expected to adapt to its new reality by employing new technical solutions, 
with no significant attention paid to the root cause of the problem (emis-
sions); the possibility of lifestyle or structural changes is never seriously 
considered. To use a simple but telling metaphor, here the engineers are 
expected both to achieve the desired technical solutions to climate change 
and continue to drive their SUVs.

Business opportunity

Here, climate change is framed as an opportunity for business. This dis-
course is found mostly in the media targeting entrepreneurs and investors. 
Economics journalists present new technologies for combating drought, 
such as green roofs and vertical gardens, and mitigation activities, such 
as producing electric cars and solar panels, not as climate solutions but 
as new business opportunities. Although climate change is also viewed 
as a problem that will bring costs due to natural disasters and changing 
temperatures, in this discourse it can be transformed relatively easily 
into a good investment— a sentiment that the current ODS and ANO 
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also embrace. The climate change adaptation and business opportunity 
discourses can be seen in the products of some of the think tanks discussed 
earlier. For example, the LI publishes articles on the search for solutions 
in technology and entrepreneurial activity, or as they themselves put 
it: ‘Entrepreneurs are the solution’.

Mitigation

The mitigation discourse is the only one whose theme is the root cause 
of the climate crisis, emissions. It is nearly absent from Czechia’s main-
stream media and located mainly in critical, alternative outlets with lim-
ited reach and influence. Our research found that the debate on reducing 
carbon emissions is muted, with one exception: mitigation is occasion-
ally mentioned in the corporate press when the article deals with coun-
tries other than Czechia.42 At home, however, the topic of mitigation is 
conspicuously missing, thus contributing to the generally more sceptical 
climate change ‘climate’ in the media. As we can see, different versions of 
climate obstruction form the prevailing discourse on climate change in the 
Czech media.

With important exceptions, such as Klaus and his allies, the problem 
of climate change is no longer widely denied in Czechia, a situation that 
corresponds to the global situation generally.43 Still, the issue tends to 
be depoliticized by the mainstream media and, in that sense, is a form 
of obstruction. In particular, audiences’ attention is turned to political 
activities only in the form of shallow adaptation measures without an 
explanation of the need to protect the climate for the future, which 
in turn would mean raising the issue of significantly reducing carbon 
emissions. The mainstream media do not deny climate change as such, 
but they do deny the public a forum to discuss mitigation measures 
and tend to avoid arguments criticizing state energy policy.44 This sit-
uation has worsened since the outbreak of the Russian war against 
Ukraine, when the country’s continued dependence on coal began to 
be considered a realistic policy option. This type of (non)reporting 
may be one of the reasons for the scepticism regarding effective policy 
responses to climate change demonstrated among significant parts of 
the Czech population.45

In Table 10.2, we capture the combinations of types of discursive ob-
struction and the actors involved. Depending on their strategies, some ac-
tors can be included in multiple categories.
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Table 10.2  TYPES OF DISCURSIVE OBSTRUCTION STRATEGIES AND 

THE ACTORS INVOLVED

Type of actors involved

Politicians/ 
Parties Think tanks

Business/ 
Media

Type of 

discursive 

obstruction 

strategy

Open denial of the 

human origin of 

climate change and/ 

or explicit attacks on 

activists, the EU, and 

climate scientists

Klaus,

ODS (in 

the past)

SPD

Trikolóra 

Svobodní

Klaus family 

(CEP and 

IVK)

Czech News 

Center 

(Křetínský)

Sev.en AG (Tykač)

‘Soft’ type of obstruction 

through distraction 

and focus on 

particular problems 

and business 

opportunities

ANO (Babiš), 

Current ODS

Liberal 

Institute

Civic 

Institute

Agrofert (Babiš)

Czech News 

Center 

(Křetínský)

Sev.en AG (Tykač)

DISCURSIVE FRAMINGS

In perhaps his best- known book, Blue Planet in Green Shackles: What Is 
Endangered: Climate or Freedom? Klaus states,

Global warming has recently become a symbol and, in fact, a prototype of the 

truth vs. propaganda problem. A single, politically correct truth has been es-

tablished and it is not easy to oppose it, even though a significant number of 

people, including top scientists, see the problem of climate change and its causes 

and consequences quite differently. . . . The advocates and promoters of those 

hypotheses are mostly scientists who profit from their research, both financially 

and in the form of scientific recognition, and also politicians (and their fellow 

travellers in academia and in the media) who see it as a political issue attractive 

enough to build their careers on.46

These lines offer a rich illustration of the framing that the dominant 
portion of Czech climate obstruction actors use to convey a specific and 
simplified meaning to a complex phenomenon (climate change).47 These 
actors use this framing to attack climate activists, the European Union, 
and climate scientists. Although this group comprises politicians/ political 
parties, think tanks, and media, they have all framed climate change in a 
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similar way using a few master frames that have been bridged, amplified, 
and extended.48

At first, in the late 1990s, climate change was described as ‘global 
warming’, a problem addressed by Klaus and his think tank CEP. They 
raised uncertainty not only about the data scientists had gathered but also 
about the way these data were interpreted. Over this first, relatively brief 
period, a master frame we call Science (proper science versus biased/  ideolog-
ical science) was constructed. The key factor here was that the science was 
said to be not just biased but also ideologically driven. This was an impor-
tant moment in the evolution of climate obstruction as the master frame 
was bridged, bringing ideology into the meaning- making process related to 
understanding global warming/ climate change. The broad meaning of the 
subsequent Ideology frame (communism/ totalitarianism versus classical lib-
eralism) opened a path for the development of many frame extensions and 
amplifications, which we witnessed during Klaus’s presidency. While Klaus 
(and CEP) framed concern about climate change as an ideology based on 
values in opposition to freedom (liberalism), others (politicians and some 
regular newspaper columnists) explicitly allied those concerned with cli-
mate change progressivists, communists, and adherents of the prior Soviet 
regime. Such was the case for blogger Petr Jaroš.

However, it came as if on cue to the totalitarian parasites, who had just hastily 

completed the cutting of the red base with the green top layer and who urgently 

needed a new enemy in order to reunite the scattered hordes. And no matter how 

hard I say it, I have to say it— they thought it up brilliantly. Or would it occur 

to any of you to take one chemical element and put it in the place of Trotsky, 

Kamenev, Tito the Bloodhound, or any other deviants from the valid party line 

drawn by the last Politburo meeting? From the ordinary C in the periodic table 

to the new class enemy Carbon— isn’t that just breath- taking?49

Research50 shows that the Ideology framing, which explicitly links un-
popular actors or events with the previous nondemocratic Czechoslovak 
regime, resonated with the public, particularly when freedom was 
emphasized, a key factor said to help us distinguish between democracy 
and totalitarianism. Emphasizing freedom when discussing climate change 
politics— that is, constructing its meaning by comparing it to regulation— 
is itself a frame that supports the master frame of Ideology. In combina-
tion, Science (proper science versus biased/ ideological science) and Ideology 
(communism/ totalitarianism versus classical liberalism), with additional sup-
port from the Freedom frame, form a powerful and complementary set of 
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meaning- making tools. Consider the framing in the following quote from 
one of Klaus’s texts:

In my speech here— in Erice— in 2012, I said: ‘this doctrine, as a set of beliefs, 

is an ideology, if not a religion. It lives independently on the science of clima-

tology. Its disputes are not about temperature, but are a part of the conflict of 

ideologies. . . . This doctrine is a loosely connected cascade of arguments, not a 

monolithic concept which— because of its structure— escapes the scrutiny of sci-

ence.’ I don’t have any reason to change this seven years’ old statement of mine.51

Although referring to (the concept of) science and ideology, the current 
political elite,52 mainly the politicians of ODS and ANO, construct their 
frames a bit differently. In both parties, a significant number of politicians 
still deny climate change or oppose climate change policymaking. Those 
who favour the soft form of obstruction tend to question the science and 
the role of society in causing climate change but in a subtler way, as can be 
seen in the following autumn 2021 quote from Prime Minister Petr Fiala:

As a scientist who does not do this professionally, I try to follow the various 

debates. I think the answer is not entirely clear. But I don’t think that’s the most 

important part of it. We have to perceive that some change is taking place and 

we have to be careful to some extent not to cause worse consequences.53

Most important, these leaders acknowledge that the climate is changing, 
but usually do not discuss who is responsible for that fact. They admit 
that some type of action needs to be taken, just in case, to ensure that so-
ciety will be able to adjust to a new situation some time in the future. This 
framing— ‘better safe than sorry’— is relatively recent, appearing in public 
discourse only after 2017 and anchored in the discourse of adaptation.

In the case of think tanks, this type of soft obstruction is rare. Such think 
tanks, particularly LI and sometimes OI, typically draw on the open denial 
discourse, in this case using the Ideology frame. Here, the frame is used not 
to shift the conception of climate change from a scientific problem to an 
ideological one, but to oppose the measures taken to fight it on the grounds 
that they are state- driven and thus contravene the logic of the free market. 
In practice, this framing manifests in discourse pointing to the high costs of 
the transition to a carbon- neutral economy. As economist Dominik Stroukal 
stated in his article ‘As a climate leader, we will be poorer’:

The rest of the world will run away from us economically and we will have to jus-

tify being relatively poorer, which will make us the climate leader of the world. 



t he cze c h r ePubl Ic [ 263 ]

Personally, I have no problem with that, I’m happy to reduce my own wealth for 

the sake of higher goals. The question is how the Europeans, who are deep in their 

pockets, will view this, and we will have a better environment at the expense of 

their standard of living. I’m already doing it voluntarily myself, but it will bother a 

lot of people, especially those for whom it’s an expensive trade- off. Will it hold up 

politically then? A greener world is the ultimate good, but doing good is not free.54

Table 10.3 summarizes the discursive framings Czech obstructionist actors 
use, placing them in the context of the obstruction strategies they employ. 
As the table shows, the open denial group has used identical master frames, 
while the soft obstruction group has used more diverse frames while still 
drawing on the dominant meanings already used in this discourse.

CONCLUSION

This overview of the climate obstruction landscape in Czechia raises a ques-
tion: How influential have obstructionist actors been to date? It is not easy 
to answer because, unlike many other countries with extensive fossil fuel 

Table 10.3  TYPES OF DISCURSIVE OBSTRUCTION STRATEGIES AND 

THEIR FRAMES

Frames used

Politicians/ 
Parties Think tanks

Business/ 
Media

Type of 

discursive 

obstruction 

strategy

Open denial of the 

human origin of 

climate change and 

explicit attacks on 

activists, the EU, and 

climate scientists

Master frame: Science

(Proper science versus biased science)

Master frame: Ideology

(Communism/ totalitarianism versus classical  

liberalism)

Frame: Freedom

‘Soft’ obstruction 

through the use 

of distraction 

and focusing on 

particular problems 

and business 

opportunities

‘Better safe 

than sorry’

Pragmatism

‘Irrational’

‘Cost versus 

benefit’

‘Cost versus 

benefit’
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production, Czechia has been limited in terms of activities both aimed di-
rectly at policy change and visible to the public, such as the publication of 
policy papers, the staging of debates on existing policies, the preparation of 
bills, or the organization of national issue campaigns. The Czech obstruc-
tion scene also has a relatively small number of actors involved. Several 
think tanks, tens of politicians, and a few journalists/ bloggers represent 
the core players in climate obstruction, while wealthy coal-  and energy- 
producing industrialists and certain publishing/ media houses periodically 
appear in greater or lesser roles.

As we have demonstrated, there has been little need for concerted or 
visible lobbying campaigns against climate action by businesses or other 
nominally extra- political forces as mainstream Czech politicians have 
maintained friendly relations with fossil businesses in any case. However, 
more research is needed to tease out the interactions between business and 
politics on climate. Probably due to the indifferent stance of the political 
elite on climate change, only 39% of the Czech population state that they 
are currently interested in the problem. Furthermore, 37% of the popula-
tion believe climate change’s effects on Czechia will be half negative, half 
positive, while only 42% believe it will be all negative. These opinions exist 
even though most of the population— 92%— believe climate change has 
been caused by humans at least to a certain degree, and 71% say climate 
change can be influenced if we change our behaviour.55

The results presented do not reveal the reasons why Czechs are not in-
terested in climate change and are rather restrained in their concern over 
its impacts. However, we may assume that the country’s relatively small 
climate obstruction enterprise, in cooperation with mainstream politicians 
and via its close relationships and networks with business and media, has 
succeeded in promoting its own interpretation of climate change. Moreover, 
climate obstructionists have established certain relationship structures 
and discourses that have come to define what is taken for granted in Czech 
society; they have become part of common political logic. In other words, 
perhaps the biggest success of Czechia’s climate obstructionists has been 
their mastery of discursive framing to create an environment that limits 
opportunities for ‘opening windows to let the fresh air in’.
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Climate Obstruction in Italy

From Outright Denial to Widespread Climate Delay

MARCO GRASSO, STELL A LEVANTESI, AND 
SERENA BEQJA

INTRODUCTION: A HOTSPOT FOR CLIMATE CHANGE BUT 

LITTLE ACTION

Italy is a hotspot for climate change due to its combination of multiple 
major risk factors and high vulnerability.1 According to the European 
Severe Weather Database, the country experienced 3,191 extreme weather 
events in 2022, compared with 2,072 the year before, and 380 in 2010. 
Because Italy is particularly exposed to climate impacts, it should follow 
that the country would have very ambitious mitigation objectives and work 
hard to adapt to these inevitable impacts. However, Italy’s political and in-
stitutional commitment to decarbonization and the energy transition has 
been weak. For example, Italy approved the 2018 National Adaptation Plan 
(Piano Nazionale di Adattamento al Cambiamento Climatico, or PNACC) 
in December 2023, and its already tepid transition seems to have been fur-
ther diluted by the right- wing coalition currently leading the country. No 
long- term strategy has been submitted to the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCC), and the country lacks a national, 
economy- wide emissions reduction target. Figure 11.1 includes the abso-
lute values and percent change of Italian greenhouse gas emissions from 
1990 to 2021.
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As Figure 11.1 shows, Italy’s total greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
(excluding LULUCF) in 1990 amounted to 522 million metric tonnes of 
carbon dioxide equivalents (MMT CO2e) (for comparison, the European 
Union [EU27]’s combined emissions were 4,860 MMT CO2e) and by 2021 
had decreased to 410 MMT CO2e (EU27’s total emissions were 3,460 MMT 
CO2e in the same year).2

On 18 December 2020, Italy submitted its first nationally determined 
contribution (NDC) jointly with the other twenty- six EU member coun-
tries, committing to the binding target of a net domestic reduction of at 
least 55% in GHGs by 2030 compared with 1990. In March 2022, Italy 
adopted its Plan for the Ecological Transition (Piano per la Transizione 
Ecologica, or PTE), developed under the country’s Next Generation EU 
National Recovery and Resilience Plan. The plan included a non- binding 
emissions reduction goal of 51% compared with 1990 levels by 2030. 
However, according to the draft of the 2023 National Integrated Plan for 
Energy and Climate (Piano Nazionale Integrato per l’Energia e il Clima, or 
PNIEC, which should be approved and adopted before June 2024), Italy 
set a GHG emissions reduction target of 43.7% compared with 2005 levels 
by 2030 and also pledged to phase out coal by 2025. This goal, however, is 
far from the estimated 61– 71% in reductions by 2030 compared with 1990 
levels that would be required to align with the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC)’s 1.5°C warming pathway. To meet it, the country 
would need to almost double its emissions reduction target.3

This inadequate decarbonization plan occurs in the context of Italy’s pecu-
liar history of climate obstruction since the 1990s. This chapter analyses the 
efforts to obstruct climate action in Italy and demonstrates that they have 
been successful in denying the urgency of the climate crisis, creating confu-
sion, promoting disinformation, and delaying political and institutional action.

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

As a country that lacks natural energy resources, Italy historically has 
tried to develop independent sources of power by building hydroelectric 
capacity. Mostly, however, it has focused on domestic and international 
fossil fuel exploration. In this context, the key role that Italian oil major 
Eni has played is crucial and will be analysed throughout the chapter. 
The oil giant was established in the early 1950s by a visionary entrepre-
neur, Enrico Mattei, with the support of the Christian Democratic Party 
(Democrazia Cristiana, or DC) by merging several entities working in the 
exploration, refinement, transport, and distribution of oil and gas. Since 
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the beginning and throughout the 1960s, the company’s business was 
directed at breaking the country’s dependence on the international oil in-
dustry led by American and British companies. Among other things, Eni 
developed fossil fuel projects in the Po Valley and established autonomous 
relations with North African and Middle Eastern oil-  and gas- producing 
countries, thereby challenging other interests in the regions. On a symbolic 
yet eminently practical level, Eni aligned the international energy technoc-
racy with its industrial strategy through its Graduate School for the Study 
of Hydrocarbons (Scuola di Studi Superiori sugli Idrocarburi), located in 
Milan, which prepared a global managerial elite for the fossil fuel business.4

On the national level, the company has held close ties to all Italian 
governments, and today, the country’s Ministry of Economy and Finance 
and the development bank Cassa Depositi e Prestiti hold the state’s one- 
third ownership stake in Eni. The company is currently among the world’s 
largest fossil fuel companies and operates in more than sixty countries at all 
stages of the oil and gas business. From 1950 to 2018, Eni ranked twenty- 
fourth among global oil and gas majors for cumulative CO2 and methane 
emissions.5 The company also runs extensive advertising, sponsorships, 
and partnerships with multiple Italian academic institutions.6

Against this backdrop, dominated by the pervasiveness of Eni in the 
country’s economic, social, political, and cultural spheres, the recent 
history of climate obstruction in Italy can be divided into five periods 
characterized by the development of consistent obstructionist narratives 
that emerged in response to both earlier and contemporary events. For an-
alytical purposes, these periods are considered separately, albeit in practice 
their features and dynamics substantially overlap.

Period 1 (1990– 2000)

As the science of anthropogenic climate change became more certain and 
consistent, directed efforts to counter climate action began to take shape 
in Italy in multiple ways.7 They consisted mostly of fully fledged forms of 
denial that disputed that the climate was changing due to human causes, 
asserting falsely that these changes were natural and have always occurred.

In the early 1990s, a rudimentary yet effective form of obstruction 
emerged based on ‘instrumental realism’, it largely used cherry- picked 
information, and redirected the responsibility for climate change to non- 
anthropogenic causes.8 Additionally, the increasing scientific consensus 
and the rising but still limited public awareness of climate change were 
mostly ignored or downplayed in mainstream media, which erased the issue 
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from public discourse. In the decade under scrutiny, there was a clear trend 
of decreasing coverage of environmental issues by Italian newspapers.9 For 
example, over the 1989– 1994 period, the two leading dailies, Corriere della 
Sera and Repubblica, published 272 articles about climate change compared 
with the leading US papers, The New York Times and The Washington Post, 
which published a total of around 1,000 articles on the topic.10

Period 2 (2001– 2007)

From 2001 to 2007, an outright hostility to and denial of the available sci-
ence on climate change took root. In this period, despite that individuals 
and groups within the Roman Catholic Church held differing positions 
on climate change, the Church— which had had a long- standing, promi-
nent role in the country’s cultural, political, and socioeconomic debates— 
emerged as a crucial player in climate obstruction efforts. The politicization 
of Catholicism has a long history in the country: for more than forty years, 
the Italian Republic was dominated by the DC party.11 During the first 
decade of the 2000s, however, such politicization processes went further 
and exploited religion for political gain on a variety of issues, turning it 
into a media commodity.12 In terms of climate and environmental dis-
course, right- wing populists in particular saw the Catholic Church as an 
ally in their efforts to dispute climate science and resist action.13

Period 3 (2008– 2013)

Climate obstruction during these years served mostly to shift attention 
away from climate change by consistently diverting the public’s attention 
from the problem.14 This period was dominated by the libertarian narra-
tive, fabricated by the centre- right government led by Silvio Berlusconi 
(May 2008– November 2011) when the country’s attention was focused 
mostly on other issues perceived as far more urgent (e.g. tax reform, judi-
cial reform). During this time, the climate change question was relegated to 
the margins by efforts to deny its relevance and the need for action.

Period 4 (2014– 2018)

In the fourth period, the previous modes of obstruction gave way to some-
thing new in the Italian context: the right- wing ideologization of climate 
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change. This form of obstruction was rooted in previous attempts to dis-
pute climate science through faith- based arguments, which, as noted, 
helped to fuel anti- scientific perspectives.

Politicians from both sides of the spectrum took advantage of the po-
liticization and ideologization of climate change to implement climate ob-
struction. Paradoxically, in the almost three years of its mandate (February 
2014– December 2016), the governing centre- left coalition led by Matteo 
Renzi waged war against renewables by introducing new incentives for 
the construction of major biomass plants and incinerators but reducing 
incentives for photovoltaics and by favoring extractive activities and the 
underground storage of gas.15

Period 5 (2019– Present)

The dominant role of Eni, the Italian oil and gas major, marks the fifth 
period. According to Rino Formica, an Italian politician who has played 
a prominent role in multiple administrations since the 1970s, ‘the weak-
ness of [Italian] parties and politics has allowed Eni to capture the state’.16 
While Eni’s role is considered central to the fifth period, the company’s 
influence had been significant and widespread throughout the periods 
described. Experts argue that this key role was also promoted through 
the company’s efforts to guarantee energy security during and after var-
ious sociopolitical and diplomatic crises through forging energy deals with 
fossil fuel- producing countries and developing fossil fuel infrastructure. Its 
reputational capital endures to this day.17

ITALY’S MAJOR ACTORS AND TYPE OF INSTITUTIONS

Climate obstruction in Italy is employed by numerous political, institu-
tional, media, commercial, and financial actors. Most have close ties to 
one another while operating through different and sometimes overlapping 
modes of obstruction.

Fossil fuel companies and industry groups

Fossil fuel companies and fossil fuel- adjacent companies, such as pipe-
line operators and energy distributors, have engaged in climate obstruc-
tion through oil and gas expansion activities, lobbying, political influence 
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peddling, advertising, and sponsorships prior to and since 1990. Engaging 
in documented lobbying activities at both the national and European 
levels, oil and gas multinational Eni and pipeline operator Snam (owned by 
Eni until 2012) are among the leading actors in this space.18

Between January and June 2021, Eni and Snam met more than one 
hundred times with Italian ministers including Roberto Cingolani, former 
minister of the ‘Transizione Ecologica’ (ecological transition) under former 
Prime Minister Mario Draghi.19 The companies wanted to ensure that 
Italy’s COVID- 19 recovery funds would be used to ‘tie us to gas for the next 
decades’.20

The degree to which Eni in particular is entrenched in the political, so-
cial, and cultural life of the country, as noted earlier, also translates to 
influence in the decision- making process on the national, European, and 
global levels. Eni has portrayed itself as a crucial facilitator of the energy 
transition while also promoting reliance on ‘silver bullet’ technological 
solutions and offsetting as the best ways to address GHG emissions and 
climate change.21 While the company rebranded its utility services divi-
sion as ‘Plenitude’, represented by Eni’s traditional logo of a six- legged dog 
rendered in shades of green, Eni’s business plan to 2025 remains focused 
on gas.22

In 2020, the Italian Antitrust Authority fined Eni €5 million ($5.5 mil-
lion) for its misleading advertising messaging.23 The company’s Eni Diesel+  
promotional campaign had made clear references to environmental sus-
tainability although, according to the country’s Antitrust Authority, ‘the 
product is a diesel fuel for automotive use that by its nature is highly 
polluting and cannot be considered green’.24 In the course of the authority’s 
proceedings, Eni discontinued the campaign and, according to a statement, 
pledged to stop using the word ‘green’ with reference to its automotive 
fuels.25

On 9 May 2023, on the eve of Eni’s annual meeting, Greenpeace Italy 
and the advocacy group ReCommon publicly announced Italy’s first cli-
mate lawsuit against Eni,26 which began in February 2024. The suit rests, in 
part, on documents unearthed by the two environmental groups that show 
Eni had known of the risks posed by burning its products since 1970.27 
Further research28 by nonprofit climate news service DeSmog showed that 
Eni’s company magazine Ecos made repeated references to climate change 
during the late 1980s and 1990s while simultaneously running advertising 
campaigns promoting gas, composed of methane, as a ‘clean’ fuel. Eni said 
it would prove the lawsuit is ‘groundless’ and, if necessary, demonstrate in 
court that it has taken the correct approach to decarbonization.29 Despite 
these efforts to hold the company to account, the national climate debate is 



I ta ly [ 275 ]

driven in large part by Eni and its counterparts, with the direct result that 
the industry narrative on climate appears across many sectors, including 
politics.

Eni is also involved with the European and global network of associations 
and groups tied to the oil and gas industry.30 The company and many more 
in the oil and gas industry in Italy are represented by the Italian Chamber 
of Commerce, Confindustria, which, as documented by InfluenceMap and 
others,31 routinely lobbies against regulatory legislation for fossil fuels at 
the European level and exercises political influence on the national level. 
Industry groups also have a history of weaponizing their political and eco-
nomic influence to act in the interest of the companies they represent. For 
example, according to Influence Map, Confindustria has been lobbying the 
European Union to back new fossil gas projects while opposing policies to 
limit demand.32

Beyond direct lobbying and the types of greenwashing noted earlier, ac-
tors in the oil and gas industry implement climate obstruction through a 
number of tactics that will be discussed later in the chapter.

Politicians and political parties

Prominent actors in the political sphere, many in leadership roles, also par-
ticipate in climate obstruction by hindering the development of climate 
policies and environmental protection legislation; promoting oil and gas 
through a number of different approaches; spreading climate denial, dis-
information, and delay; minimizing the urgency and effects of climate 
change; and delegitimizing climate activists, as will be discussed later in 
the strategies and tactics section.

These actors are mostly on the right of the Italian political spectrum,33 as 
right- wing ideology overlaps, at least in part, with climate denial and delay. 
Members of the Brothers of Italy (Fratelli D’Italia), the League (Lega), and 
Berlusconi’s Forza Italia parties have (1) prioritized advancing industry 
over developing climate policies; (2) promoted and facilitated fossil fuel in-
frastructure, national drilling, gas deals, and fossil fuel subsidies; (3) voted 
against climate policies at the European level; (4) promoted climate dis-
information and denial online and through their social media accounts; 
(5) made instrumental use of discourses of climate delay in the public de-
bate34; and (6) attacked climate activists and movements.

These parties’ position is to back the oil and gas industry publicly while 
facilitating fossil fuel companies’ access to the public sphere. Right- wing 
Italian politicians have lobbied at the EU level, voting against European 
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environmental and renewable energy policies. In the European Parliament 
in 2018, for example, the League voted against all climate and sustainable 
energy policy proposals except for a directive on energy conservation in 
buildings.35 While in the Italian Parliament, the League, including member 
Giancarlo Giorgetti, head of Draghi’s government Ministry of Economic 
Development, abstained from ratifying the Paris Agreement.36

Along with other populist parties of the European right, the League 
boasts of its ‘green patriotism’, geared toward supporting environmental 
conservation on the surface but without any real political impact on cli-
mate.37 Ultra- nationalist parties like the League support renewable energy 
in their programmes and public statements because ‘they are perceived to 
benefit domestic industries and people’.38 More recently, such politicians, 
along with the Italian and European gas lobbies, have voiced their sup-
port for renewable energy in order to foster the perception that gas and 
renewables are roughly equivalent in terms of sustainability and can work 
together in a decarbonized energy system.39 Under the leadership of the 
far- right Brothers of Italy party, statements by politicians in Giorgia 
Meloni’s government, elected in September 2022, have commonly featured 
outright climate denial and climate disinformation. These statements have 
included decades- old arguments against action, such as pointing out colder 
temperatures to promote the idea that global warming is a ‘hoax’.

In 2022, a new centrist coalition called Third Pole (Terzo Polo), led 
by politicians Carlo Calenda and former Prime Minister Matteo Renzi, 
entered the political arena. This coalition promoted oil and gas expansion 
while advocating for nuclear energy and also denying anthropogenic re-
sponsibility for climate change and the urgency of action to curb emissions.

This obstructionist trend could be seen during the September 2022 
snap elections, when politicians referenced the climate crisis in fewer than 
0.5 percent of their statements on Italian TV talk shows, online, and on 
their Facebook accounts.40 Above all, legislation for environmental and 
climate protection has increasingly been quashed. In July 2023, under 
Meloni’s government, nearly €16 billion directed toward nine environ-
mental regulations within the Next Generation EU National Recovery and 
Resilience Plan, including those aimed at fighting the country’s hydrogeo-
logical vulnerability, were tabled.41

Think tanks

Groups in the neoliberal camp have also been active in promoting climate 
change denial and, more recently, delay. The most prominent among them 
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has been the Istituto Bruno Leoni (IBL), an Italian think tank that supports 
free markets and a non- interventionist state policy with close ties to the 
United States’ climate denial machine. IBL is a member of the Cooler Heads 
Coalition, whose website is paid for and run by the Competitive Enterprise 
Institute (CEI), a major think tank with a key role in the US withdrawal from 
the Paris Agreement42 As early as 2010, in an article in the newspaper Il 
Foglio, Carlo Stagnaro, then senior fellow and now research director at IBL, 
praised the outcomes of the fourth International Conference on Climate 
Change, held in Chicago by the Heartland Institute, and aligning the nar-
rative promoted by the IBL to that of the American think tank.43 This nar-
rative was grounded mostly in the 2009 ‘Climategate’ controversy— the 
hacking of an email server at the Climatic Research Unit at the University 
of East Anglia in the UK— which was subsequently weaponized by climate 
deniers: first, to ‘prove’ that global warming was a conspiracy just weeks 
before the COP 15 summit on climate change in Copenhagen and, second, 
to attack climatologist Michael E. Mann’s famous ‘hockey stick graph’, 
where the ‘blade’ of the stick represented the rapid warming of the late 
twentieth century.

While presenting itself as a supporter of science, IBL imported an ide-
ological framework from its American counterparts that fueled the politi-
cization of climate change. On one side stands the libertarian, pro- market 
ideology that promoted opposition to any public ‘interference’ in cli-
mate action and on the other side stand the IPCC, mainstream scientists, 
and pro– government intervention environmentalists, who the IBL has 
portrayed as irrational, anti- modernist, and hostile to innovation, tech-
nology, and progress.44 Francesco Ramella,45 an IBL research fellow, for ex-
ample, had long deployed the Heartland Institute’s false rhetoric on the 
‘positive’ effects of climate change, a myth associated46 with the ‘realism’ 
narrative— a term used in opposition to ‘alarmism’ to delegitimize those 
who warn about the catastrophic impacts of the climate crisis.47

Throughout its recent history, Italian climate obstruction, particu-
larly in its institutional and political contexts, is in part traceable back to 
the US denial machine. On 26 and 27 April 2007, the Pontifical Council 
for Justice and Peace (Pontificio Consiglio della Giustizia e della Pace) 
held an international conference on ‘Climate Change and Development’, 
which was attended by well- known denialist US think tanks directly or 
indirectly funded by ExxonMobil and the Western Fuels Association.48 
One of the messages of the conference was to discourage the use of birth 
control— and therefore also the promotion of abortion and distribution of 
contraceptives— as fewer people on the planet would allegedly not reduce 
the quantity of climate- changing emissions.
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This reactionary position was eventually superseded by the new ap-
proach of Pope Francis, elected on 13 March 2013. In 2015, Francis 
published Laudato Sì, his first original encyclical, on humans’ responsibility 
to act on climate, which was followed in October 2023 by the Apostolic 
Exhortation Laudate Deum, a call for action against the climate crisis that 
strongly condemns climate denial.

Individual climate deniers

A large part of the misinformation around climate change in Italy’s public 
sphere has emanated from well- known figures who deny the existence of, 
human responsibility for, or urgency of the issue. Franco Battaglia, a pro-
fessor of chemistry at the University of Modena, was probably among the 
first outspoken climate change deniers in Italy, whose work since the be-
ginning of the twenty- first century has provided some of the basis for de-
nial messaging in the Italian media. Battaglia falsely argued that human 
activity had a negligible effect on climate change, which, according to him, 
was due to natural causes and was part of an endless pattern of natural 
climate modifications.49 In the years following the publication of the IPCC 
report of 2007, for example, Battaglia attacked the report, arguing that it 
was funded and staffed by politicians motivated purely by hope of polit-
ical gain unrelated to science. Similarly, Adriano Mazzarella, a professor 
of atmospheric physics at the University Federico II in Naples, accused the 
IPCC of missing the complexity of climate change: according to Mazzarella, 
humans were responsible only for what he called ‘local warming’ but not 
for ‘global warming’.50

In the same period, making arguments similar to Bjørn Lomborg’s, which 
view poverty and climate change as mutually exclusive, individuals such as 
Antonino Zichichi, a professor of physics at the University of Bologna, fo-
cused on the idea that the most serious environmental problem humanity 
faced was not climate change but poverty. Such claims were also leveled at 
the IPCC reports, with their advocates postponing the so- called possible 
impacts of climate change to a distant future and land, far away from Italy.

Battaglia also contributed to the work of Galileo 2001 for the Freedom 
and Dignity of Science, an organization he established in 2001 with engineer 
and ‘futurologist’ Roberto Vacca and Renato Angelo Ricci, the organization’s 
president and a professor of physics at the University of Padua. In 2001, 
Ricci was appointed as the ‘government’s commissioner’ at the National 
Agency for the Protection of the Environment (then Agenzia Nazionale 
per la Protezione dell’Ambiente, or ANPA, a technical organization that 
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supported the Ministry of the Environment), with Battaglia named as co-
ordinator of its scientific committee. In 2002, ANPA published a report, 
‘Science and the Environment, Scientific Knowledge, and Environmental 
Priorities’ (‘Scienza e Ambiente, Conoscenze Scientifiche e Priorità 
Ambientali’), which tried to weaken the credibility of the IPCC’s science 
and, in particular, the 2001 Third Assessment Report. ANPA created con-
fusion by making misleading comparisons and discussions demonstrating 
the alleged inconsistency between the IPCC’s reports and its summaries 
for policymakers and by instrumentally emphasizing and distorting the 
uncertainties, controversies, and disagreements within climate science.51 
As Oreskes and Conway put it in their book Merchants of Doubt,52 climate 
denial has been allowed to develop thanks to such contrarians being treated 
as ‘experts’ regardless of the reliability of their records and publications. 
Italy is a perfect example of this phenomenon, especially considering that 
several of the individuals promoting climate change denial in the early 
2000s were based at respected Italian academic institutions.

The majority of these denialist perspectives are still present in the public 
debate on climate, often recurring among the same well- known individuals. 
They might have remained mostly at the margins if it had not been for 
some enabling actors, particularly media platforms. In this arena, one of 
the most vocal denialists currently is Franco Prodi, a former professor of 
physics at the University of Ferrara and brother of Romano Prodi, the two- 
time Italian prime minister and former president of the EU Commission 
between 1999 and 2004.

Media

The media in Italy work as an echo chamber and, as mentioned, also con-
stitute a significant vehicle for denial and obstruction messaging. Media 
platforms including newspapers, online magazines and outlets, television 
shows, and their respective social media accounts engage in obstruction 
by spreading climate disinformation, promoting climate deniers’ views and 
arguments, advancing discourses of climate delay, diverting responsibility 
for the climate crisis, signing partnership deals with polluting industries, 
hosting advertising and sponsorships with and by the oil and gas industry, 
and attacking and delegitimizing climate activists.

The public receives confusing messages via these media platforms, 
which then fuel the denialist and delayer perspectives. These platforms 
include traditionally right- wing newspapers such as Il Giornale and La 
Verità, as well as the Il Foglio daily newspaper and others. For example, 
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in the summer of 2022, while Italy was experiencing its worst drought 
of the last seventy years, two interviews were published in the paper Il 
Mattino during the last week of June. In one, the interviewee stated, 
among other things, that the UN climate data are ‘wrong and exagger-
atedly warm to begin with’, that scientific information is ‘spread in a 
propagandistic way’, and that Earth is warm because of ‘millennial 
cycles and a lot of speculation’.53 The other interview stated that ‘record 
heat is nothing new’ and is affected by the ‘influence of solar cycles’.54 
In another article published in Il Foglio on 24 June 2022, it was stated 
that ‘other than drought, the real water crisis in Italy is ideological’.55 
In 2021, when the cyclone Qendresa hit Sicily, a climate denier claimed 
on a prominent television show that human activity ‘has nothing to do’ 
with climate change.56

Climate change denial, delay, and obstruction are also still promoted 
on mainstream Italian television talk shows. These include popular 
programmes such as Otto e Mezzo and Carta Bianca as well as widely 
followed radio shows such as La Zanzara, broadcast daily by Confindustria’s 
Radio 24. Messaging on these platforms generally follows a pattern 
whereby a climate denier is invited to debate climate change, energy, or 
adjacent issues with a climate scientist, climate campaigner, or environ-
mental activist.

It is important to note that climate denialism, disinformation, and ob-
struction are widespread not only in politically right- leaning newspapers 
but also on platforms, channels, and broadcasts that the Italian public con-
sider more progressive. The result is that the public receives contradictory 
messages that feed the perspective of the denialists, who have continued 
to leverage doubt about climate science, creating confusion on the causes 
and effects of climate change and disseminating political propaganda to 
obstruct climate policies.

Leading national newspapers also often engage in these modes of ob-
struction while downplaying the role of renewables in the energy system, 
diverting responsibility for the climate crisis, presenting inaccurate infor-
mation about the actors contributing to the climate crisis, and promoting 
disinformation on extreme weather events and their connection to climate 
change. Media platforms including leading national newspapers and media 
groups also engage in minimization of the urgency to act on climate and 
the effects of climate change.

The ‘we will adapt’ argument is also commonly heard in the news media 
and aims to downplay the impacts of the climate crisis. Moreover, this ar-
gument implies that efforts to mitigate the effects of climate change are 
futile and frames adaptation as the only possible response.
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Finally, the media echo chamber engages in climate obstruction by 
allowing fossil fuel companies, oil and gas industry actors, and other 
polluting companies to buy advertising that employs greenwashing and 
sometimes false or misleading claims. On 25 January 2023, for example, 
an article in Il Corriere della Sera, Italy’s leading newspaper, claimed that an 
expert ‘with a lifetime in the fossil fuel industry, a past in Eni and also in 
Russia’s Lukoil, is really one of the best- equipped people imaginable to as-
sess what is happening in the composite world of the energy transition’.57

Analysis of media coverage in Italy shows that the climate crisis is often 
on the sidelines and not a priority in the news, with a general lack of at-
tention devoted to investigating the underlying causes and the responsible 
actors.58

Financial institutions and banks

Financial institutions and banks also promote climate obstruction by 
funding fossil fuel projects, infrastructure, and expansion. Unicredit and 
Intesa Sanpaolo are the main banks financing carbon- intensive industries 
in Italy, and globally, they rank within the top 100 banks that fund 
fossil- fuel industries. Between 2016 and 2022, Intesa Sanpaolo invested 
US$21,031 (€19,228) billion in fossil fuels, ranking forty- fifth globally, 
and Unicredit invested US$42,801 (€39,131) billion in fossil fuels, ranking 
thirty- ninth.59 Intesa Sanpaolo also spent US$6,294 (€5,745) billion in 
fossil fuel expansion between 2016 and 2022, ranking forty- first glob-
ally, and, over the same period, Unicredit spent US$8,846 (€8,088) billion 
in fossil fuel expansion, ranking thirty- seventh globally.60 Unicredit also 
ranked second among global banks for Arctic oil and gas financing between 
2016 and 2022.61

SACE, the Italian export credit agency, also finances oil and gas opera-
tions worldwide and guarantees carbon- intensive industries and activities 
with public money.62 After the IPCC published its Sixth Assessment Report 
Summary for Policymakers in March 2023 and issued a ‘final warning’ that 
global emissions must fall, the Italian government published a policy for 
SACE that promised continued fossil fuel support past 2022, which is ‘at 
odds with IPCC fossil fuel phase- out trajectories’.63 According to an anal-
ysis by Oil Change International,64 SACE is the biggest public financier of 
fossil fuels in Europe. Between 2016 and 2021, SACE supported €13.7 bil-
lion (US$15.3 billion) in fossil fuels, and it is considering financing for in-
ternational fossil fuel projects with projected emissions equivalent to more 
than three times Italy’s entire annual emissions.65

 



[ 282 ] Climate Obstruction across Europe

282

THE STRATEGIES AND TACTICS UTILIZED

Italy’s industrial, political, and media actors have adopted multiple tac-
tics and strategies to obstruct climate action, from blatantly anti- scientific 
narratives to scare tactics such as weaponizing energy insecurity to flagrant 
misinformation and disinformation campaigns to discourses of climate 
delay. They typically deploy their full armamentarium of climate obstruc-
tion techniques when climate policies and legislation are at the centre of 
the public debate and when extreme weather events contribute to visible 
evidence of climate change’s impacts on the country.

The tactics and strategies described in this section and used by the ac-
tors described above are not mutually exclusive and, in some cases, overlap. 
Their ultimate, common objective is to delay or hinder climate action.

Outright climate change denial

As mentioned earlier, outright climate denial is still present and wide-
spread in both politics and the media in Italy. Its main objectives in these 
contexts are to fuel the perception that the debate on the existence, causes, 
and urgency of climate change is still ongoing and to create confusion. 
Prominent climate deniers who employ decades- old arguments are hosted 
on major TV shows and interviewed by mainstream newspapers. These 
arguments include denying the existence and urgency of, and anthro-
pogenic responsibility for, climate change, as well as falsely attributing 
the causes of climate change to other phenomena such as the sun. As 
described earlier, politicians toward the right end of the political and ideo-
logical spectrum also veer into outright climate change denial during their 
public statements.

Aside from these still present but more isolated episodes of outright 
climate denial, most strategies of climate obstruction make use of more 
subtle tactics.

Greenwashing and climate washing

One of the most common obstruction tactics used in Italy is greenwashing. 
Its main objective is to promote the perception that a business or organi-
zation is part of the solution to climate change, operates in a sustainable 
manner, and engages in clean and non- polluting activities— all in service of 
maintaining a social license to operate.

 

 

 

 



I ta ly [ 283 ]

Greenwashing is used by polluting industries, especially oil and gas 
companies, and by politicians through advertising, sponsorships, and po-
litical influence peddling. It is expressed mainly through (1) misleading lan-
guage and visuals, (2) use of selective facts, (3) stating outright falsehoods, 
(4) factual omissions, and (5) rhetorical distortions.

Greenwashing is developed through the use of language and visual tools 
with positive associations— for example, words such as ‘eco- friendly’, 
‘green’, and ‘sustainability’, or images of nature with green and blue 
palettes. Greenwashing is used mostly in the creation of misleading adver-
tising to induce consumers to buy a product the company wishes to promote 
as sustainable or renewable although it is not. Although greenwashing is a 
decades- old strategy, it is also part of a new climate denialism, widespread 
online and on social media, that allows companies to continuously mislead 
the public and evade accountability.

‘Climate washing’ is a common form of greenwashing that is visible in 
the wide gap between an organization’s public statements and tangible cli-
mate commitments.66 Fossil fuel companies and major polluters thus adopt 
communication strategies to create the perception that their activities are 
part of the solution to climate change rather than being a root cause of it.67

Greenwashing is also a common political tool in Italy, used by leaders 
and parties with the aim of obstructing climate action by deceptively 
promoting the perception that their commitment to creating effective cli-
mate change policies is concrete.

The idea of falsely portraying gas as a clean energy source and the mes-
sage that it is crucial to the energy transition also fall under this strategy.68 
Terms such as ‘renewable gas’ or ‘lower- emissions fuels’ appear in online 
messaging from gas lobby groups and political actors as well as in politicians’ 
public statements and media interviews and articles. These communica-
tions amount to greenwashing because they downplay the industry’s cli-
mate impact.69

Redirecting responsibility

Redirecting responsibility from business and industrial production to 
individuals is a common strategy of climate obstructionists.70 Both fossil 
fuel companies and media engage in this strategy to divert attention from 
the industrial, political, and institutional responsibility for the climate 
crisis. The main objective of redirecting responsibility is to shift attention 
and accountability from production to consumption, from industry to 
individuals, and from systemic to secondary causes.
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In 2021, one of Eni’s promotional campaigns claimed, ‘To change 
things, we need Silvia who is always careful at home not to waste water. 
Because Eni +  Silvia is better than Eni’. The reference to individual re-
sponsibility is evident: Silvia, like Eni, is also responsible for the envi-
ronment, and if Silvia is not environmentally aware, Eni cannot change 
things.

Because of its opaque and nuanced nature, this strategy is deeply 
internalized in numerous social, political, and cultural dimensions of 
Italian society and has been weaponized by bad faith actors when, for ex-
ample, media or politicians have emphasized positive individual agency in 
solving the climate crisis.

Delaying action

More recently, ‘discourses of climate delay’71 have entered the public debate 
on climate policy and action. The main objectives of this group of tactics in-
clude delaying climate action and denying its urgency while promoting the 
perception that something is being done. In Italy, these tactics (which may 
overlap) include but are not limited to (1) technological optimism, (2) fossil 
fuel solutionism and saviourism, (3) appeals to social justice, (4) policy per-
fectionism, and (5) ‘doomism’.72

Discourses of climate delay are used mainly by politicians, political 
institutions, the fossil fuel industry, and the media. Some right- wing and 
centre- right wing politicians, for example, recur to technological optimism 
by holding that technological breakthroughs such as nuclear fusion, for ex-
ample, are real solutions to climate change and ‘right around the corner’.

The media echo chamber has often reiterated this discourse of delay 
through the energy security narrative: the idea that, beyond the legit-
imate need to secure energy sources, fossil fuel companies like Eni have 
‘saved’ the country during the energy crisis and in the wake of the war in 
Ukraine by providing alternatives to gas from Russia. The fossil fuel lobby, 
meanwhile, had similarly leveraged fears of energy insecurity in wartime, 
promoting gas as a means to maintain energy security, as a bridge fuel, 
and as a short- term fix for energy crises, all with the ulterior motive of 
ensuring fossil fuel lock- in for years to come.73

Politicians also appeal to social justice and policy perfectionism to ob-
struct climate policies,74 framing such policies as too costly or burden-
some to the country. Social justice appeals promote the perception that 
there are other, more important political priorities to address (e.g. energy 
issues) and that these priorities are separate from and unconnected to 
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the climate crisis and environmental protection. Policy perfectionism, in 
turn, postpones action by setting unrealistic policy ambitions. Similarly, 
politicians also use discourses of delay to postpone the phaseout of oil and 
gas by promoting the perception that it is both too costly and essentially 
impossible.

Discourses of doomism and defeatism75 are also used by political leaders 
and fueled by the media echo chamber. Policy statements also fall under 
this category of discourse when they raise doubts whether mitigation is 
possible, pointing to seemingly insurmountable political, social, or techno-
logical challenges. Defeatism also argues that any action we take will not be 
enough and that, in any case, it is too late. Like other discourses of climate 
delay, this strategy discourages climate action and any commitment to de-
veloping effective solutions.76

Additional tactics

Italian obstructionist forces have used many additional tactics to curtail or 
delay climate action, including: spreading misinformation on renewables; 
using pseudo- religious or religious terms when referencing climate issues 
whereby ‘ecology’ becomes ‘a religion to replace canceled Christianity’ 
and switching to an electric car is ‘fanatical’77; scare tactics, such as en-
gaging in direct attacks on climate campaigners and using words such as 
‘environmentalist’ in a derogatory manner, as well as advancing ad ho-
minem arguments to delegitimize individuals who fight for climate action; 
creating confusion78 around climate issues by inaccurately portraying the 
drivers and effects of climate change or promoting the idea that the debate 
on the existence of human- caused global warming is still ongoing; and en-
gaging in sponsorships, advertising, and partnerships associating polluting 
companies with highly regarded institutions, events, and social, cultural, 
and sports initiatives to promote the false perception that these actors are 
part of the solution to climate change as well as social benefactors.79

DISCURSIVE FRAMINGS

During the five periods described at the beginning of this chapter, Italian 
climate obstruction has been enacted using five dominant discursive 
framings. There has been considerable overlap of these narratives over the 
years, but, together, they have shaped and reinforced the complex Italian 
climate denial machine.
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Period 1 (1990– 2000): Defensive obstruction

During this period, climate obstruction had the objective of maintaining 
the status quo and was thus ‘defensive’, focused on the alleged nonexist-
ence of climate change and/ or the false notions that the phenomenon was 
natural and that there was still widespread scientific uncertainty around 
the issue. These arguments were advanced mostly by supposed experts 
in the orbit of the Italian academic world who lacked relevant expertise 
in the climate change issues on which they commented; they built their 
narratives on cherry- picked data or studies and focused on unexplained 
and anomalous details in the research while ignoring more comprehensive 
findings about the issue.80

Their distorted narratives were repeated often in the national media and 
took advantage of the journalistic norm of balance, which assumes that 
every story has two equally valid sides and thus deserve the same level 
of coverage.81 During a time when climate change was largely unfamiliar 
to the public, such false balance promoted the perception that those who 
warned about climate change and those who rejected climate science (and 
thus spread climate misinformation) had equal standing.82 This tradition 
prevented the public from being properly informed about the nature and 
seriousness of climate change and ultimately favored the enduring climate 
obstruction the country is still experiencing.83

Due to the often- inadvertent support of mostly complacent media, 
Italy’s defensive obstruction blurred the lines between facts and opinions, 
real and fake news, accurate information and misinformation. This stream 
of misleading discourses converged into a false narrative about the non- 
existence of anthropogenic climate change.84

Period 2 (2001– 2007): Oppositional obstruction

Following the path led by the George Marshall Institute— a now- defunct 
conservative US think tank funded by the fossil fuel industry that conducted 
campaigns to undermine the credibility of the IPCC85— climate obstruction 
in Italy became ‘oppositional’ during this period. Opponents of climate ac-
tion focused on attacking scientists directly, using false narratives of cor-
ruption and/ or incompetence. In particular, those adopting oppositional 
obstruction accused the IPCC of political biases supposedly hidden in its 
reports, claiming that the UN body deleted and distorted evidence. They 
also continued to emphasize the ‘uncertainty’ of climate science findings 
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and promoted several unsubstantiated theories (e.g. that solar activity is 
the main or only cause of climate change). This type of resistance to the 
scientific consensus on climate change resembles the framings used by the 
Marshall Institute’s most prominent climate deniers, Fred Singer and Fred 
Seitz, who accused the IPCC of ‘scientific cleansing’ and of unauthorized 
changes to parts of the report.86

A prominent feature characterizing this discursive framing is the pres-
ence of ‘logical fallacies’:87 the presentation of invalid conclusions achieved 
by oversimplifying and misinterpreting data, graphs, statistics, and the 
broader arguments in the IPCC reports. These logical fallacies still involved 
cherry- picking techniques and were further developed to support con-
spiracy theories, such as inaccurate claims of fabricated scientific data and 
corrupted scientific processes.

The central role of the Catholic Church in the life of Italians was ripe 
terrain for the unique turn oppositional obstruction took toward the end 
of this period. Climate obstruction actors intentionally used religious in-
fluence to shape discourses, cultural imagery, and behaviors. Through 
oppositional obstruction, religion and politics intersected in a mutually 
reinforcing manner: in the 2000s, Catholicism represented and advocated 
cultural and identity values linking religion, people, places, and the nat-
ural world, arguments that were then employed in the nationalist and anti- 
scientific rhetoric of Italy’s right- wing parties.88

Period 3 (2008– 2013): Dismissal obstruction

Climate obstruction during this period did not confront climate science 
or scientists directly but centred on the obscuration and/ or minimi-
zation of the implications of climate change to deny its urgency and, 
ultimately, discourage action. Interestingly, this discursive framing con-
tinued to identify the IPCC as the epicentre of fabricated climate sci-
ence and falsely portrayed its reports, especially those regarding climate 
impacts, adaptation, and vulnerability, as the mainstream narrative 
on climate. To a degree, the dismissal obstruction frame is consistent 
with science denialism expert Mark Hoofnagle’s FLICC framework: fake 
experts, logical fallacies, impossible expectations, cherry picking, and 
conspiracy theories.89

A quintessential example of dismissal obstruction often reiterated by 
disparate fake experts in Italy was the need to devote greater attention to 
local environmental issues than to ‘abstract’ global climate change.
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Period 4 (2014– 2018): Ideological obstruction

In this period, the driving narrative was based on the premise that climate 
action is ideologically driven and threatens ‘our way of life’. It often pitted 
the need for environmental protection efforts at the domestic level against 
‘globalist’ climate change policymaking at the international level. The tac-
tics used to shape and justify this view were taken from the arsenal of ‘cli-
mate scepticism’ which, like outright denial, seems to reject the evidence 
of climate change. They included sowing doubt on the increase in global 
temperatures, rejecting the link between global warming and human activ-
ities, and denying the consequences of climate change.

Period 5 (2019– Present): Greenwash- and- delay obstruction

Far from outright climate denial or skepticism, the current form of climate 
obstruction is sophisticated and highly effective in eroding political and 
public support for climate policies, as well as in burnishing the image of 
fossil fuels and promoting the false image of gas as a ‘clean’ fuel neces-
sary to the energy transition. ‘Greenwash- and- delay’ involves promoting 
the narrative that something is being done about climate change, with 
conventional fuels and their supporters positioned as the heroes. This nar-
rative adheres to the notion of ‘fossil fuel saviorism’90 and involves the 
advancement of arguments favoring ‘non- transformative solutions’91 in 
which technological optimism, fossil fuel solutionism, and ‘all talk- little ac-
tion’ discourses are dominant (e.g. long- term net zero commitments and 
short/ mid- term sustained fossil expansion). These arguments have also 
included promoting a greater reliance on gas as a matter of energy secu-
rity, as mentioned earlier. Greenwashing strategies, such as emphasizing 
companies’ offsetting practices and using nature- evoking visuals in adver-
tising, have also been central during this period. All of these tactics serve to 
delay truly transformative action on climate. Above all, this discourse has 
served to strengthen oil and gas companies’ hegemony and dictate a future 
entrenched in fossil fuel use.92

CONCLUSION

This chapter has explored the intentional efforts by specific actors to ob-
struct climate action in Italy through a range of tactics, strategies, and 
discourses. The weak— and in many instances nonexistent— climate 
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commitments on the political, institutional, and corporate levels in the 
country show that these obstruction efforts have been at least partly suc-
cessful in either delaying or hindering effective climate policies and tan-
gible progress toward the national decarbonization targets necessary to 
meet international climate goals. In addition, whenever the country is 
hit by extreme weather events or climate change policies are under the 
spotlight, vested interests, individual climate deniers, and the media con-
tinue to fuel, circulate, and ramp up climate obstruction strategies and 
misinformation.

The problematic dynamics that have entrenched climate obstruction 
in the sociopolitical and cultural fabric of the country warrant further 
research. The interrelationships between the corporate world and pol-
itics in the Italian climate policy context is ripe terrain for further in-
vestigation, as are those between polluting industries and the media. 
Further research into how the processes of climate obstruction affects 
academic research into climate mitigation and adaptation, public percep-
tion of the climate question, climate legislation, and the decarbonization 
of polluting sectors is also recommended. Finally, further exploration 
of the best avenues for combatting current climate obstruction efforts 
will be necessary. These efforts may be constituted by a range of different 
strategies and processes, including social science studies, climate litiga-
tion, grassroots climate action, nationwide educational initiatives, and 
bans on misleading advertising and polluting industry sponsorships, 
among others.
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Climate Obstruction in Spain

From Boycotting the Expansion of Renewable Energy to 

Blocking Compassion Toward Animals

JOSE A . MORENO AND NÚRIA ALMIRON

INTRODUCTION: MORE EFFORT IS NEEDED

Spain has a long track record of environmental pollution tolerated by the 
political elites. Despite EU pollution directives dictating that the ‘polluter 
pays’, the public sector has taken responsibility for the costs and protected 
the polluters.1 This principle has been applied not only to toxic discharges 
but also to greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. For example, while most 
EU countries reduced their GHG emissions and complied with the Kyoto 
framework, Spain was one of the few that fell further short of its targets.2 
Specifically, GHG emissions in Spain have followed this trend, rising to 
almost 300 million metric tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalents (MMT 
CO2e) by 1990, peaking in 2007 at around 450 MMT CO2e, and then 
falling to around 300 MMT CO2e at the beginning of the 2020s, as shown 
in Figure 12.1.

Since 2007, decarbonization in Spain has been led by the progressive 
dismantling of fossil fuel sources such as coal- fired power plants and cir-
cumstantial factors such as the economic crisis that put the brakes on the 
nation’s industry. The EU National Energy and Climate Plans (NECPs) 

 

 



Sp
ai

n 
G

re
en

ho
us

e 
G

as
 E

m
is

si
on

s

To
ta

l G
H

G
 E

m
is

si
on

s

Pe
rc

en
t C

ha
ng

e 
in

 E
m

is
si

on
s

50
0

45
0

40
0

35
0

30
0

MMT CO2e 60
%

50
%

40
%

30
%

20
%

10
%

–1
0%0%

19
90

19
91

19
92

19
93

19
94

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

20
21

Fi
gu

re
 1

2.
1 

To
ta

l g
re

en
ho

us
e 

ga
s 

(G
H

G
) e

m
is

si
on

s 
(i

n 
M

M
T 

CO
2e)

 a
nd

 p
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

ch
an

ge
 in

 e
m

is
si

on
s 

in
 S

pa
in

 b
et

w
ee

n 
19

90
 a

nd
 2

02
1,

 in
cl

us
iv

e.
So

ur
ce

: T
ot

al
 G

H
G

 e
m

is
si

on
s 

ba
se

d 
on

 d
at

a 
pr

ov
id

ed
 b

y 
G

üt
sc

ho
w

 a
nd

 P
flü

ge
r (

20
23

) f
or

 K
yo

to
 S

ix
 G

re
en

ho
us

e 
G

as
 T

ot
al

s.



[ 296 ] Climate Obstruction across Europe

296

stipulate that Spain must reduce its GHG levels by 23% by 2030 compared 
with 1990.3 According to the Observatory of Sustainability,4 an inde-
pendent association that scrutinizes GHG emission trends and sources 
in Spain, the country is likely to meet its European commitments within 
sectors operating in the European Union Emissions Trading System (EU 
ETS), such as energy production. This result is due to the planned closure 
of coal- fired power plants and the advancement of renewable forms of en-
ergy, the organization indicated. However, it warned that the efforts will 
be harder in the diffuse sectors (which represent 61% of Spain’s GHG emis-
sions), including transport (43% of the diffuse sector), agriculture (19%), 
residential and institutional building (14%), and waste management (7%), 
among others.5

These trends occur in the context of Spain’s unique history. As in the 
rest of Southern Europe, liberal democracy, with its associated social and 
economic institutions, was not fully consolidated in Spain until relatively 
recently due to four decades of fascist leadership (1939– 1975). Therefore, 
the country inherited both the dictatorship’s economic structures and its 
elites and has evolved into a polarized political model. Spain is an exem-
plary case of majoritarian politics, in which the two major parties take 
turns in power and there is a substantial distinction between government 
and opposition.6 This polarization, also present in the Spanish media 
system,7 has meant that climate action and obstruction are linked to polit-
ical cycles and parties in power. In this chapter, we address the successive 
political cycles and their climate implications and focus on the obstruction 
efforts of two industries: energy, the main source of GHG emissions in 
Spain as well as climate obstructionism throughout the country’s history, 
and animal agriculture, due to the emerging debate over the need to re-
duce consumption of animal products for both ethical and environmental 
reasons.

CLIMATE OBSTRUCTIONISM IN SPAIN: A 

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

Although development was not uniform within the country, Spain’s 
overall industrial development occurred very late relative to other Western 
European countries, beginning in the 1950s. Francisco Franco’s dictator-
ship (1939– 1975) neglected the environment, a topic that also remained 
a non- priority during the administration of the first governments of the 
reinstated democracy (1977– 1996). Only between 1996 and 2018 did 
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climate awareness emerge in the country, together with explicit climate ob-
structionism. And, from 2018 to 2023, climate action has been marked by 
culture wars.

Genealogy of environmental obstructionism in Spain (1939– 1996)

Franco’s fascist administration applied tactics to ignore, deny, hide, 
and absolve polluting industries of the environmental impacts they 
produced, as described by environmental historian Pablo Corral- Broto.8 
The Franco government used experts to generate doubt about the evi-
dence of environmental pollution, a technique that Corral- Broto notes 
is in line with the thesis of Oreskes and Conway’s book Merchants of 
Doubt.9 The dictatorship sought to portray an image of modernity and 
industrial prosperity, a goal to which pollution complaints were an ob-
stacle. This authoritarian past helps to explain Spain’s late implemen-
tation of ambitious climate policies. Spain is one of several European 
countries that later freed themselves from fascism, a feature that has 
affected the quality of contemporary democracies in Southern Europe.10 
Francoism’s sociological and structural legacy reflects what Franco bi-
ographer Paul Preston11 has called the ‘institutionalized pillage’ of the 
dictatorship. When liberal institutions and democracy eventually devel-
oped in Spain, they did so under the auspices of neoliberal capitalism, 
which placed former non- democratic elites in control of key sectors of 
the economy— what some authors have defined as authoritarian lib-
eralism.12 Thus, Spanish elites’ ideological alignment toward the old 
regime’s value of environmental neglect was the starting point for delay 
on climate action in this country.

The first democratic administrations in Spain managed key sectors, 
such as energy, with the economy rather than the environment as a pri-
ority. An example of this trend was the speculative bubble in nuclear 
energy generated during the Franco regime, which ended with a costly 
moratorium on the construction of new plants during the government 
of the social democrat Felipe González (1982– 1996). The privatization 
of the state- owned energy company Endesa (founded in 1944) is an-
other case of interest in this period due to its role as one of the largest 
GHG emitters in Spain. Part of the company’s stock was sold to private 
investors in 1988, with the Socialist Party (PSOE) still in power, while a 
conservative government (Popular Party, or PP) completed Endesa’s pri-
vatization in 1997.13 This company grew and expanded thanks to state 
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support but was then progressively transferred to private investors, a 
paradigmatic example of the impact of neoliberal policies on the energy 
sector in Spain.13

Pioneering renewables and the penalization of self- generated 

electricity (1996– 2018)

Between 1996 and 2004, the PP governed Spain under President José 
María Aznar, whose administration signed the Kyoto Protocol in May 
2002. Later, during José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero’s PSOE government 
(2004– 2011), former Aznar administration members positioned them-
selves as climate sceptics. The ideological hub of the PP was, at the time, the 
Foundation for Analysis and Social Studies (FAES), a think tank founded 
by Aznar in 2002. Although this think tank has not been an overt source 
of climate obstruction, it published in Spanish some climate obstructionist 
books by relevant European politicians, such as Planeta Azul (No Verde) 
(Blue Planet in Green Shackles) by Vàclav Klaus (2008) and Una Mirada 
Fría al Calentamiento Global (An Appeal to Reason: A Cool Look at Global 
Warming) by Nigel Lawson (2009).

For a short period during the 2000s, Spain was a pioneer in installing re-
newable forms of energy in the European Union.14 Aznar’s outgoing conser-
vative government had established the first policy to incentivize renewable 
energies in 2004, in hope of promoting private investments in this area,15 
and, during the next socialist administration (Zapatero’s, from 2004– 2011),16 
incentives grew. As a result, in 2008, Spain found itself amid a renewables 
speculative bubble that coincided with the eruption of a global economic 
crisis that also affected the electricity market; consequently, the PSOE gov-
ernment adjusted the renewable energy subsidies. In 2012, Mariano Rajoy’s 
PP administration introduced a moratorium on the construction of new 
installations and, in 2013, ended the policy mechanism designed to accelerate 
investment in renewables. The reasons for the dismantling of renewable en-
ergy promotion varied from poor policy design to the political economy of 
the sector14 but also included obstructionist strategies: ‘Lobbying by the in-
cumbent energy utility companies played a major role in driving the policy 
dismantling process’ because ‘they perceived renewables as unwanted com-
petition and as a threat to their business models’.14

The 2010s in Spain were characterized by the austerity government of 
Mariano Rajoy’s conservative party (2011– 2018). Rajoy had a poor un-
derstanding of climate science, as shown by his previous statements. For 
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example, in 2007, when his party was the political opposition, he said that 
he trusted his cousin— a physicist sceptical about anthropogenic climate 
change— and that if humans can barely predict the weather, how much 
more difficult must it be to predict the climate?17 Once in office, Rajoy’s gov-
ernment instituted a tax on solar photovoltaic self- generation (the ‘sun tax’) 
in 2015. The 2012 moratorium on renewable energy development combined 
with the brake on self- generation paralyzed the development of renewables, 
especially photovoltaics, in Spain.18 Critics argued19 that this decision 
favoured the interests of the energy oligopoly— a market controlled by a 
few companies, such as Endesa, Iberdrola, Naturgy, Repsol, and Energias 
de Portugal (EDP)— which could continue to operate their existing power 
plants profitably and for whom household PV self- generation could be a 
threat.

The climate culture wars (2018– 2023)

One of the first decisions taken by Pedro Sánchez’s first PSOE adminis-
tration when it came into power in 2018 was to repeal the ‘sun tax’. This 
period has been marked by the diversification of climate measures at var-
ious political levels, which in turn increased opposition and delay- based 
obstructionism. Although Sánchez’s government can be considered the 
most ambitious administration on climate issues in Spain’s history, it 
wasn’t without controversy. An example of this was the poor reception 
of COP 25, organized by Chile in Madrid in December 2019. On this oc-
casion, Spain presented itself as an international flag- bearer in the fight 
against climate change while allowing the country’s most prominent GHG- 
emitting energy companies, such as Endesa and Iberdrola, to sponsor the 
summit. COP 25 did not produce any substantial results, negotiations be-
tween countries were unsuccessful, and the summit received criticism for 
greenwashing.20

Nevertheless, Spain eventually acted during this period. One of the 
milestones of the second Sánchez administration, in coalition with the 
left- wing party Unidas Podemos (2020– 2023), was the approval in 2021 
of the Climate Change and Energy Transition Bill. This law set the goal 
of achieving a 23% reduction in Spain’s emissions levels compared with 
1990 by 2030, as required by the European Union. The law aroused both 
enthusiasm and mistrust from environmental groups, who considered it 
necessary but insufficient. During the legislative process, the conserva-
tive PP abstained from supporting the law, and the far- right party Vox 
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emerged as an obstructionist stakeholder. In 2020, the latter presented 
a controversial amendment to the entire law, which repeated the denial, 
delay, and policy sceptic arguments disseminated for years by the climate 
countermovement.21

In addition to the central government, other Spanish governments, in-
cluding autonomous communities and city councils, implemented strategies 
to tackle climate change during this period. A relevant case was the creation 
of low- emission zones, restricted traffic areas based on vehicle pollution 
levels in the urban centres of large cities, including Madrid and Barcelona. 
This measure also became a politically polarized cultural flashpoint. In 
Barcelona, Mayor Ada Colau (2015– 2023) of the left- wing Barcelona en 
Comú party focused on pedestrianizing streets and banning high- emissions 
vehicles from entering the city. In Madrid, left- wing Mayor Manuela 
Carmena and her Ahora Madrid coalition pursued the same strategy be-
tween 2015 and 2019. However, since the 2019 elections, conservatives 
used the growing fight against car bans as a marker of right- wing identity. 
For example, in the 2023 municipal elections, the campaign of right- wing 
parties in some cities turned the elimination of bike lanes into an ideolog-
ical issue.22

Thus, climate action in Spain became a polarized cultural issue from 
which all sides sought political capital. This process occurred with the 
help of equally polarized media and interest groups. Unsurprisingly, the 
conservatives (PP) and the far right (Vox) pushed the culture war narrative 
most actively. For example, PP’s president of Madrid’s region, Isabel Díaz 
Ayuso (2019– ), positioned herself against the upcoming ban on combus-
tion cars in 2035, arguing that the environment ‘cannot be an excuse’ to 
control the population.23 Ayuso also used retrograde tropes of climate ob-
structionism, such as the idea that climate change is natural or that climate 
action favours communism, as her discourse in Madrid’s regional parlia-
ment on 10 November 2022 showed.24

In short, although climate awareness grew in Spain during the period, 
socioeconomic privileges, political polarization, and entrenched habits 
still played a major role in a country where neoliberalism had merged 
with a fascist inheritance. As might be expected to be the case in the 
Southern European context, the history of climate obstructionism in 
Spain has been interlinked with politics and neoliberal authoritarianism. 
Over time, power distribution among obstructionist stakeholders and 
their strategies have varied. However, the obstructionists all share an 
outdated notion of progress that places economy and ideology ahead of 
the environment.
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THE FIVE TYPES OF OBSTRUCTIONIST STAKEHOLDERS IN 

SPAIN

Politicians

The first group of obstructionist stakeholders in Spain is politicians. The 
conservative PP stands out for rejecting climate policies and even casting 
doubt on the scientific evidence on climate change, as noted in this 
chapter’s history section. This is the party that inherited the values of the 
previous authoritarian regime, including corruption and use of administra-
tion and state at the service of the country’s economic elites— though the 
latter trait is also shared by the socialist party, PSOE. As described earlier, 
the conservative party rode the sceptic wave in the 2000s, obstructed elec-
tricity self- generation in the 2010s, and made political capital from the cul-
ture wars on climate change in the 2020s.

In this vein, the emerging far- right party Vox stands out for its populist 
climate obstructionist discourse. Vox’s electoral platform in the national 
elections of July 2023 reaffirmed the party’s position of the harshest form 
of obstructionism: it included the abandonment of the Paris Agreement 
and the derogation of the Climate Change Law, arguing with nationalist 
rhetoric that climate measures are against the interests of Spain and espe-
cially of its rural areas. However, Vox’s climate discourse was contradictory 
until 2023,25 the last period studied, so it remains to be seen whether it 
will moderate its position to capitalize on eco- nationalism as other similar 
parties have done in Europe.

Although not comparable with the aforementioned parties, the socialist 
party PSOE can also be counted among the obstructionist stakeholders in 
Spanish politics. Despite its climate policymaking efforts during the two 
Sánchez administrations, including the first Climate Law, the outcomes 
were mixed. These efforts seemed to be more a response to the need to 
‘jump on the EU bandwagon’— including the push and funding from the 
European Union for climate action— than to a strong commitment.26 They 
were described as unambitious by environmental activists; this lack of am-
bition can be seen in the PSOE’s support for an expansion of Barcelona’s air-
port despite the need to decrease aviation due to its climate impact and the 
possibility that it could affect protected land.27 Indeed, the coalition gov-
ernment was sued for climate inaction in 2020 by three green nongovern-
mental organizations, although that lawsuit was dismissed by the Supreme 
Court in 2023.28 In Spain, unlike in other European countries, there is no 
standalone Green Party. Factions of this type tend to form coalitions with 
left- wing parties such as Podemos, which has had some influence as part 
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of the PSOE coalition government with Sánchez, but not enough to imple-
ment strong and decisive climate policies.

Industry

A second set of obstructionist stakeholders comprises the most polluting 
industries, usually organized into trade groups. Among the most influ-
ential are the Spanish Electricity Industry Association (AELEC, formerly 
UNESA), which holds a dominant position in the market by representing 
the interests of major companies such as Endesa, Iberdrola, Naturgy, 
and EDP; the Nuclear Forum, which unites the interests of the eight 
active nuclear plants in Spain; Sedigás, which represents the interests 
of the gas sector for all transportation, storage, and marketing phases; 
Carbunión, which covers the coal mining sector and lobbies to delay the 
closure of coal- fired plants; and the Spanish Association of Oil Product 
Operators, which represents oil companies such as Repsol, Cepsa, and 
BP. Through these trade organizations and their individual public rela-
tions strategies, the energy sector has historically lobbied for energy 
regulation in Spain to be more favourable to their businesses than to 
environmental criteria.

Animal agriculture is another significant emissions- intensive sector 
with extensive lobbying activity. In this area, Interporc stands out in 
defending the interests of the pig farming sector, one of the most prom-
inent in both revenues and pollution generated.29 Another relevant or-
ganization is ANICE, the National Association of Meat Industries in 
Spain, which represents slaughterhouses and meat- processing plants. The 
lobbying success of such animal trade groups is demonstrated by the fact 
that they continue to be subsidized by the Spanish state and the European 
Union despite the environmental, ethical, and health impacts of their busi-
ness. To maintain direct and indirect economic EU aid from the Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP) is one of their main goals.30

Think tanks

A third set of climate obstructionists can be found among think tanks. 
These organizations have had less relevance in Spain than in other coun-
tries but still have been able to influence or align with political parties 
and industry to distract the climate debate. Most think tanks are neo-
liberal and libertarian, with a focus on the dissemination of anti- state 
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interventionist ideas. Notable ones include FAES, the think tank linked 
to the conservative PP; the Juan de Mariana Institute, the most promi-
nent in Spain for generating explicitly climate- obstructionist content; and 
the Civismo Foundation. The latter two are linked to the Atlas Network, 
a US- based network of conservative international think tanks. There are 
also think tanks directly related to industry. One such is Enerclub, which 
spans different companies from the Spanish energy sector, including the 
most polluting ones such as Repsol, Endesa, Iberdrola, Naturgy, and EDP. 
Enerclub prepares reports and analyses and makes recommendations to 
advance these companies’ positions and increase their profits in the elec-
tricity market. Another case is that of InLac, the Interprofessional Dairy 
Organization, which not only lobbies policymakers to serve their interests 
but also strives to convince the population of the need to consume dairy 
products daily.

Media

The fourth obstructionist stakeholder in Spain is the news media. In 
the Spanish press, climate scepticism has been limited, at least until 
the 2020s (i.e. it was concentrated within conservative or economics- 
oriented publications and within the opinion genre).31 In general, political 
parallelism— in which the media system reflects the structure of the po-
litical system— has resulted in the topic of climate change being subject 
to a polarization of views in the press similar to that found in politics. 
The media landscape has become a breeding ground for obstructionism, 
with some media content depicting climate action as an ideological issue 
to legitimize inaction when discussing, for example, private car use versus 
bicycle lanes, or meat consumption. Additionally, Spanish media cov-
erage has followed the same cycles of attention and neglect seen in other 
countries of the Global North.32 Political summits, mobilizations, and 
scientific breakthroughs have dominated the media’s focus. This event- 
driven coverage has avoided deeper explorations of the systemic nature 
of the climate crisis and possible solutions, such as the connection be-
tween dietary choices and the condition of the environment. This link has 
been a commonly shared omission in all media until recently. The carnist 
mindset— defined by psychologist Melanie Joy as the cognitive bias that 
makes us think of meat- eating as normal, natural, and necessary33— has 
produced climate coverage in some Spanish media in which the environ-
mental impact of animal agriculture has been neglected and, at times, 
even ridiculed.34
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Citizens

The fifth sphere of obstructionism in Spain is its citizenry. According to 
Eurobarometer, 81% of Spaniards see climate change as a fundamental 
problem (3% above the EU average), but the proportion of people who 
change their habits accordingly is much lower.35 The most significant cli-
mate action Spaniards perform is recycling (78% say they do so, compared 
with 75% for the EU average). In contrast, more impactful activities such as 
reducing meat consumption are undertaken by only 15% in Spain (31% in 
the European Union); sustainable mobility is practiced by 26% (30% in the 
European Union), and only 3% practice sustainable tourism when planning 
a trip (11% in the European Union). The lack of cultural deconstruction of 
their polluting privileges— acknowledging that car use, meat consumption, 
air travel, and even faith in economic growth as the definition of progress 
can be harmful to the environment— makes Spanish citizens believe they are 
engaging in climate action when they are actually delaying decisive changes.

STRATEGIES TO OBSTRUCT CLIMATE POLICIES

In this section, we summarize the main strategies used in Spain by the top 
obstructionist stakeholder, polluting industries. These include influencing 
regulation and/ or public opinion directly or indirectly through the media. 
The main tactics used by these climate- obstructionist industries include 
lobbying (‘in house’ by the company itself, externally by hired firms, 
and in coalition with other organizations in the sector), gaining access 
to politicians’ influence via ‘revolving doors’, giving policy briefings; 
sponsoring favourable scientific research, disseminating favourable in-
formation (by, e.g., generating it through think tanks), media ownership 
infiltration, threatening legal action, and jumping on the climate band-
wagon through greenwashing, corporate advertising, and publicity stunts. 
Though their tactics have been varied, the following are examples of some 
of the more prominent and effective of these tools.

Lobbying

The main strategy used by industry is lobbying policymakers to create the 
best regulatory atmosphere for their business needs, including preventing 
regulations from being passed and promoting or amending certain 
regulations. To help ensure success, companies hire former legislators or 
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regulators and/ or promote some of their corporate members to run for 
office or work in the administration. This close relationship between the 
private sector and the government— almost nonexistent among green non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) lobbying for climate action— grants 
companies privileged access to the administration and its functioning. This 
revolving- door reality has been described as a common practice among the 
most polluting industries in Spain.36

Since the restoration of democracy, the two major parties that have 
taken turns leading the government have assumed power positions in 
energy companies before and after holding office. For example, the first 
president of the PSOE government ended up on the board of Gas Natural 
(Naturgy), and the first president of the PP government became an advisor 
to Endesa after leaving public office. Many cabinet members of various 
governments since 1977 have been directors, board members, or advisors 
of Endesa, Iberdrola, Naturgy, Repsol, and Enagás, dominant companies 
in the fossil fuel sector in Spain. According to criminologist Mònica Pons- 
Hernández,36 ‘the lack of experience, the high remunerations, and the pre-
vious connections with the private companies lead to questioning whether 
individuals involved in revolving out are selling their access or expertise.’

Legal action

A second industry tactic, important to mention because of its novel use in 
Spain, is legal action as a form of climate obstruction. Litigation is not as 
ingrained in Spanish culture as it is in English- speaking countries, but it is 
emerging amid the culture wars over issues such as meat eating. Recently, 
the animal agriculture lobbies have begun to use legal action to prevent 
widespread dietary changes and thereby reinforce the meat culture in Spain. 
In 2021, for example, the meat lobbies Provacuno and Interporc brought37 
a vegan food company, Foods for Tomorrow, to court over its campaign 
promoting vegan ‘hamburgers’ as a more climate- friendly dietary option 
via the slogan ‘A meat hamburger pollutes more than your car’. The meat 
trade groups denounced the campaign, saying that it constituted unfair and 
misleading advertising, and, in 2022, a court ruled in its favour, arguing 
that the slogan met the criteria for misleading advertising and constituted 
a denigration of meat products. Foods for Tomorrow was forced to with-
draw the campaign (although it was no longer running) and ordered never 
to repeat similar statements. The court also stated that the evaluation of 
the environmental sustainability of production processes is too complex 
for a vegan company to be able to state definitively that their products have 
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a smaller environmental impact than meat products.37 The Spanish meat 
lobbies thus successfully prevented a brand from communicating to the 
public the environmental externalities of meat and created a threat against 
anyone trying to do the same.

Media co- optation

A third industry tactic involves the media sector. Through ownership, 
sponsorship, and advertising, the Spanish media system has become vul-
nerable to corporate interference. This problem has been compounded by 
deteriorating working conditions due to the 2008 economic crisis, resulting 
in precarious jobs and a lack of expert staff in newsrooms, including a lack 
of expertise in issues such as the environment. This situation has made the 
media vulnerable to the power of vested interests, including those of the 
polluting industries, either directly or through their lobbies and funded 
think tanks. For example, Grupo PRISA, one of the largest media groups in 
Spain, has long incorporated stakeholders with fossil fuel interests among 
its shareholders.38 Also, during the COP 25 event hosted by Madrid and 
Chile, Endesa and Iberdrola were both sponsors and dominated many 
media outlets by, for example, purchasing ads on the front pages of the 
country’s newspapers and generating coverage marked by greenwashing.18

Another example of a tactic used by obstructionists’ industrial interests 
in Spain is attempting to pass responsibility for GHG emissions on to the 
public. While the citizenry, through changing consumption patterns and 
other habits, can play a key role in climate protection, most of the respon-
sibility and power to act rest with industry. However, under the guise of 
knowledge dissemination and climate education, some industries try to 
delegate this responsibility to individual citizens. For example, the Spanish 
oil company Repsol, one of the biggest GHG emitters in Spain, in 2022 
launched the Green Engine emissions compensation project.39 Under this 
initiative, citizens can calculate their GHG emissions and offset them by 
supporting reforestation projects. This type of project seeks to instill in cit-
izens the responsibility to act while the company continues to profit from 
the extraction, refining, and commercialization of fossil fuels.

Greenwashing

A final major obstruction tactic is greenwashing. Many industries have 
jumped on the bandwagon of climate concern in their corporate rhetoric and 
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public discourse while also lobbying against degrowth and sustainability— 
the very things needed to protect the environment— behind the scenes. 
For example, Spain’s tourism sector officially holds a very pro- climate- 
action position and has partnered with the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCC) to combat climate change through 
its World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC), the industry’s largest inter-
national lobby. However, some of WTTC’s members continue to lobby for 
increased tourism despite its large environmental footprint. A remarkable 
example of the success of this trend is the millions in subsidies Ryanair, the 
ultra- low- cost Irish tourist airline, has received from Spanish authorities.40

THE DISCURSIVE FRAMINGS DISTORTING THE CLIMATE DEBATE

Overt obstructionist discourse has been deployed in Spain mostly through 
the use of discursive frames similar to those used in other European coun-
tries and the United States. We focus here on two cases,41 one involving the 
right- libertarian think tank Juan de Mariana Institute (JMI) and the other 
the animal agriculture lobbies, to exemplify these tactics. The first occurred 
during the period of direct opposition to climate action in the 2000s and 
2010s; the second, during the climate culture wars of the 2020s.

Juan de Mariana Institute: Right libertarianism and 

climate obstruction

Because of its international networking, the JMI has played a role in the 
global climate countermovement. In 2009, with Universidad Rey Juan 
Carlos (Madrid), the JMI published a report ‘Study of the effects on em-
ployment of public aid to renewable energy sources’, arguing that the ‘green 
employment’ policies of Zapatero’s socialist administration had been a fi-
asco. These policies encouraged industries such as energy, construction, 
and transportation with subsidies to meet certain environmental criteria. 
The US Institute for Energy Research (IER), a think tank whose work 
focuses on fossil fuel interests, sponsored the study.42 Obstructionist or-
ganizations in the United States, such as Heritage Foundation, American 
Enterprise Institute, and the American Energy Alliance, used the report 
to oppose then- President Obama’s environmental policies.42 The ‘Spanish 
case’ also inspired other obstructionist think tanks to produce similar 
reports in Germany, Denmark, Italy, and the United States. The circula-
tion of these European reports generated tensions in these countries’ 
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embassies in the United States as they tried unsuccessfully to manage this 
flow of misinformation.42

The JMI has become the most overt and prolific think tank in Spain in 
disseminating obstructionist messages about climate action. As a right- 
libertarian organization, the JMI supports free market capitalism, civil 
liberties, individual rights, and minimal government intervention. Its con-
cern over the concentration of political power is evident in its first criticism 
of climate action: a 2005 opinion piece (op- ed) about the Kyoto Protocol, 
which criticized climate science on the grounds that it would lead to a 
global government. Between then and April 2022, the institute published 
approximately 180 articles concerning climate change, mostly op- eds. 
Through an inductive analysis43 of the focus on climate issues in JMI’s blog 
posts, we found recurrent themes: undermining climate science (33% of 
the texts), questioning climate policies (22%), and criticizing climate ac-
tion supporters (22%). The publication of these texts peaked in 2007 and 
again in 2009, with another, smaller rise in 2019.

As for its critique of climate science up to the 2020s, the institute 
has maintained almost the same frames it has used since its inception, 
though it published many fewer texts after 2010. For example, in 2005, 
the JMI was featured at the ‘Global warming: myth or reality’ seminar 
held by the Rafael del Pino Foundation on 16 May in Madrid. There, the 
JMI president co- moderated a session with the president of the Science 
and Environmental Policy Project, a US advocacy group that aims to un-
dermine climate science and helped to organize the Nongovernmental 
International Panel on Climate Change (NIPCC), a group of climate sci-
ence contrarians. As recently as 2015, their blog44 featured a counterar-
gument appealing to the myths they promote, namely that the planet has 
been warm in other past periods; CO2 is not the most common GHG; ex-
treme weather events are less common now than in the past, not more; 
CO2 is not a toxic environmental pollutant; and scientists’ agreement on 
the anthropogenic cause of climate change is not true. In the discourse of 
this think tank, climate science is a religion, as expressed in a 2019 blog 
post.45

The frames the JMI has used to criticize climate policies (the main focus, 
as noted, of 22% of the 180 blogs we analysed) show a recurrent pattern of 
opposition to such measures on the grounds that they would involve state 
intervention— a theme that repeats across time. The texts range from a 
2007 article ‘The fight against climate change costs a lot of money’46 to a 
2019 op- ed, ‘Taxes on sin and climate change’,47 in which taxes in general, 
including climate taxes, are defined as ‘robbery’ and thus harmful to the 
economy.
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JMI’s targeting of activists and politicians promoting climate action 
(the main approach of another 22% of the blog posts studied) includes 
questioning the climate actions of members of the PSOE government, 
activists from environmental organizations such as Greenpeace, and inter-
national figures such as Greta Thunberg and Al Gore, the latter of whom 
the think tank severely criticized48 in the mid- 2000s, the period during 
which his documentary An Inconvenient Truth was in movie theaters.

Other frames (the remaining 23% of the blogs analysed) included 12% 
that mentioned climate change governance without a specific obstruc-
tionist focus, such as commentaries on social and political events. Also, 
4% of the texts reflected nuclear expansionism and techno- optimism as 
their primary framing, despite the unfeasibility or unavailability of these 
technologies. In addition, 3% of the texts question renewable energy be-
cause of its cost or alleged non- viability— especially during the 2000s, 
when the speculative bubble in renewables emerged in Spain. Similarly, an-
other 3% of the texts used frames centred on the idea that current lifestyles 
require fossil fuels.

Although the JMI is not highly visible in the media, it has gained some 
popularity in the niche world of the liberal economic press. This pattern 
can be demonstrated by the fact that up to 61% of the blog posts on climate 
change on the JMI website were reprints of articles first published in other 
media outlets by think tank members. Here, the online newspaper Libertad 
Digital stands out for having published 51% of the 180 texts in question. 
Several members of the JMI are regular columnists for Libertad Digital, 
which could explain why they have been able to introduce their discourse 
in the newspaper. This online outlet is another proponent of neoliberal 
libertarianism that adheres to criticism of climate science. For example, 
after the controversy over the emails from the Climate Research Unit of 
the University of East Anglia (‘Climategate’), Libertad Digital published a 
column by a JMI member stating that ‘In Spain we have been alone for 
many days informing readers of this pseudo- scientific scandal subsidized 
by politicians’.49

Provacuno and Interporc: Fuelling meat culture in Europe 

with public funds

The meat industry is Spain’s largest revenue sector within the agri- food 
business50 in a country with the highest meat consumption per capita of 
all EU member states.51 The animal- food industry promotes and protects 
the meat culture that sustains this high consumption in Spain. Animal- rich 
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diets everywhere are the outcome of technological changes and marketing 
efforts in the twentieth century allowing for widespread production of 
animal- based foods and triggering a ‘meatification’ of diets.

In Spain, meat consumption has been in a slow but steady decline since 
2008 (except for 2020). Industry lobbies have been making considerable 
efforts to counteract the increasingly negative image of their products 
among consumers in what has already become another culture war. This 
industry has been spreading a counter- discourse to undermine the scien-
tific evidence connecting meat consumption to health problems52 as well as 
to climate change: the meat industry accounts for 70% of all agricultural 
emissions in Spain.53 A relevant episode occurred in July 2021, when the 
Ministry of Consumer Affairs, under the control of the Unidas Podemos 
political coalition, launched a campaign on reducing meat consumption. 
Industry associations tried to distort the debate using arguments about 
the alleged environmental sustainability and social importance of meat 
production54 while the prime minister himself, Pedro Sánchez (PSOE), 
ridiculed his government partners’ campaign, declaring that steaks are 
‘unbeatable’.

A case of particular interest in the greenwashed reframing of the meat 
industry’s role in Spanish society is the discourse used in the ‘Proud of EU 
beef’ campaign, promoted by Provacuno in Spain and APAQ- W in Belgium 
under the financial sponsorship of the European Commission.55 In 2019, 
the EU Directorate General for Agriculture and Rural Development granted 
€3.6 million to this project, of which more than €2 million were allocated 
to the Spanish lobby ‘to incite the consumers not to have a stereotyped idea 
about red meat and to enable them to be again confident about their con-
sumption decision’. The campaign aimed to cleanse the industry’s image in 
the wake of the criticism the meat sector had increasingly received during 
the last decades for its animal exploitation, the human health impacts of 
its products, and, more recently, its contribution to GHG emissions. The 
campaign targeted Spain, France, Portugal, Germany, and Belgium. As 
the organizers stated, their aim was not only to show the ‘benefits of the 
product but to make the consumer feel identified and supported in its 
choice regarding it’. In their description, they acknowledged that infor-
mation about meat consumption had affected consumers and that they 
wanted to make people feel comfortable again about eating animals.

The controversial nature of this campaign prompted thirty- four MEPs 
to issue in 2020 a letter of protest56 led by Portuguese MEP Francisco 
Guerreiro, a member of the Greens/ European Free Alliance. The letter 
pointed out the campaign’s incompatibility with the Commission’s 
objectives in its Farm to Fork and Green New Deal strategies, albeit it was 
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approved shortly before the launch of these green agriculture programmes. 
In particular, the letter noted that the campaign was against the interests 
of the EU because Spain ‘has the highest per capita meat consumption per 
year (over 100kg), meaning national consumption of meat would need to 
drop by 76% by 2030 to keep our climate goals within reach’.

The campaign also received harsh social criticism, prompting the 
organizers to change their approach slightly. Previously, the campaign 
included advertising content that reflects the thesis of Carol J. Adams in 
The Sexual Politics of Meat,57 which discussed the objectification of the fe-
male body in meat- oriented communication. For example, one ad had fea-
tured a close- up of a woman wearing lipstick biting into a piece of meat; 
another pictured a slim, feminine- looking waist to try to sell the idea that 
a meat- based diet is balanced and healthy— images that Provacuno later 
withdrew.58 In another example, a poster shows a woman with cooking 
utensils and a picture of a salad with meat on top, on one side, and, on the 
other side, a seated man being served a big steak accompanied by a few 
vegetables.59

The strategy of obtaining public funds to promote meat consumption 
was also followed by Interporc, which, in coalition with other meat industry 
lobbies in Portugal and France, obtained more than €2 million from the 
European Commission.60 In this case, the campaign ‘Let’s talk about pork’ 
warned that pig flesh consumption is decreasing for sustainability and an-
imal compassion reasons. Accordingly, the campaign sought to inform the 
public ‘about the reality of production in the entire pork chain’. Specifically, 
it aimed to show ‘the conditions of production in the farms with scrupu-
lous respect for the highest standards of animal welfare, and then proving 
the sustainability of the production process’.60 The campaign’s target age 
group was people under 35 years old, and Interporc based their strategy on 
a display contrasting ‘true and fake messages’, jumping on the bandwagon 
of purportedly debunking false claims. Inspired by the news media trend of 
fact- checking and debunking actual misinformation, Interporc’s public re-
lations team took this trend as an opportunity to ‘debunk’ any information 
that harmed its reputation.60

Provacuno and Interporc have been very active in different arenas, 
from political lobbying to media and educational advocacy including, as 
we have shown in a previous example, taking legal action against vegan 
companies that dare to compare plant- based foods’ GHG emissions with 
those of animal- based foods. The Spanish meat industry has not been alone 
in framing its products as sustainable; the PP and PSOE governments have 
lent their full support to these companies’ efforts.61 However, and most re-
vealingly, these two lobbies have gone from competitors to allies within the 
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meat market, both trying to debunk facts that may engender climate action 
and thus disrupt their business.

CONCLUSION

Climate obstruction in Spain involves politicians, industry, the media 
system, and everyday citizens and has continued to evolve. In Spain, ob-
structionism directed at any major shift in the energy model, particularly 
the rise of solar power, was substantial in the 2000s and 2010s, while today 
(the early 2020s) the advances in deployment of renewable energy have 
been remarkable.62 The greatest controversy during this later period has 
been over dealing with diffuse (non- energy) GHG emissions, especially in 
areas such as transport, diet, and tourism because they involve important 
business interests and entrenched ideological stances.

To unpack the Spanish climate obstructionism context, we have here 
identified three main factors: ideology, industry, and privilege.

Regarding ideology, we have shown how the Spanish political system 
of alternating majorities and political parallelism has produced a polariza-
tion of stances on important issues. Climate concern, like environmental 
concern generally, was first neglected and then instrumentalized by the 
country’s political and economic elites via greenwashing and to fuel cul-
ture wars. In this system, the media mirrors political divisions, further 
contributing to polarizing opinions on climate change among the public.

In such a polarized political landscape, where topics such as the defence 
of car use or meat consumption have become identified with conservatism, 
it is worth considering what climate communications specialist Maxwell 
Boykoff said about the need to find common ground— finding shared 
values and concerns— which he notes is essential to facing the climate 
crisis.63 According to Boykoff, while there are no magic formulas for effec-
tively communicating the climate crisis and reaching this common ground, 
adapting messages to different audiences and their needs will be vital. One 
potential way to reduce political polarization may be to find ways to show 
how closely aligned environmental concerns are with religious,64 conser-
vative, and centrist interests and values.65 In short, we need not let the 
culture wars frame the climate problem as merely the concern of a ‘green 
[leftist] ghetto’, to paraphrase Boykoff. That approach may help us to avoid 
a situation in which, with each new political cycle, political polarization 
again threatens the little progress already made on climate.

As for industry, the late establishment of democracy in Spain may not 
be the only cause of this country’s climate inaction, but it is a substantial 
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one, in our view. A combination of late industrialization, which accelerated 
during the Franco dictatorship, and a subsequent restoration of democracy 
that merged a fascist legacy with neoliberalism resulted in a weak form of 
democracy guided by authoritarian liberalism. This political context has led 
to obstruction of climate action in the energy sector, with the practice of 
revolving doors between industry and government jobs serving as a main 
exponent of the vested interests between business and politics. The cor-
ruption of politics involves turning it into a lifetime career, as happens so 
often in Spain, thus creating an entrenched, privileged political class that 
makes decisions not for the public good but according to their career needs. 
Addressing this problem may require limiting the practice of allowing re-
volving doors.

Some measures to move us in this direction may include requiring more 
transparency in the management of polluting companies and their links 
to politicians as well as strict ‘cooling off’ periods before and after holding 
political posts. Reducing political corruption and the economic privileges 
of the elites in general may also result in a reduction of parallelism among 
political, social, and economic interests in Spain. That change may, in 
turn, promote a media system that is truly independent from the political 
system and the financial economy. There is a direct connection between the 
economic dependence of the media on polluting companies, the increasing 
precariousness of journalism jobs, and media coverage of climate change.

As mentioned above, however, polluting industries, policymakers, 
and media are not alone in perpetuating the climate status quo. Citizens, 
mostly in their role as consumers, are empowered to either sustain or reject 
social privileges. We believe the case of animal agriculture exemplifies this 
principle very well. Although this sector combats emerging concerns about 
the role of animal compassion and climate change in our dietary choices, 
it does so by tapping into an existing cultural substratum of Spanish so-
ciety. Thus, although the meat business enjoys the privilege of being able to 
conduct communication and public relations campaigns, the reluctance of 
citizens to change their lifestyles underpins climate inaction.66

Reducing economic privileges (e.g. ending subsidies for polluting 
industries) encourages governance in the public interest rather than for 
the benefit of corporations. The resources gap between NGOs advocating 
for the ethical treatment of the environment and nonhuman life and pow-
erful corporations lobbying for the right to exploit both is so vast that it 
has created a two- tiered democracy in Spain. Limiting resources devoted 
to corporate lobbying can be achieved partly by limiting the public rela-
tions expenditures of large corporate players, but perhaps the most fea-
sible and urgent solutions involve transparency. In Spain, the regulation of 
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lobbying activity is still pending as there has not yet been a parliamentary 
agreement on the matter. Political discussions on possible laws governing 
this issue have included options such as transparency registers, codes of 
conduct, transparency in the participation of interest groups in drafting 
legislation, and (once again) stricter control of revolving doors.67 It would 
be desirable to advance such legislation to better control the lobbyists’ 
activity, thus empowering the media and citizens with the information 
needed to better scrutinize them.

Finally, education is the best tool any society possesses to overcome 
the entanglements that produce environmental inaction and societal 
privileges, and this is particularly the case for Spain. In our view, an ef-
fective twenty- first- century education curriculum would include not only 
such basics as science, technology, and media literacy but also a founda-
tion in the humanities, which have increasingly been devaluated in today’s 
schools and universities. In particular is the need for training in a form of 
universal ethics that produces empathy and respect for all types of life.

As for citizen action, Spain needs to move beyond recycling to promote 
real mindset changes in all lifestyle areas including diet, leisure, and mo-
bility. The goals should be to avoid political polarization, promote under-
standing and cooperation, and foster respect for all beliefs while providing 
the skills to identify and cease rewarding vested interests. Such a complex 
scenario involves overcoming different types of entrenched inertia that 
feed off one another, revealing that climate obstruction is based not just in 
scientific scepticism but also in attempts to protect an institutionally and 
culturally embedded network of interests.
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Climate Obstruction in the 
European Union

Business Coalitions and the Technocracy of Delay

DIETER PLEHWE, MORITZ NEUJEFFSKI, AND 
TOBIAS HAAS

INTRODUCTION: BUSINESS EFFORTS TO PREVENT EUROPEAN 

CLIMATE PROTECTION POLICIES

‘This is Europe’s man on the moon moment’.1 With much fanfare, European 
Commission President Ursula von der Leyen announced the European 
Green Deal (EGD) on 11 December 2019. The EGD is a major political pro-
ject that aims to achieve climate neutrality by 2050. Although the analogy 
to the moon landing is hyperbolic, the EGD does represent an attempt 
to significantly upgrade climate and environmental policy within the 
European Union. These are highly contested policy arenas in the European 
Union, and the achievement of the goals stipulated in the EGD, such as a 
55% reduction in greenhouse gases (GHG) by 2030 compared with 1990, is 
by no means a foregone conclusion.

The European Union has gained increasing influence in setting climate 
policy. Its power to determine the general orientation of the integrated 
body and its weight in multilevel negotiations and decision- making gives 
the European Union a privileged role in the climate policies of the indi-
vidual member states— and these processes, too, are contested. Unlike in 
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the United States or Australia, the opposition to ambitious climate policy 
in the EU arena does not feature influential climate denial networks openly 
opposed to any form of climate policy regulation. Rather, the main policy 
obstructors in the European Union are large companies and business 
associations with a strong vested interest in the fossil economy and neolib-
eral or conservative think tanks. As such, climate obstruction efforts in the 
European Union are shaped mainly by efforts to sow doubt about specific 
climate policy measures and by strategies to weaken their level of ambi-
tion. This is what Ekberg and colleagues refer to as ‘secondary obstruction’, 
which ‘includes all those calls which do not deny the human- induced na-
ture of the climate crisis (science), but nevertheless delay or forestall mean-
ingful climate action’.2 We count it as obstruction when actors attempt to 
delay or otherwise shape climate policy in ways that undermine efforts 
to keep global warming below 1.5°C. Such efforts include, among other 
things, shirking responsibility, advocating non- transformative solutions, 
defending the fossil fuel status quo, and climate policy nihilism.3

Interest groups logically pursue their own interests and those of the 
members they represent. However, groups that are interested in long- 
term, good- faith relationships with politicians also need to accept defeat 
if competing interests prevail and be ready to compromise and adjust. 
Climate obstruction, however, frequently involves bad- faith efforts to push 
back climate policy goals in favour of other goals, such as profit or oth-
erwise narrow objectives, by claiming adherence to the goals of the Paris 
Agreement but nevertheless engaging in a range of frequently difficult to 
recognize efforts to block ambitious policy.

The limited appeal of denialism at the EU level is due mostly to the 
fact that the European integration process is quite technocratic and elite 
driven, geared primarily toward the establishment or completion of a single 
European market and Economic and Monetary Union (EMU). European 
environmental and climate policy approaches, in turn, have supported reg-
ulatory cohesion and are strongly oriented toward the guiding principle 
of ecological modernization (i.e. a depoliticized approach that puts tech-
nological innovation and market- based approaches at its centre4), albeit 
not exclusively. The limited European public sphere also does not lend 
itself easily to the type of tabloid press style campaigns known best in 
the Anglosphere, and Brexit (the United Kingdom’s disengagement from 
the European Union) considerably weakened the political forces in the 
European Union that do promote climate change denial.

Regardless of the low profile of radical denialism in EU climate 
politics, climate policy obstruction remains a serious obstacle on the 
European ‘road to Paris’. The European Union depends on its member 
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states to secure and police implementation of treaties. While the 
European Union can put pressure on member states in the case of non-
compliance, this process takes time and thus becomes yet another delay 
mechanism.

A SHORT HISTORY OF THE EUROPEAN INTEGRATION CONTEXT 

OF CLIMATE POLICY

The history of European integration was strongly influenced by both the 
ideas of German economists from the ‘ordoliberal’ school, such as Walter 
Eucken, who opposes state interventionism, and by more state planning- 
oriented perspectives prevalent in France in the 1950s (such as those ar-
ticulated by Jean Monnet). While economic liberalization steps were 
pursued rather cautiously in Europe until the 1980s, the economic liberal-
ization agenda gained momentum with the introduction of the European 
Monetary System (EMS) in 1979. In the 1980s and 1990s, the European 
community took numerous steps to facilitate a European EMU, culminating 
in in the plan to complete the single market (via the Single European Act 
of 1986) and the introduction of the euro as a common currency in 1999. 
Over time, the balance of power between the neoliberal and regulatory- 
minded forces shifted in favour of the former.5

Until today, the aim to complete the single market is a common narrative 
used to enforce liberalization and market- based policies in the European 
Union. Within the European multilevel governance system, the distribu-
tion of regulatory responsibilities and the geographical scale of action are 
always contested. While the European Commission (EC) and the majorities 
in the European Parliament (EP) usually try to shift responsibilities to the 
European level, the European Council (EUCO), composed of the heads of 
government of the member states and the president of the EC, frequently 
try to preserve national sovereignty (Box 13.1).
As a result, climate policy in the European Union is characterized by a ten-
sion between the scalar dimension (i.e. the question of which responsibilities 
and obligations are located at which governance level) and the substance of 
proposals. The level of climate policy ambition and orientation are typi-
cally contested within the EP as well as the EUCO and EC. Accordingly, 
lobbying activities are directed at both the European institutions and na-
tional governments, the latter of which can exert significant influence 
through the EUCO.6 This approach was crucial in, for example, the negotia-
tion of the European Green Taxonomy for Sustainable Investments (Green 
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Box 13.1 KEY INSTITUTIONS OF THE EUROPEAN UNION

THE INSTITUTIONS OF THE EUROPEAN UNION

The European Commission

European Parliament

is the EU’s executive branch, responsible for proposing and implementing EU laws and
policies. It holds considerable powers, including the authority to initiate legislation,
negotiate international agreements on behalf of the EU, and enforce EU laws.

is the EU’s directly elected legislative body. It has the ability to pass laws, approve the
EU budget, and exercise democratic oversight over other EU institutions. However, it
cannot initiate its own legislative proposals.

The Council of the European Union
represents the Member States' governments. It shares legislative power with the
European Parliament, with the ability to adopt EU laws, coordinate policies, and make
important decisions on various EU matters, including foreign policy and economic
coordination.

Taxonomy, discussed later) and in resolving disputes over the ban on in-
ternal combustion engines after 2035, which the German government 
refused to accept in 2023.

To create the least distorted competition possible in the single European 
market, the idea goes, European competition law needs to be developed in 
such a way that market interventions on a national level may only be made 
in case of an overriding European interest. An example of such an interest 
could be meeting binding targets in the fields of energy and climate policy. 
Nevertheless, climate policy approaches within the EU member states con-
stantly exist in a state of tension with the single market, the EMU, and 
the corresponding competition and state aid law, which governs the pro-
vision of governmental financial support by member states to individual 
companies or industry sectors.7

In the meantime, however, we argue that environmental and climate 
policies have become central to the legitimacy of the European integra-
tion project. While the total GHG emissions within the European Union 
decreased overall between 1990 and 2020 (Figure 13.1), EU policies to 
deal with CO2 emissions have risen in both number and substance. For ex-
ample, environmental policy was advanced with the Amsterdam Treaty of 
1997 (effective 1999), which established a duty to integrate environmental 
protection into all EU sectoral policies to help promote sustainable devel-
opment.8 The European Union has since established the precautionary 
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principle (now Article 191 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the 
European Union [TFEU]) and required the EC to engage in preventative ac-
tion to achieve a high level of environmental protection. The precautionary 
principle requires policymakers to delay innovations with a potential for 
causing harm if there is not yet sufficient scientific evidence available on its 
safety. Preventative action also requires the integration of environmental 
considerations into all European policies.

The Amsterdam Treaty also stipulated majority voting in the EC and 
co- decision of the EP. This so- called community method of European law- 
making thereby eliminates the veto power of any single EU member state, 
which had been a major obstacle to ambitious policymaking. Despite persis-
tent limitations, various environmental regulations have thereby been the 
result of EU environmental policymaking since the late 1990s.9 Over time, 
green parties, environmental think tanks, and social movements also be-
came more integrated into European policymaking. Today the Commission 
consults nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) on a regular basis, and 
Green MEPs are leading members of European Parliament Committees and 
working groups.

Lenschow and Sprungk have argued that the goal and ‘myth of a Green 
Europe’ has recently been important in driving the European integration 
process as such. In the academic literature, the European Union is often 
classified as a leader in global environmental and climate policy. Indeed, 
in the field of climate policy, numerous goals have been defined and 
instruments have been developed since 199010 (Table 13.1). For example, 
under the Kyoto Protocol of 1997, the European Union committed itself 
to reducing its emissions by 8% over the period 2008– 2012 compared 
with 1990 levels, and, as part of this goal, the EU Emission Trading System 
(ETS) was introduced in 2005. By 2007, the European Union had already 
adopted three major climate and energy policy targets: By 2020, (1) GHG 
emissions were to be reduced by 20%, (2) the share of renewable energy in 
total energy consumption was to increase to 20%, and (3) energy efficiency 
was to be increased by 20%. Then, in 2014, the (preliminary) climate and 
energy policy framework for 2030 was adopted: by then, emissions were to 
fall by 40%, renewables were to be expanded to 27%, and energy efficiency 
was to increase to 27%.

At the time, this target horizon was already being criticized by 
environmentalists as extremely unambitious; indeed, it was also not backed 
up by nationally or sectorally binding targets. The situation changed with 
the incoming Commission headed by von der Leyen, a German Christian 
Democrat, in 2019. The Commission president is elected by the EP. Due to 
the weakening of the conservative faction in the EP following Brexit and 



[ 326 ] Climate Obstruction across Europe

326

the split of the conservative parliamentary group, von der Leyen had to woo 
greens and liberals to support her candidacy.11 The strategy of the far right- 
wing groups in the EP to end centrist cooperation between conservatives 
and social democrats ultimately achieved the opposite: the EC moved to 
the left, which allowed for more ambitious European climate policy. (The 
upcoming European elections are expected to strengthen the right and far 
right instead, which might lead to a reversal of ambitious European climate 
policy.)

Accordingly, much more ambitious targets were formulated as part of 
the EGD in 2019, namely, reaching an emissions reduction goal of between 
50% and 55% by 2030 for the European Union as a whole and achieving 
climate neutrality by 2050.12 Torres and Bongard have argued that the EGD 
substantially enhanced the sustainability dimension within EU economic 
governance: ‘the EGD may thus be regarded as a third building block in the 
making of the European economic model, alongside the single market and 
EMU, and that any crisis would therefore need to be addressed through 
its framework’.13 In the meantime, agreement was reached on a firm CO2 
emissions reduction target of 55% by 2030. In July 2021, the EC then 
presented the ‘Fit for 55’ package, which was adopted in October 2022.14 
This policy package includes a variety of initiatives, directives, and reforms. 
Among other things, it called for the establishment of the additional EU 

Table 13.1  EU CLIMATE TARGETS BY YEAR AND STATUS

Year adopted (and related UN 
climate development)

GHG emission reduction 
target (base year 1990) Status

1990 (1992 UNFCCC) Stabilization by 2000 (CO2 

only)

Achieved

1997– 1998 (1997 Kyoto Protocol) 8% by 2008- 2012 Achieved

2007 (2009 Copenhagen COP 15) 20% by 2020 32% in 2020

2009 (2009 Copenhagen COP 15) 80– 95% by 2050 With the European Green 

Deal (EGD), by 2050 

climate neutrality is the 

new target

2014 (2015 Paris Agreement) 40% by 2030 With the EGD and the Fit- for 

55package, the target was 

tightened

2019 (2021 Glasgow COP 26) Climate neutrality by 2050 Achievement very uncertain

2020 (2021 Glasgow COP 26) 55% by 2030 Achievement very uncertain

Source: Based on von Homeyer et al. 2021, p. 961, reprinted by permission of the publisher (Taylor & 
Francis Ltd, http:// www.tand fonl ine.com).
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ETS for buildings, road transport, and fuels; the sharpening of reduction 
targets within the framework of fleet limits for car manufacturers; the 
introduction of a carbon border adjustment mechanism (CBAM) to pro-
tect European producers of energy- intensive materials (such as concrete, 
aluminium, steel, and fertilizers) from imports that are not subject to 
carbon pricing; and more ambitious regulations in the areas of energy effi-
ciency, the circular economy, and carbon dioxide removal, all of which are 
necessary for achieving climate neutrality. The individual member states 
are also required to make a greater contribution to climate protection.

But the climate policy push has also been controversial. Opposition to 
many of the Fit for 55 package measures was strong among the conserva-
tive political parties and almost unanimous in the far- right parties. Jacob 
also reported strong support for the inclusion of nuclear energy and fossil 
gas in the Green Taxonomy (which classifies economic activities according 
to their alignment with the net zero strategy to direct investments) 
from several governments, a position that runs counter to the scientific 
recommendations of the expert group installed to develop the taxonomy.15

Based on these insights, obstruction to ambitious climate policy can 
thus be located in the centre- right wing of the political party spectrum 
on the one hand and, on the other, in specific countries dependent on 
fossil and nuclear paths. To characterize the opposition to ambitious cli-
mate policy more completely, we next turn the spotlight on private sector 
lobbies and their allies.

CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION ACTORS IN THE EUROPEAN UNION

With each expansion of supranational negotiating and decision- making 
powers in Brussels, the lobbyist landscape has grown, seeking to expand 
the policy influence capacities of actors previously focused on relevant 
national jurisdictions. Scholars speak about the co- evolution of the EU 
political system, ‘private interest governments’,16 and a new type of net-
work governance in Europe.17 And, indeed, by 2021, more than 13,300 
organizations had been recorded in the European Transparency Register, 
an official database of organizations that try to influence the policy pro-
cess of EU institutions.18 Of these groups, 7,000 are business organiza-
tions and professional service firms, compared with about 1,000 trade 
union organizations, about 3,500 NGOs, and nearly 1,000 think tanks 
and academic institutions.19 Observers and watchdog organizations es-
timate the number of lobbyists in Brussels to be around 25,000 people, 
working with a total budget of about €1.5 billion.20 Contrary to efforts to 
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characterize the European Union as a bureaucratic monster, corporate and 
other lobbyists target only about 32,000 staff members21 of the commis-
sion, the 705 EP members, and their staffs. Due to the very high number of 
lobbyists, Brussels has become known as the second lobbying capital of the 
world after Washington, DC.22 Although the European political system is 
considered somewhat more balanced than the United States’s, the business- 
favouring asymmetries are formidable, and counterforces from labour and 
environmental organizations constitute a limited counterweight even as 
the number of NGOs registered in Brussels continues to grow.23 Besides 
lobbying struggles that involve competing business forces, attention also 
needs to be paid to competing business– civil society alliances.24 In the en-
ergy field, for example, renewable energy coalitions include solar and wind 
energy firms and green NGOs, which confront traditional energy firms and 
their allies in regions that stand to lose jobs.

While the European Union claims climate leadership, individual EU 
countries continue to emit a high share of global GHGs. This situation is 
due to strong social forces committed to defending the fossil fuel status 
quo and to slow down the transition to carbon neutrality. To portray the 
power asymmetries between supporting and opposing forces in the field 
of European climate policy, Tobias Haas has suggested distinguishing be-
tween ‘green’ and ‘grey’ energy coalitions (see Chapter 6).25 Firms and their 
business associations invested in fossil industries as producers or (large) 
energy consumers comprise the grey energy faction, as opposed to the 
green energy coalition, which comprises supporters of renewables and 
their allies and represents industry groups and social forces advocating an 
energy transition. In the first group, we find not only the major European 
(and non- European) oil, gas, and coal companies as well as utilities and 
related services but also car manufacturers and providers of the infrastruc-
ture services on which they rely. In the fields of agriculture and food pro-
duction, there are also many corporate interests aligned with traditional 
energy production and the European subsidy regime associated with it. In 
the second group, the green coalition extends to firms strongly involved in 
public transport and in the ecological and social transition to a sustainable 
ecological and social economy.

This grey– green division represents two poles. Firms that belong to the 
grey coalition can, of course, move in the direction of the green coalition 
if they decide to divest from fossil energy sources; similarly, fossil firms 
can also invest strategically in renewable energy, in part to co- opt the op-
position, as has happened with gas companies investing in the renewables 
sector.26 Haas has also reported on significant differences between 
manufacturing firms (the end consumers of energy) and utilities regarding 
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support for specific policy instruments.27 For example, utilities have come 
out in support of emissions trading because they can pass higher prices on 
to consumers, whereas industrial- sector firms remain more sceptical to-
ward carbon pricing. While utilities score better in terms of alignment with 
Paris goals due to their support for the EU ETS, they have also defended the 
centralized system of energy production and distribution along with fossil 
path dependencies in Germany, for example (see Chapter 6).

The think tank InfluenceMap has examined how corporations and in-
dustry associations in Europe engage in climate policy debates and classifies 
them from A (supporting the Paris Agreement) to F (not supporting 
the Paris Agreement). Their analysis of advocacy at the European level 
showed that there is a strong preponderance of organizations that do not 
fully support the objectives of the Paris Agreement. Only four business 
associations (12.1%), including WindEurope and SolarPower Europe, were 
classified as fully supporting the Paris climate goals, versus twenty- nine 
associations (87.9%) classified as C or D, which do not support many of 
the policies that aim to achieve the Paris goals. Among them are powerful 
business associations such as BusinessEurope (the umbrella organiza-
tion of European industry), the European Steel Association (Eurofer), and 
Germany’s VDA.28

In terms of corporations that engage in EU climate policy processes, 
the picture looks only slightly more optimistic, according to InfluenceMap. 
Only one company (Vestas Wind Systems) falls into its A category, and 
twenty- three companies rank under the B category. These firms face 60 
companies (71.4%) that are not fully in support of the Paris Agreement 
(rated C or D). This latter group consists of corporations such as Uniper, 
Volkswagen, and Airbus. In fact, all companies from the automotive and 
mining and metal sector fall into this category, as do the bulk of energy 
companies. The Russian oil and gas companies Rosneft and Gazprom bring 
up the rear with ratings of E and F, respectively.

Adding together the lobbying staff and financial resources available (ac-
cording to the incomplete information provided in the EU Transparency 
Register), the corporations and associations not fully aligned with the Paris 
goals outnumber and outspend the green coalition by far. We obtained 
lobbying expenditure data for most of these companies (seventy- seven 
out of eighty- three) and for all the associations in the green and grey 
coalitions. Due to data availability, we used the year 2019 as a reference 
point for our comparison.29 We found that when it comes to climate policies 
at the EU level, the small number of Paris- aligned associations spent a 
total of €2.4 million to lobby EU institutions. This figure contrasts with 
the €43.5 million spent by twenty- nine associations that favour weaker 
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EU climate protection measures (Figure 13.2). The latter associations also 
spent three times more, on average, for lobbying at the EU level compared 
with the twenty- four Paris- aligned associations.
Regarding companies, the group of less- supportive corporations spent 
almost four times as much on lobbying in 2019 (€55.6 million) as the 
more supportive firms (€14.6 million). Again, these companies also spent 
more on average compared with the groups in the A or B category of 
Paris alignment. By and large, the group of economic actors who favour 
a less- ambitious EU climate policy also possess substantially greater fi-
nancial resources. This additional financial power translates into a su-
perior ability to organize policy events, commission policy briefs, lobby 
MEPs or the commission directly, participate in public consultations, and 
hire contract lobbying service firms. During the Fit for 55 negotiations, 
for example, Mohammed Chahim, member of the EP and in charge of 
drafting the EP’s positions, remarked in an interview, ‘I’m spending a lot 
of my time countering the information from the lobby, . . . That’s what’s 
happened the last weeks— every element in the deal was attacked, and 
in my group meetings and individual meetings, I needed to counter old 
arguments’.30

Superior financial resources allow companies and associations to cul-
tivate specialists to lobby on specific issues, whereas green coalition 
lobbyists are forced to work as generalists, covering many different topics. 
These resources also allow the grey coalition to pursue simultaneous advo-
cacy across multiple channels and venues, while the green coalition must 
concentrate on select venues. Multinational corporations, for example, 
can and do pursue many different strategies to get attention for their 

Associations

€43.5 M €55.6M

€14.6 M
€.4M

Companies

Figure 13.2 Comparison of total lobby expenditures in 2019 for the ‘green’ and ‘grey’ 
alliances.
Source: Data retrieved from lobbyfacts.eu, which archives information from the EU Transparency Register. 
Authors’ own calculation and presentation.
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policy priorities: they operate public affairs departments at headquarters 
in their home country and at subsidiaries in other countries31; they also 
belong to sectoral and cross- sectoral national business associations and 
their federations at the European level. They have founded separate, large- 
company lobby groups and specialized lobbies for specific objectives such 
as ‘green growth’ and business- friendly sustainability perspectives. They 
invest in think tanks and hire consulting and law firms to conceive and run 
campaigns.

And they dominate the work in many of the European expert groups,32 
as in the case of the EU Energy Platform Industry Advisory Group. They or-
ganize events at specific venues to observe the positions and perspectives 
of the many actors in the climate arena and, to some extent, coordinate 
public affairs in various policy fields. The European Roundtable on Climate 
Change and Sustainable Transition, for example, was founded in 2016 to 
provide this function in the climate policy field. While NGOs also partic-
ipate in lobbying and frequently become visible actors in the European 
Union, most of the time their power is limited to scandalizing the neg-
ative results of European policies, in contrast with industry’s capacity to 
set, advocate, and shape agendas to their advantage.33 Altogether, the EU 
lobbying scene is far from a level playing field.34

The data compiled by InfluenceMap cover only the very large emitters 
and their most important associations. These include the automotive in-
dustry, which is leading the fight against higher emission standards for 
cars and trucks and slowing the transportation transition in general35; the 
airline companies and aircraft manufacturers and their trade associations, 
which are fighting against the taxation of kerosine36; and the gas industry 
and its manufacturing allies, which are leading the fight for the perpet-
uation of gas in the name of energy security and to serve as a transition 
technology until so- called green hydrogen is ready to replace fossil gas. The 
strategy of the oil and gas majors and many smaller groups in the sector 
succeeded in locking in gas dependency for a long time and thus threatens 
to undermine the Paris goals.

Here, the industry cleverly concentrated on infrastructure investment 
and was able to successfully tap into European public programmes. The 
European Energy Union of 2015 (an effort to further the integration of the 
EU energy markets), the Trans- European Networks for Energy (a policy to 
link EU energy infrastructures), the legislation Save Gas for a Safe Winter 
(passed in July 2022), and the Third Energy Package (a bundle of laws to 
open up national gas and electricity markets) all were designed to secure the 
supply and commercial viability of the fossil gas sector in Europe. The Trans- 
European Networks are earmarked for funding from the European regional 
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and structural fund, the European Union’s second- largest budget after ag-
riculture. In a major success for the European Network of Transmission 
System Operators for Gas (ENTSOG- G), there were no less than seventy- 
seven gas projects included in the Trans- European Networks.37

Notably, a report by Corporate Europe Observatory published in 2017 
documented the limits of the Transparency Register, finding that most 
of the companies involved in Trans- European Gas projects were not even 
registered.38 In addition to their work across the gas production and 
supply chain and direct lobbying by energy corporations and their busi-
ness associations, the industry relied heavily on PR firms FTI Consulting, 
Fleishman- Hillard, Weber Shandwick, Gazprom’s PR firm Gplus, and others 
to promote their position and public image.

To more closely observe some of the lobbying strategies employed in 
the effort to weaken, delay, and otherwise shape European climate policy 
according to business priorities, we briefly examine two key pieces of cli-
mate policy legislation more closely: the European ETS and the Green 
Taxonomy.

STRATEGIES OF DELAY AND TO MODERATE AMBITION

EU ETS and CBAM

The EU ETS was introduced in 2005. The emissions- trading system 
employs market mechanisms39 to enable the reduction of GHG emis-
sions where this is most feasible in terms of cost efficiency. Advocates 
for carbon pricing via emission trading hold it to be superior to carbon 
taxes set directly by public authorities. However, the concept has been 
widely criticized for being oriented primarily toward narrow economic 
calculations, representing a process of commodification,40 and for be-
coming very complex to implement as it requires detailed regulations 
which, in turn, require specific expert knowledge to track and enforce. The 
EU ETS, which was anchored via agreements under the Kyoto Protocol, 
was preceded in the 1990s by an attempt to introduce a CO2 tax. However, 
the attempt failed due to the resistance of the European industrial lobby,41 
which initially also opposed the EU ETS, claiming industry self- regulation 
was a superior mechanism.

While the defensive action of European industry did not suffice to block 
the new policy instrument altogether, the design of the EU ETS remained 
under massive pressure from large parts of industry, which explains its 
long gestation period. Until 2021, the price for CO2 was so low that it 
did not have any significant environmental incentive effect before the 
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fourth phase of ETS development (since 2021). In the first two phases 
(2005– 2012), the allocation of allowances took place in their respective 
national contexts. The flexible mechanisms of the Kyoto Protocol, such as 
the Clean Development Mechanism (a carbon offset scheme which allows 
countries to finance projects that reduce GHG emissions in the Global 
South), combined with a substantial over- allocation of allowances, led to 
CO2 prices falling and remaining in the single digits for years. This result 
was related to the fact that the Alliance of Energy Intensive Industries 
(AEII), which includes about fifteen associations including CEFIC (the 
European Chemical Industry), CEMBUREAU (the European Cement 
Association), EUROFER (the European Steel Industry), and Fertilizers 
Europe had developed and successfully invoked the concept of ‘carbon 
leakage’ at every phase of the negotiations.42 According to Ehrenstein and 
Neyland, the concept refers to the risk that ‘in a globalised world, climate 
policy in Europe might lead to domestic producers losing market share to 
foreign competitors and imports from regions where emissions are not 
regulated’.43

In addition, the EU ETS almost exclusively covered large industrial 
plants, and the majority of allowances have been distributed free of charge 
to date. Due to the free allocation, various industrial sectors have been 
able to benefit from the certificate trade, generating windfall profits (i.e. 
non- performing income), which they would not have achieved without the 
EU ETS.44

Notwithstanding the industry- friendly reality of the ETS, the danger of 
carbon leakage has been summoned in each new round of negotiations. In 
some cases, studies have substantiated carbon leakage claims. In the run- 
up to the negotiation of the third round of the EU ETS in 2008, the cement 
industry commissioned the Boston Consulting Group to prepare a report, 
which claimed,

Based on the expected cost of production in the EU assuming the carbon cost 

of CO2 versus the cost of producing in non- ETS countries, clinker and cement 

production in the EU is not competitive without free allowances allocation. As a 

result, the ‘wise businessman’ will prefer to relocate production to more compet-

itive countries, this leading to production offshoring. At CO2 prices above €35/ t 

(expected for the 2013– 2020 period 3) the current proposal of the Directive will 

lead to the complete offshoring of the cement industry. At CO2 price of €25/ t, 

more than 80% of EU clinker production will be at risk of offshoring by 2020.45

Based on such alarmist reports, the ‘carbon leakage’ myth’46 has been 
constantly renewed. Although it is difficult to prove success of individual 
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business studies and lobbying strategies, the CO2 price only cracked the 
€30 mark for the first time in December 2020 (€30 was targeted when the 
EU ETS was introduced in 2005). Overall, it is obvious that the EU ETS so 
far has served mainly to protect the competitiveness of European industry. 
As a result, the climate policy record of the flagship of European climate 
policy is unimpressive: ‘Climate policy appears condemned to suffer from 
having the precautionary principle applied for the benefit of the economy 
instead of the environment’.47

Only toward the end of the third phase of the EU ETS in 2020 did prices 
pick up somewhat due to the introduction of the Market Stability Reserve 
(MSR). And with the new ambition level in the wake of the EGD (a reduc-
tion of carbon emissions by 55% by 2030 compared with 1990), the linear 
reduction factor (LRF) has also been increased, meaning that up to 4.2% 
fewer allowances will be issued each year until 2030. In addition to the in-
crease in the LRF, the introduction of the CBAM in 2022 (scheduled to take 
full effect in 2026) was a second key reform project of the ETS. Addressing 
carbon leakage concerns, the CBAM represents a levy on imported goods 
produced under less stringent climate regulations outside the European 
Union. This levy would remove the basis for the free allocation of emission 
allowances.

However, large parts of European industry and neoliberal think tanks 
such as the Freiburg- based Centre for European Policy (CEP) see this 
situation differently. An alliance of thirteen associations from energy- 
intensive industries warned in May 2021: ‘The carbon leakage risk is 
more pressing than ever given the recent evolution of the carbon price  
reaching unprecedented values in spite of the economic impact of the 
COVID- 19 pandemic, and considering the further increase expected in the 
fourth trading period’.48 BusinessEurope, the umbrella organization of 
European industry, took the following position in November 2021:

The Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) could prove to be a tool to 

fight carbon leakage and level the playing field. Ensuring WTO compatibility and 

avoiding retaliation from trading partners is key not only for CBAM sectors, but 

also for the EU industry as a whole. The CBAM should not be considered as an alter-

native to free allowances, but should complement them, until the mechanism has 

proven its ability to effectively prevent carbon leakage and level the playing field.49

The CEP also criticized the plan to abolish free allowances through the in-
troduction of a CBAM. Referring to the concept of carbon leakage, the CEP 
warned: ‘The provisions on reduction of free allowances are misguided be-
cause they increase the risk to EU industry of production and emissions 
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being relocated to third countries (carbon leakage)’.50 In addition, the think 
tank raised the issue of the growing international trade controversies: ‘In 
view of current geopolitical tensions, the EU should base its climate policy 
on global cooperation instead of conflict- prone unilateral initiatives like 
the CBAM’.51 This position resonates with one feature of discourses of 
delay, namely redirecting responsibility.52

In this respect, the negotiations of the EU ETS and the introduction 
of the CBAM reveal a long- standing pattern: conjuring up the danger of 
carbon leakage to maintain existing business models as profitably as pos-
sible for as long as possible and thus prevent effective climate protection. 
Lamb and colleagues have described this as the delay strategy of pursuing 
non- transformative solutions.53 Various lobbying forces are jointly 
working on advancing this strategy in policy disputes and thus help the 
major CO2 emitters to continue to operate in large and diversified business 
coalitions.54

The EU’s Green Taxonomy for sustainable activities

A wide range of corporate actors and think tanks has also attempted to in-
fluence the Green Taxonomy. To meet the European Union’s 2030 climate 
goals of reducing CO2 emissions by 55% compared with 1990 levels, the 
Brussels- based think tank Bruegel estimated an annual investment gap of 
€300 billion.55 The Green Taxonomy was created to steer additional pri-
vate investments into sustainable assets in addition to the €1.8 trillion 
earmarked in the EGD.

Six objectives are central to this effort: (1) climate change mitigation, 
(2) climate change adaptation, (3) promoting a circular economy (an ec-
onomic system minimizing waste and promoting recycling), (4) fighting 
pollution, (5) protecting water, and (6) protecting biodiversity. From the 
outset, the question of what types of investments can be classified as sus-
tainable was contested. A technical expert group consisting of thirty- five 
members from civil society, academia, business, and the finance sector56 was 
established in 2018 to assist in the development of the Green Taxonomy. 
The expert group was committed to a science- based approach, which led it 
to propose the exclusion of fossil gas and nuclear energy from the scope of 
the Green Taxonomy.57

Contrary to the recommendations derived from the science- based 
findings of the technical expert group, small hydropower projects have been 
included in the taxonomy due to Scandinavian lobbying efforts. Bioenergy 
groups also succeeded in removing the requirement to limit bioenergy to 
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advanced feedstocks, and various agricultural lobby groups managed to re-
move declining GHG emission standards.58 However, the biggest success 
was secured by fossil and nuclear interests, which managed to obtain the 
inclusion of gas and atomic projects in the Green Taxonomy under certain 
conditions. Nuclear energy had been omitted by the technical expert group 
because it violates the precautionary principle because of the unresolved 
issue of securing long- term storage of nuclear waste. Gas does not meet 
the requirement in principle, either, but has been included for projects 
that keep CO2 emission low due to plant efficiency and/ or the additional 
deployment of carbon capture and storage (CCS) technologies, among 
other exceptions. Yet in contrast to such relatively stringent conditions, 
fossil gas- powered projects already permitted until 2030 and designed to 
switch to hydrogen by 2035 can still be funded despite their higher GHG 
emissions.59

Based on the entries in the Transparency Register, a study by Reclaim 
Finance identified no fewer than 189 nuclear and gas lobby actors employing 
825 lobbyists. The groups were found to spend between €71.4 million and 
€86.6 million a year to influence European policymaking. The study found 
a very high frequency of meetings between the lobby groups and the EC, 
totalling 310 such meetings between 2018 and 2020. The fossil gas lobby 
accounted for the bulk of the lobbying force involved in the effort.60 The 
effort to maintain fossil gas dependency in the European Union thus in-
volved many lobby groups working in coalition, including gas companies, 
the oil majors, turbine producers such as Rolls Royce, and associations of 
large energy customers such as the European chemical industry.61 Earlier 
work from InfluenceMap also found that the shadow banking industry had 
lobbied for less rigid classification criteria for green investments and for 
soft methods to assess the sustainability of funded projects.62

In addition to the industry lobby groups, think tank allies objected 
to the Green Taxonomy. For example, the EPICENTER think tank net-
work circulated a policy brief by Carlo Stagnaro and Stefano Verde, the 
network’s energy policy experts, ‘Only a Sith deals in absolutes: how 
to nudge the Taxonomy towards the Light Side’. Stagnaro and Verde, 
who have close relationships with the Italian gas industry, accuse the 
Commission of

actively picking technological winners among the existing clean(er) technologies, 

to the detriment of other technologies that may well be as clean and even more 

so to the detriment of technologies that are not yet available. The Taxonomy 

deals in absolutes: it is founded upon the claim that a bureaucratic document 

can draw a line between Good and Bad, by attaching a label of Absolute Good 



t he euroPe a n unIon [ 337 ]

to technologies that have the capability to create an environmental Eden in an 

imperfect, dirty world.63

The authors thus attempted to include fossil gas in the list of clean 
industries, arguing that fossil gas is bridging technology— an argument 
the Commission ultimately adopted.

The CEP, mentioned earlier, also attacked the Green Taxonomy in six 
policy papers published between 2018 and 2020.64 The CEP objected to 
a single view of sustainability (thus rejecting the science- based precau-
tionary approach of the technical expert group), suggesting that the Green 
Taxonomy stands in contrast to the ‘risk- based’ approach of financial 
market regulation and declaring the whole effort useless: ‘Detailed meas-
ures on how corporate actors should consider sustainability aspects and 
long- termism are unnecessary. They risk being inefficient and may run 
counter to the interests of owners, customers and other stakeholders’.65

Think tanks generalize the arguments of lobby groups, which in turn are 
used to legitimate demands submitted by firms and business associations 
in the Commission’s policy consultation processes. Regarding the Green 
Taxonomy, diverse business associations such as BusinessEurope, the 
European cement association Cembureau, and the European Steel 
Association Eurofer have insisted on the inadequacy of binding sustaina-
bility criteria and demanded a more comprehensive assessment of products 
such as steel beyond their CO2 emissions records. Meanwhile, Germany’s 
BDI— the voice of German Industry— demanded Europe wait for a science- 
based method of life- cycle analysis.66 Until such a unified method can 
be applied, they argued, only direct emissions should be considered in 
calculations of sustainability. When it comes to delaying ambitious efforts 
to achieve climate policy objectives, much creativity in the defence of fossil 
interests can be observed in the lobbying against the Green Taxonomy, 
ranging from insistence upon technology neutrality (remaining unbiased 
toward which specific technologies are to be used) and promoting the need 
for multiple perspectives on sustainability to demanding new and allegedly 
superior methods of assessing products and advocating the continued use 
of fossil sources until better technology is available.

KEY FRAMES OF EU CLIMATE POLICY OBSTRUCTION

The two examples just discussed illustrate that discursive framings are 
important tools in climate policy disputes. Climate obstructionists typ-
ically advance numerous arguments against ambitious climate policy. 
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Since European integration and its climate policy are strongly shaped by 
the logic of competitiveness and the concept of ecological moderniza-
tion, respectively, the frames utilized in EU arguments need to resonate 
with these two points of reference. Three main narratives can be found 
in the obstructionist’s toolbox: first, that market- based instruments 
are preferrable to regulatory ‘command and control’ mechanisms (such 
as bans and binding commitments) and allow companies maximum 
flexibility. Second, that climate policy approaches should be technology 
neutral. Third, that policy instruments should always be designed in 
such a way that the competitiveness of European companies does not 
suffer.

In terms of promoting market- based solutions, the CEP claimed as early 
as 2008 that ‘fixed quota systems for reducing greenhouse gas emissions 
are inferior to emissions trading on the grounds of efficiency’.67 Similar 
narratives can be identified in the CEP’s evaluation of the commission’s 
recent offshore renewable energy strategy, which aims to significantly 
increase the capacity for offshore wind production by 2030. On the 
one hand, the legal think tank stated that ‘the Commission is right to 
pursue the goal of bringing offshore renewable energy into competition 
and exposing it to market risks’.68 On the other hand, the CEP opposed 
plans for concrete sector targets. The organization declared that these 
targets ‘should be rejected as a dirigiste presumption of knowledge ’.69 By 
associating the commission proposal with a planned economy measure 
in this way, they tarred it with a socialist stigma. When, in the 2000s, 
some EU member states, including Germany and Spain, triggered a boom 
in renewable energy via guaranteed feed- in tariffs, the grey spectrum of 
actors criticized these instruments as incompatible with the European 
single market. With the reform of state aid guidelines in 2014, the renew-
able expansion system based on feed- in tariff mechanisms was largely 
undermined.70

Regarding the second narrative, the call for a technology- neutral ap-
proach appears in many current efforts to obstruct a stronger EU climate 
policy. One example is the stance of the umbrella organization of European 
car manufacturers, ACEA. In January 2020, the association issued a posi-
tion paper on EGD, with ten recommendations for action. In the first point, 
the demand for technology neutrality is intertwined with an appeal for un-
distorted competition. ACEA stated,

 • Technological neutrality must be maintained in order to reflect the diverse 
requirements of different vehicle segments and the many use cases of 
customers.
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 • The Commission should refrain from (directly or implicitly) mandating cer-
tain technologies for specific vehicle segments.

 • It should also maintain the integrity of the European single market by 
discouraging national and local bans on specific technologies which can deliver 
further CO2 improvements’.71

In a similar vein, FuelsEurope has repeatedly called for a technologically 
neutral approach to achieve the EU climate goals in the transportation 
sector. In so doing, the industry association argued against a ban on com-
bustion engines.72 In addition, after German Minister of Transportation 
Volker Wissing managed to extend the time frame for an EU- wide ban 
on combustion engines that would run only on CO2- neutral fuels, he also 
stated that this move would ‘ensure the element of technology neutrality’.73 
The concept of technology neutrality, or openness, also plays a central role 
in the arguments advanced by climate obstruction actors such as Shell,74 as 
well as by the electricity industry.75

These examples illustrate the way in which industry representatives 
have repeatedly used the narrative of technology neutrality to enable the 
preservation of climate damaging technologies. Coupled with technolog-
ical optimism and empirically unsubstantiated and misleading references 
to the innovative power of humanity in general, the advancement of re-
newable energy sources and other effective climate solutions can thereby 
be slowed.76

Turning to the third narrative, climate policy approaches in the 
European Union are subsumed under the primacy of competitiveness. For 
example, BusinessEurope’s March 2023 Reform Barometer was titled ‘The 
EU’s global competitiveness under threat’.77 In this report, the organization 
concluded, among other things, that stricter climate protection measures 
are counterproductive because they could lead to a migration of industry 
to countries with much lower levels of climate protection. This carbon 
leakage narrative is particularly popular at the EU level because promoting 
the European Union’s competitiveness has been a key political project of 
the European Union. As noted earlier, the concept of carbon leakage was 
particularly prominent in the construction of the EU ETS. However, as 
shown by the creation, in 2023, of the European Union’s Net Zero Industry 
Act (in response to the US’s Inflation Reduction Act), climate policies are 
closely intertwined with global competitiveness in grey as well as in green 
industries.

Apart from these three strands of discourse, which are central to climate 
obstruction in the European Union, other narratives also delay ambitious 
climate policies. For example, the belief in new breakthrough technologies 
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is reflected in the EGD itself, without any certainty that such technolog-
ical optimism will ever be realized. Such optimistic forecasts regarding the 
eventual availability of hydrogen, e- fuels, or carbon dioxide removal sys-
tems are often deployed to delegitimize regulatory measures that could 
contribute immediately to emissions reductions and thus also serve as 
excuses to shirk responsibility for more appropriate climate action. At the 
same time, industrial sectors know very well how to position themselves 
as part of the solution to the climate problem (Tilsted and colleagues have 
elaborated upon this strategy in for the petrochemical industry).78 In this 
respect, discourses of delay in the European Union are based on structuring 
the discursive field in such a way that existing business models can be con-
tinued for as long as possible and remain protected from attack.

CONCLUSION

The European Union’s climate policy is best understood as a contested 
field. At the European level, denialism is relatively uncommon; secondary 
obstruction is the dominant form of blocking ambitious climate policy. 
The grey spectrum of actors relies on different strands of discourse to 
implement their obstructive goals, emphasizing the European single 
market, the primacy of competitiveness for European business, and the 
technocratic concept of ecological modernization. Despite the mate-
rial superiority of grey companies, their associations, and related think 
tanks, far- reaching climate policy mandates including the precautionary 
principle and ambitious CO2 reduction goals, such as the EGD, have been 
set. Nevertheless, the disputes over the EU ETS and the Green Taxonomy 
show that the achievement of ambitious goals is highly uncertain. Strong 
forces of delay are at work promulgating discourses and lobbying practices 
in both the European arena and, via the EUCO, the nation- state arenas. 
Consequently, the European climate policy picture remains unclear, 
oscillating between the justifiable claims of global environmental leader-
ship and strong impediments, resulting in a general orientation toward 
global competitiveness and hardened power relations that continue to 
protect fossil interests.

Although academic research on European lobbying has clarified the rele-
vance of lobby coalitions in impeding climate action,79 more work needs to 
be done on the ways in which green and grey alliances form and fare in key 
climate policy conflicts across the European Union. Beyond an assessment 
of lobbying success and failure with regard to specific legislation, a key re-
search priority will be to learn more about if and how climate proposals 
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(e.g. a revival of public transportation or a modification of state aid to 
support policy instruments like the feed- in tariff, etc.) have been blocked 
from entering the European Union’s policy debate in the first place. All the 
work thus far supporting the pluralist perspective of lobby balance— which 
holds that asymmetry in lobby power relations is not a problem— fails 
to address the ‘second face of power’, or ‘non- decision’, namely agenda- 
setting ability.80 Finally, it will be critical to examine the history and mobi-
lization of the ‘innovation principle’ that industry lobbyists and neoliberal 
think tanks invoke in an effort to counter the impact of the precautionary 
principle.81
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Conclusion

Ten Lessons about Climate Obstruction in Europe

J. TIMMONS ROBERTS AND ROBERT J. BRULLE

INTRODUCTION: OVERVIEW OF THE EUROPEAN CASE STUDIES

Europe has, since the 1990s, sought to become a global leader on climate 
change. But if we have learned anything from this set of eleven national 
cases and the situation in the European Union, it is that building consensus 
on this goal has been extraordinarily difficult. The reasons lie in the way the 
region’s national economies have developed, the core problem being the 
deep interdependencies and interlinkages between national governments 
and fossil fuel and other heavy industries. This situation can be seen in 
the heavily coal-  and oil- dependent Eastern European nations examined 
here: Poland, the Czech Republic, and Russia. But it is also visible in the 
Netherlands, with its virtual marriage to Shell, and Scotland’s rising de-
pendence upon North Sea drilling.

But it is not just the oil, gas, and coal industries whence comes the ob-
struction of ambitious climate action. Germany’s economy is centred on 
its automobile industry; Ireland’s, on agriculture (which is high- carbon). 
Sweden’s forestry sector resists realistic carbon rules, and oil refining and 
distribution monopolies are intertwined with state agencies in Spain and 
Italy. In a wide variety of national contexts, history and the structure of the 
economy play formative roles in shaping the actors, discourses, and tactics 
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of climate obstruction across Europe. Civil society and others seeking to 
act on the climate emergency have sought to tailor their responses to these 
contexts, with widely varying degrees of success.

This conclusion synthesizes the major findings of the volume, 
highlighting common characteristics of climate obstruction across Europe, 
and discusses the impact of particular historical circumstances and gov-
ernance structures in shaping the unique dynamics of obstruction efforts 
in various European countries. Here, we draw out ten lessons that apply 
across these cases. These lessons include the roles of national histories 
and economies, but also some common factors such as the efforts of inter-
national right- wing think tanks, PR firms, lobbyists, and the ‘legacy’ and 
social media. We also discuss this volume’s limitations, including the ab-
sence of information on major countries such as France and Norway, and 
then outline a research agenda for further developing our scholarly under-
standing of climate obstruction across Europe and the rest of the world. 
We end with a discussion of areas that should be a special focus of efforts 
toward change and some policy recommendations that arose from the na-
tional cases and that we think might be more widely applied.

Our goal is to expand our understanding of climate obstruction in 
Europe and is both scholarly and practical. First, we seek to expand schol-
arly knowledge beyond the most- studied case: the United States. In our 
introductory chapter, we presented the current state of knowledge on 
the ‘structure of obstruction’ and identified the actors and organizations 
blocking climate action, revealing how they are connected and how they 
manage to achieve their objectives so often. The main take- home was that 
industries, wealthy individuals, and their foundations coordinate their 
efforts to fund right- wing media, think tanks, university programmes and 
centres, PR and law firms, and front groups, all of which do their parts 
in developing and advancing the ideas that government action on climate 
change infringes on individual rights and is ineffective. Our practical goal 
in developing this volume is to provide key information on how these actors 
have succeeded in blocking climate action in a way that may prove useful 
to those seeking to advance the ambitious climate action that science tells 
us is needed: rapid decarbonization achieved by ceasing to burn fossil fuels 
and by addressing other sources of emissions, such as agriculture.

The network of obstruction organizations (sometimes referred to as the 
‘denial machine’1) seeks to advance three main ideas: that climate change 
is not a major problem, that current industry efforts are taking care of 
the problem, and that governments should stay out of the way. Climate 
solutions, such as transition to a renewable energy system, have often been 
attacked as unreliable and expensive, but as the reality of climate change 



t e n l e S S on S [ 349 ]

has become harder to deny, ‘discourses of climate delay’2 and attacking 
climate solutions have grown more common. These contrarian ideas are 
advocated directly to decision- makers and the public via the media. The 
task of the denial machine is not to definitively prove that the climate isn’t 
changing or that solutions never work but to instill just enough doubt to 
slow or stop regulatory efforts and keep the status quo systems in place.3 
Voluntary initiatives have been particularly effective in avoiding binding 
regulation of industry. A complex set of organizations have been set up and 
networked to accomplish their goal: think tanks, right- wing media outlets, 
PR firms, university programmes, political campaign groups, ‘astroturf’ 
local groups, lobbying firms, trade organizations, and coalitions.4

Turning to Europe, these case studies show a great range of discourses 
and strategies to slow the region’s efforts to take ambitious steps to address 
the climate crisis. These narratives range from outright climate denial to 
dismissing and resisting solutions. Even nations that fancy themselves cli-
mate leaders (like Germany, Sweden, and the United Kingdom) face a range 
of positions opposing climate action. While the United States provides a 
useful starting place to consider actors and methods of resisting climate ac-
tion in Europe, our twelve cases reveal substantial differences from the US 
case. In some countries, such as those of Eastern Europe, the situation is al-
most completely different, with climate change a second-  or third- tier issue, 
ignored by political leaders and simply not on the public agenda. In others, 
right- wing think tanks have imported the extreme language and tactics of 
US organizations such as the Atlas Network, which began in the United 
States and exported its tactics around the world.5 Though not prompted, 
these studies also confirm findings from the States6 that public opinion 
only plays a marginal role in climate policy development. In no case did the 
authors in this collection find that public opinion was a powerful force in 
developing public policy on climate change in Europe. Rather, the essays 
show that it is the political elites and the media that drive action on climate.

In the remainder of this chapter, we briefly summarize the country 
studies and then look across them thematically. Many new findings emerge 
from the studies, which we have distilled into the these ten main lessons. 
These ten lessons are followed by a discussion of future research needs and 
suggestions for best policy and action directions.

THE NATIONAL CASES: A BRIEF RECAP

The UK chapter showed how incumbent interests utilize their structural, 
institutional, and discursive power to shape climate policy and obstruct 
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ambitious climate action. Gas and oil from the North Sea are locking in 
direct and indirect greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions in Scotland (as is the 
case for Norway). The gusher in oil revenues allowed Scotland to consider 
being a viable independent state, so protecting oil and gas jobs continues 
to be prioritized over climate action. Despite Ireland’s recent industriali-
zation now that it is part of the European Union, the country continues 
to have a primarily agricultural economy and identity, and major agricul-
tural interests act to obstruct climate regulations there. Sweden’s national 
identity since the Cold War, centred on its ‘middle way’ between commu-
nism and capitalism, has had a formative impact on policy approaches to 
climate change there. Climate scientists and especially activists are called 
‘extremists’ and ‘kooks’ by the country’s right wing, and only moderate and 
incremental changes have been adopted. Germany, despite having long- 
term support from Angela Merkel and the centre- right parties, faces neo-
liberal opposition to climate action, further advanced by think tanks and 
campaign organizations. In the Netherlands, Royal Dutch Shell, along with 
other actors, has used PR influence techniques including co- opting public 
education, cultural institutions, and scientific inquiry to slow regulatory 
action there.

Poland, Russia, and the Czech Republic were exempted when it came 
to early international treaties on reducing emissions; the 1990 base-
line adopted by the UN for gauging action on climate came, conveniently 
enough, just before the unintended plunge in their emissions after the col-
lapse of the Soviet economy. In Poland, the state- controlled coal monopolies 
are tightly woven with governmental agencies and utilities; together, they 
work to perpetuate fossil fuel use with little contest. In Russia, the call for 
climate action is often expressed as a plot by Europe and the United States 
to keep the nation poor, and a transition away from fossil fuels is rarely 
discussed in public. That same low ‘issue saliency’ (including in the media, 
which in some cases is controlled by fossil fuel firms and is always patrolled 
by the state) relieves any pressure on politicians to reduce carbon emis-
sions. Italy, meanwhile, has a notably strong climate countermovement, led 
by conservative think tanks linked to the United States and supported by 
Italian oil and gas companies and their allies. Spain, with its history of au-
thoritarian government, obstructed action on climate change by allowing 
vested interests including large corporations, oil and gas monopolies, and 
large- scale agriculture to dominate the country politically and culturally 
and to control policy levers. In Brussels, the European Union faces a con-
flict between its core mandate to develop a centralized and competitive 
European economy and a secondary effort to reduce the region’s overall 
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carbon emissions. Lobbying efforts in the capital have sought to reduce the 
ambition of climate policy initiatives and make them more market friendly.

The map that is emerging from these national cases is of a difficult but 
not impossible to master terrain on which to advance climate action in 
Europe. Together, the cases in this volume point to a series of important, 
overarching insights, which we have distilled into the following lessons. We 
hope they prove useful for scholars, activists, and civic and global leaders.

TEN LESSONS ON CLIMATE OBSTRUCTION

Lesson 1: The importance of structural economic conditions

How a country’s economy has been structured both creates and constrains 
the possibilities for climate action there. This factor can vastly favour those 
seeking to slow and block climate action. This seemingly obvious point is 
worth remembering as it implies that strategies to move forward in each 
nation will need to keep that history and structure in mind. Countries 
with powerful fossil fuel industries prove much more difficult terrain on 
which to mount climate action than those whose economies are dominated 
by service jobs. At the extreme end of this scale, we saw how Russia is so 
dependent upon oil and gas revenues that climate issues are simply not 
considered a primary or even a secondary concern. State- owned companies 
including Gazprom and Rosneft blur the line between government and 
corporations— it is not clear who has captured whom. The state itself has 
a vested interest in perpetuating national and global dependence on their 
product— fossil fuels— so it asserts cultural and political dominance in a 
number of subtler and more heavy- handed ways.

In Poland and the Czech Republic, we saw the real and symbolic im-
portance of coal as the bedrock of important regional economies and as a 
core part of the national culture and economy. In the Polish case, authors 
Szulecka, Maltby, and Szulecki describe the ‘soft impossibilism’ expressed 
in discussions of why any national shutdown of coal and transition to 
renewables must be undertaken slowly. Calls for faster climate action have 
been portrayed as ‘irrational, ideologically driven’, while slow- boating is 
considered ‘realism’. Civil servants cannot imagine anything else. Even 
oppositional parties in the nation have agreed that the European Union 
is ‘imposing’ climate requirements on Poland. Poland thus sought to, and 
succeeded in, weakening EU climate policies.

Eastern Europe is not alone in this dependency, of course— similar 
patterns are also evident in the Netherlands, with the profound structural 
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and cultural influence of Royal Dutch Shell there, and in the United Kingdom, 
home of British Petroleum. Though Shell is not producing oil locally, both 
companies are woven into the colonial histories of those nations, building 
their empires on the extraction of oil wealth from distant, low- income, de-
veloping countries. Similarly, Italy’s oil monopoly Eni dominates national 
culture and politics, and revolving doors between such huge firms and the 
government ministries assigned to regulate them makes the system un-
able to effectively control their actions. Clearly, national economies prede-
termine obstruction arenas by creating and empowering major incumbent 
interests based on how the country was integrated into the regional and 
global economy.

Lesson 2: History counts

We learned in these eleven single- country cases how different national 
histories lead to different forms of climate obstructionism. Some very im-
portant patterns can be discerned, as well as some of what sociologists call 
‘middle- range generalizations’,7 but each case varied significantly from the 
others and quite substantially from the US case framework we outlined 
in Chapter 1. As social scientists, we find this diversity more interesting 
than if we had discovered one homogenous reality across the region. For 
those seeking to advance climate action, this variability represents a chal-
lenge: a need to know both the history and economic structure of a country 
well enough to be able to anticipate which strategies for combating climate 
obstruction might be worth trying nationally and whether they might be 
‘exportable’.

The case of Spain is striking, with the authoritarian legacy of Franco set-
ting in place a sort of flywheel driving decades of climate denial and delay, 
as the national economy and the interests of the elites were held to be para-
mount over any social or environmental concerns. As authors Moreno and 
Almiron write, ‘Franco’s fascist administration (1939– 75) applied tactics to 
ignore, deny, hide and absolve the industries of the environmental impacts 
they produced’. They argue that it took until 2021 for this legacy to be 
overcome with the passage of Spain’s Climate Change and Energy Transit 
Bill, albeit the legislation still includes an insufficient emissions reduction 
target of just 23% of 1990 levels by 2030.

Many other examples in this volume show just how important histor-
ical forces, events, and trends have been in shaping the nature of climate 
obstruction in European countries. Cold War dichotomies of commu-
nism versus liberalism have led to rejection or at least suspicion of state 
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involvement in climate action in both Western and Eastern Europe (as 
described in Chapters 5 and 10). The centuries- long tensions between 
Great Britain and its Commonwealth members in the regions of Scotland, 
Ireland, and Wales have driven an especially strong interest in developing 
gas and oil in Scotland so the country could break away from England. The 
drifting of a radioactive cloud from Chernobyl in Ukraine to Germany led 
to an anti- nuclear movement that led to the formation of the first Green 
Party. Brunnengräber, Neujeffski, and Plehwe describe how, although it 
was initially marginal, the party in Germany gained the ability to drive cli-
mate policy by joining centre- left and centre- right coalitions needing a par-
liamentary majority. The idea of a Green Party (which originated in New 
Zealand in 19728) spread from Germany to other European nations with 
parliamentary systems, but the model has had less impact elsewhere.9

In Chapter 13, Haas, Neujeffski, and Plehwe argue that the founding of 
the European Union has proven decisive in the way it handles the need to 
act on climate and the way it shapes its initiatives around broader goals of 
the union and its bureaucracy. As a way to diffuse political differences be-
tween member nations, the Union has promoted principles of technocracy, 
attempted to insulate the bureaucracy from their influence, and allowed 
science to drive policy in areas such as environmental protection. Unifying 
environmental standards was always the European Union’s priority, in part 
to expedite trade between members and thus make multinational supply 
chains and production more efficient. The technocracy and unification 
focus was elite- led, the authors argue, seeking regulatory cohesion and eco-
nomic cooperation. At its core, they write, technological and market- based 
solutions became the dominant (and the only adequately acceptable) ways 
for the Union to address the climate problem.

Denial of the reality of climate change has never existed at the level of 
the European Union, but there has still been plenty of obstruction there. 
We learned of the vast lobbying effort that diverges from the technocratic 
vision associated with Brussels: 25,000 lobbyists ply the long avenues of 
European Community (EC) and EU office towers, and twenty times more 
of them represent ‘grey’ (polluter) industries than ‘green’ (environmental) 
groups. One interesting twist in the EU story is that the departure of the 
United Kingdom from the Union has liberated the trade zone to increase 
its ambition on climate, setting a goal of 55% reductions in emissions by 
2030. This goal leads the world but is constrained by the European Union’s 
overriding desire to fit all regional plans into the framework of protecting 
or improving ‘competitiveness’ and not constrain companies by requiring 
them to choose certain technologies over others. The EU Emission Trading 
System (ETS) has been a herculean effort but has had little success in 
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reducing emissions due to a resistance to regulation in favour of ‘market- 
based’ approaches and pressure from entrenched interests such as utilities 
and major industries.

Then, in February 2022, we saw the invasion of Ukraine by Russia, which 
created profound pressure on the energy systems of Western Europe. The 
Continent is now faced with a decision— whether to scale up renewable 
energy rapidly to reduce dependence on Russian oil and gas or to quickly 
gather fossil fuel sources from abroad.10 As these chapters were being 
written, this history was still unfolding. Fossil fuel corporations and in-
dustry organizations used this moment of fear and uncertainty to lock in 
another generation of infrastructure to deliver their product. They also bla-
tantly exploited the price surge triggered by the war to charge customers 
billions of additional euros. A step change has occurred, but the fossil fuel 
dependence will likely endure.

Lesson 3: A wide range of actors is engaged

The beginnings of our understanding of climate obstruction by corporations 
came from a series of reports about the oil giant ExxonMobil, conducted 
in 2015 by reporters from a small independent journalism outlet, Inside 
Climate News.11 Today, many portrayals of climate denial and obstruction 
still place the blame on just a few actors, often Exxon and the billionaire 
brothers Charles and David Koch, who made some of their fortune on nat-
ural gas pipelines. These are two of the most culpable actors in the story, 
but this volume’s twelve detailed cases from Europe show definitively that 
a much wider range of actors is engaged in climate obstruction efforts. Who 
they are varies in each country, from agricultural interests in Spain and 
Ireland and electrical utilities and coal mines in the former Soviet republics 
to major oil companies and heavy industries in virtually all of the other 
countries. This reality shows the limitations of a research effort focused 
exclusively on the major oil companies and the value of these chapters’ 
findings.

The United Kingdom chapter provides a useful typology of institutions 
involved in obstructionism in that nation. These include organized sceptic 
groups and think tanks, business lobby groups and trade organizations, 
government actors and institutions, and ‘floating’ organizations that ‘bol-
ster incumbent interests . . . from time to time’. Understanding the com-
plexity of the networks between these different types of organizations is 
fundamental to advancing any effective strategy to advance action on cli-
mate change. It also must be at the core of any social science enterprise in 
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this area. For example, the Global Warming Policy Foundation (GWPF) in 
Britain has for decades fought relentlessly against any regulatory efforts, 
most recently launching Net Zero Watch, a project that capitalized on 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine to argue that governments must ‘recommit 
to fossil fuels’. International links, especially to libertarian think tanks in 
the United States, bolster these efforts with talking points, strategies, and 
funding. Business associations infiltrate and lobby government agencies 
and boards and penetrate government agencies through private meetings 
and ‘revolving doors’ through which businesses and governments hire each 
other’s employees. Trade unions and the media often ‘float’ into discussions 
of, or efforts to block, climate initiatives, claiming dire job losses if they are 
adopted.

Lesson 4: International networks of think tanks are 

highly inf luential

Extreme right- wing think tanks are actively creating and promoting mis-
information about climate change and solutions to the problem, and these 
organizations are active across the region. As the chapters on climate ob-
struction in the United Kingdom, Italy, Spain, Poland, Germany, and the 
Czech Republic show, conservative think tanks play an important role in 
promulgating misinformation about climate change. More specifically, 
they serve as supposedly independent ‘third- party’ spokespersons who 
provide allegedly objective and unbiased information about possible gov-
ernment policies. Across Europe, they continue to question the veracity of 
climate change, and, when that is not plausible, they question the need to 
decarbonize, criticize its expense, and argue for fossil fuels’ unique ability 
to provide ‘energy security’. Local chapters of these think tanks build and 
develop ties with political parties through which they ‘disseminate talking 
points’ and studies to politicians and the media. These efforts provide po-
litical parties opposed to climate action with data, ideas, and documents 
that can be utilized to advance their position in policy debates on climate 
change. As the extreme ideas behind these talking points get repeated 
across borders, they become mainstream.12

The role of conservative think tanks in promulgating scientific misin-
formation about climate change originated in the United States, where the 
groups have had an enormous influence, especially in informing the policies 
of successive Republican presidential administrations. Given its success in 
the United States, the wider conservative movement expanded its efforts 
to develop conservative think tanks across Europe. Central to this effort 
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has been the Atlas Network, established in the 1980s to establish think 
tanks advocating for free market and neoliberal policies throughout the 
world. To realize this goal, the network identified and enlisted individuals 
in numerous countries to found these conservative think tanks. It then 
worked with them to secure a steady funding stream for the new organi-
zations and to institutionalize these relationships in a global network. The 
Atlas Network builds this community through a series of regular meetings 
and residential training programmes. It now claims more than 500 affili-
ated groups13 in nearly every nation on Earth.

Thus this worldwide network has enabled US conservative think tanks 
to export their approach to obstructing climate action to Europe and other 
countries across the globe. Prominent US climate sceptic think tank figures 
have visited their sister European think tanks, attended conferences with 
their staffs, and assisted them in developing and promulgating materials 
designed to obstruct climate action. In half of the countries examined in 
this volume, conservative think tanks were found to play a major role in 
the development of the nations’ climate change discourse. For example, in 
Italy, the Instituto Brono Leoni was heavily influenced by the Competitive 
Enterprise Institute and utilized the ‘Climategate’ incident to undermine 
public confidence in climate science. In Germany, the think tank EIKE 
(Euroäisches Institut für Klima und Energie), which is connected to the 
conservative US think tanks Committee for a Constructive Tomorrow 
(CFACT) and the Heartland Institute, serves as the country’s intellectual 
hub for climate obstruction. This pattern is repeated throughout Europe. 
This cross- national network of conservative think tanks has served as a 
crucial link in facilitating the promulgation of climate science misinfor-
mation and the export of climate obstruction efforts beyond the United 
States.

Lesson 5: Industrial lobbying is powerful

The cases in Europe support the pattern we have observed in the United 
States by which industrial groups mobilize former politicians and profes-
sional influencers to lobby for the policies they prefer.14 Though lobbying 
rules vary significantly across the Continent, industries manage to leverage 
their power over politicians and bureaucrats systematically to distort gov-
ernment decision- making. We see examples of this process in the chapters 
on the Netherlands, Germany, Sweden, and the European Union. Industries 
essentially get five bites at the apple to stop or slow climate regulations 
in Europe. First, they can use back channels to express their displeasure 
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with decarbonization rules in their national parliaments, and then, if they 
cannot sway the politicians, they undermine the rules’ implementation by 
their national ministries and even local/ district authorities, as we saw in 
several cases. Then they can lobby their MEP and, if that tactic fails, they 
can go straight to the EU/ EC ministries or attempt to intervene in enforce-
ment of the rules by administrative agencies. As mentioned earlier, 25,000 
lobbyists ply the halls of Brussels ministries on behalf of grey industries, 
about twenty times more than those working for ‘green’ interest groups.

Effective lobbying can preclude the role of the public in climate policy 
development. In the Scotland case, we saw how industries increasingly 
seem to be skipping the step of appealing to the public on the merits of 
their product or the processes by which they produce it. Rather, firms are 
engaging directly with policymakers. For example, the UK chapter tells a 
grim story of how the nation’s energy firms lobbied against the original 
1992 EU- wide carbon tax and won. Lobbying works, and the field is vastly 
unequal.

Lesson 6: Denial has given way to ‘delay’

A clear pattern emerges in these studies: hard denial of the reality of cli-
mate change has been taken up in only a few countries, and such claims 
have become both rare and confined to fringe right- wing groups. However, 
a well- worn discourse has been honed and developed to become the core of 
resistance to climate action: scepticism about climate solutions and, more 
generally, ‘discourses of delay’ that make the continued use of fossil fuels 
seem inevitable. An influential article led by William Lamb identified twelve 
such discourses, grouped into four categories: redirecting responsibility, 
pushing non- transformative solutions, emphasizing the downsides, and 
surrender.15 This framework has proven useful for observers to understand 
the tactics used by today’s climate obstruction actors: greenwashing, tech-
nological optimism, appeals to social justice and wellbeing, ‘whataboutism’ 
(e.g. ‘what about larger nations like China and the US?’), and policy per-
fectionism are reported all across the Continent. Together, these are all 
flavours of ‘secondary obstruction’, a useful term advanced by Eckberg and 
colleagues in their important book on the subject to distinguish delay and 
solution scepticism from outright denial of scientific evidence.16

We can see variations on climate delay in several of the chapters. In 
Germany, repeated arguments that renewables are too expensive, and 
that adopting them aggressively will raise costs and damage the country’s 
competitiveness on global markets, get raised again and again. We see the 
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same arguments in several other countries and in EU and EC discussions 
of climate policy. There, the argument that market- based approaches were 
the preferred or only acceptable ones for regional policymaking dominated 
for decades until the latest round of ‘European Green Deal’ approaches 
adopted in 2023, which focused on incentives and investments. The Poland 
chapter uncovered many discourses of delay, including one heard else-
where: that only a ‘gradual transition’ away from fossil fuels is possible, 
given the country’s deep dependence on coal. Facing a recent surge in heat 
waves and other climate impacts, in Italy a ‘We will adapt’ discourse is in-
creasingly being advanced, making reductions in GHG emissions seem fu-
tile. These examples suggest a rise in ‘surrender’ discourses of doom, which 
imply that change is impossible.

Lesson 7: Public opinion is not that important: Climate politics is 

done in private

Though not prompted to discuss it, in no chapters did the author teams 
describe any substantial influence of public opinion on climate action in 
European national arenas despite that their citizens clearly care about 
the issue. EuroBarometer and other public opinion studies are frequently 
cited in the media and by environmental campaigners. A recent one, for 
example, showed that those surveyed felt widespread alarm about climate 
change, attributed responsibility for climate action to corporations and 
governments, and desired stronger action from their governments and the 
European Union.17 And thirteen times as many said they thought their gov-
ernment is not doing enough to tackle climate change as thought it is doing 
too much.

More than three- quarters (77%) of EU citizens said they think climate 
change is a very serious problem at this moment. A majority of Europeans 
believe that the European Union (56%), national governments (56%), or 
business and industry (53%), should be responsible for tackling climate 
change. Thirty- five percent hold themselves personally responsible. More 
than eight in ten respondents said they think that it is important for their 
national government (86%) and the European Union (85%) to take action 
to improve energy efficiency by 2030 (e.g. by encouraging people to insu-
late their home, install solar panels, or buy electric cars).

However, in our twelve case studies, the diverse authors did not describe 
any mechanism by which public opinion could routinely influence policy 
outcomes. In the Sweden chapter, public opinion merited only a passing 
mention. This seems to be because major national climate policies, such as 
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carbon taxes or feed- in tariffs, are negotiated in parliamentary corridors 
and chambers, not in plebiscites. It is not that people’s opinions about the 
need for climate action or the approaches their country’s government are 
taking aren’t important, but that their opinions can only influence policy 
when people organize themselves into social movements, labour unions, 
and political parties.

Corporate interests in Europe often manage to influence politics and 
policy without bothering to influence the public. In Scotland Dinan, Esteves 
and Harkens report that ‘the political influencing strategies of the oil and 
gas industry in Scotland appears to largely avoid engaging in media and 
public debate and seeks instead to build relationships and understanding 
with key political advisors and decision- makers’. Those routes of influence 
include lobbying and political campaign support, working through in-
dustry organizations to influence parties’ candidate choices, and assisting 
their chosen advisors in gaining access to key positions inside and outside 
government. Sometimes these advisors are climate sceptics and deniers, 
scientists and economists, as we saw in the case of Sweden. Corporatist 
negotiations not only with politicians but also with unions, industries, civil 
society groups, etc. go on in back rooms all around the Continent. We now 
see why, despite the overwhelming support for stronger climate policy, 
European nations are moving slowly.

Lesson 8: Public relations techniques and discourses are 

universally used

Public relations firms and their climate obstruction strategies are ubiq-
uitous in the studies presented in these chapters. These efforts focus 
on influencing elites and the media to advance the preferred policies of 
industries, think tanks, and even environmental campaigners. Studying 
these efforts is difficult: the work of public relations firms is designed 
intentionally to remain hidden such that clients’ discourses and media 
appearances seem to have happened by themselves. Effective PR campaigns 
include many other efforts to legitimate an industry and its activities: the 
UK chapter reminds us that ‘discursive power also extends to cultural legit-
imation through arts and sports sponsorship’, reflecting Antonio Gramsci’s 
theories on how power is created and maintained. Industries come to this 
part of the struggle for influence with vast advantages over their opponents.

The language used in Europe’s professional PR campaigns on climate 
falls into the category of ‘secondary obstruction’. For example, in the 
Swedish and UK cases, we heard not that climate change isn’t happening, 
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but that ‘transition fuels’ and the potential of carbon capture and storage 
are a viable solution to climate change that lessen the need for emissions 
reductions right now. In Poland, we heard about the merits of techno- 
fixes called ‘carbon forestry’ and ‘clean coal’. The Italy chapter uncovered 
a series of such PR tactics: greenwashing, redirecting responsibility away 
from companies to individuals, fossil- fuel solutionism, appeals to energy 
security (especially given the Ukraine invasion), and attacks on climate 
scientists. These same tactics were employed across the Continent.

Lesson 9: Media coverage of climate often reinforces the status quo

While some major media outlets in Europe routinely cover the urgent need 
for climate action, in country after country we heard how, intentionally or 
not, the news media’s way of handling climate change often helps sceptic 
and delayist arguments to influence the public’s and decision- makers’ 
thinking. In the Czech case, the media overwhelmingly support the status 
quo on energy and climate change. As mentioned, Russia’s government- 
owned fossil gas company Gazprom controls more than 60% of media 
outlets in the country, and so the motive for denial and delay discourses 
there couldn’t be clearer.

However, the reasons for media outlets’ hesitancy to take strong 
positions on the need to rapidly transition off fossil fuels are not always 
clear. The Italy case showed how even ‘progressive’ media outlets have 
advanced climate denial, delay, and obstruction on the air. On Italian 
TV, contrarians are often treated as experts and elevated to prominent 
platforms on popular shows and channels. In the case of Ireland, cov-
erage of climate change is often event- based, mentioned only during 
extreme weather. This approach forecloses deeper discussions and an un-
derstanding of how larger trends triggered by human GHG emissions are 
exacerbating those events.

With the global reach of its major media companies, the United Kingdom 
merits special attention. The right- wing media in the United Kingdom has 
achieved a large degree of influence through ‘giving space to columnists 
offering different forms of obstructionism’. A right- wing think tank, the 
GWPF, for years had great success in placing its ‘experts’ on prominent 
programmes; only recently have these individuals been excluded from major 
outlets such as BBC1, ITV, and Channel 4. However, editorials supporting 
fracking and attacking climate campaigners and national and EU climate 
policies have soared once again in the wake of oil supplier Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine. Further study on how the media are influenced by external 
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forces as well as their internal dynamics is a clear priority going forward for 
understanding climate obstruction across Europe.

Lesson 10: Greens and the European Union are targets

One final lesson from these cases is that individuals and groups actively 
advancing climate action are often portrayed as irresponsible, ‘ideologically 
driven’, ‘irrational’, or even dangerous to a nation’s identity, economy, or se-
curity. In Ireland, Kelly, McNally and Stephens cite ‘anti- environmentalists 
who deride those advocating climate action or attack environmentalist 
stances for being overly earnest or sanctimonious’, where activists are 
called ‘‘environmental nutters’, ‘lunatic environmentalists’, ‘headbangers’, 
and ‘Luddites marching us back to the 18th Century’. A ‘Church of Green’ 
is said to be advancing ‘green authoritarianism’. More troubling, many of 
these attacks often appear in the headlines of Irish newspapers.

The situation in Poland, the Czech Republic, and Russia is at another 
level entirely. Climate advocates in Russia have been officially listed as ‘for-
eign agents’, and their safety threatened. Journalists covering the climate 
story risk imprisonment or worse. In these countries, the European Union 
and its environmental policies are often characterized as seeking to destroy 
these nations’ economies— before the Ukraine war, the Russian govern-
ment was calling climate policy an ‘undeclared war against Russia’. In this 
way, even science and scientists working on climate are seen as vulnerable 
to the dynamics of a new Cold War, according Poberezhskaya and Martus. 
In Poland, we heard how Prime Minister Beata Szydło argued that coal was 
‘a synonym of development and modernity’ and that ‘attacks on coal are 
cast as “an attack on sovereignty’ ”. Among right- wing politicians in that 
country, the attacks on the European Union and its climate policy are un-
relenting: ‘unfair and pathological’, ‘[a]  hypocrisy of people who usually 
belong to the elite’. They cause ‘chaos’, and, in trying to lead the world on 
climate by example, are undertaking ‘kamikaze politics’.

As these lessons illustrate, in spite of some stark national differences 
in economic and political structures, cultural and media landscapes, and 
histories, a series of trends are emerging in climate obstruction across 
Europe. These lessons represent key elements to consider in future re-
search on climate obstruction in the region and globally and key insights 
for developing strategies to combat it. We also see a set of central actors 
that appear across the continent and need to be carefully studied and un-
derstood: industry organizations, political parties, labour unions and en-
vironmental organizations, international think tanks, PR firms, and the 
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news media. All of these lessons are relevant at the EU level as well, with an 
additional set of structural elements determining how battles over climate 
policy play out there. There is much more research to be done and more 
lessons to be drawn.

FUTURE RESEARCH NEEDS

Because of time constraints and a dearth of scholars of and information on 
climate obstruction in many countries, this volume represents an initial set 
of snapshots of a complex and shifting situation. As such, there are many 
directions in which future research can be launched. Our understanding of 
climate obstruction across Europe will improve as we conduct and gather 
extant and original research on industries, organizations, and strategies 
representing a wider range of countries.

We especially need studies on which types of discourses and tac-
tics are most effective in overcoming climate obstruction in different 
national contexts. As Dinan, Esteves, and Harkins pointed out in the 
Scotland chapter, we can speculate, but we need concrete data on the 
actual policy impact of discourses of delay and other tactics. Which are 
working and in which contexts? What is working to counter obstruction? 
What are the conditions for progress? Which lobbying techniques might 
environmentalists employ to advance ambitious climate policy? Many 
other avenues call to be explored, informed by the needs of campaigners, 
policymakers, reporters, investigators, and litigators.

EMERGENT IDEAS FOR POLICY AND ACTION

The national case studies in this volume and the ten lessons recounted 
earlier hold extensive policy implications and suggest new possibilities for 
action by climate advocates and agencies. First and perhaps unfortunately, 
we learned that, at least in the countries covered in this volume, public 
opinion is not particularly salient to those who would obstruct climate ac-
tion. Rather, political elites are the target of industry organizations seeking 
to slow or block steps to curb emissions quickly. This reality suggests the 
widespread emphasis on developing strategies seeking to sway the public 
may be misplaced and that resources could be much more closely focused 
on swaying key players in European institutions. The international Right 
understood this reality decades ago.
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This volume’s authors were not asked to develop detailed policy 
recommendations, but, based on the insights their chapters generated, 
there are several we can list for consideration. The Ireland and UK chapters, 
for example, suggested the formation of ‘new coalitions’ to fight obstruc-
tionism. Daley, Newell, McKie and Painter also suggest the creation of ag-
gressive transparency laws (e.g. on lobbying, political contributions, and 
committee and parliamentary processes) and pointed out a need for rules 
to stop or regulate the ‘revolving door’ between industry and government 
agencies. They also discussed the need for regulatory oversight of the media 
(and social media), including rules on claims- making and disinformation, 
establishing a definition of greenwashing, and more controls over social 
media platforms.

There is much to be done. This volume has provided key information on 
the factors that shape the nature, extent, and form of climate obstruction 
efforts. All of the countries in Europe have various forms of climate ob-
struction, some blatant, others operating in the smoke- filled rooms of cor-
porate lobbyists. This volume provides one small step in understanding the 
intentional barriers to climate action. We hope this work will inspire new 
strategies and tactics by those seeking to advance ambitious climate action.
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