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Who is responsible  
for climate change?

Recently published data show that 

just 90 entities have produced the  

fossil energy responsible for 63 percent  

of the world’s industrial emissions of 

heat-trapping CO2 and methane; of these,  

50 are investor-owned companies such 

as Chevron, Peabody, and Shell. In the 

context of a global problem such as climate 

change, what is their responsibility?

As the scientific evidence became clear, 

many of these investor-owned companies 

sought to deny and sow doubt about the 

science linking their products to global 

warming, and today aggressively pursue the 

development of new fossil fuels. It’s time for 

these companies to be held accountable for 

their contribution to global climate change 

and the harm their products have caused, 

and support solutions to reducing 

heat-trapping emissions.

The Climate Responsibilities 
of Industrial Carbon 
Producers 

Led by the United States, a small number of nations have emitted a large share of carbon  
pollution from fossil fuel and cement production. Cement manufacturing is a significant  
emitter of CO2 (through the calcining of limestone), and accounts for 1.4 percent of the  
emissions attributed to major carbon producers.
NOTE: Depending on how and over what time frame global CO2 emissions are allocated to entities  
such as nations, the order and magnitude of a given entity’s contribution will differ; for more information 
see Frumhoff, Heede, and Oreskes n.d.  

Source: Boden, Marland, and Andres 2013.

Figure 1. Top 12 Nations’ CO2 Emissions from Fossil Fuels and Cement, 
1751–2010

Increasing heat, drought, wildfires, flooding, and rising sea levels—climate change 
is all around us. A wealth of scientific evidence shows that these impacts are the 
result of too much heat-trapping carbon being emitted into the atmosphere when 
we burn fossil fuels (coal, oil, and natural gas) to drive our cars, heat our homes, 
and power our lives. We know we need to reduce carbon emissions in order to 
avoid the most severe consequences of a warming world. But we also know com-
munities are experiencing the impacts of climate change today. Who should be 
held accountable for climate change today and in the future? Who will pay for  
the damages?

There are several ways to think about responsibility for global problems.  
Individuals, corporations, and nation-states have all been found responsible for 
actions that harm people in various ways. There are also several approaches to 
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quantifying this responsibility. The United Nations Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) examines 
climate responsibility by nations, considering, for example, 
historic emissions in order to distinguish “common, but differ-
entiated responsibilities.” By this accounting, industrialized 
nations have the greatest responsibility, commensurate with 
the emissions they have produced (see Figure 1, p. 1). 

An additional approach to the UNFCCC nation-based 
framework is to consider the responsibility of the major  
investor-owned producers of fossil fuels; these companies 
have extracted and marketed the coal, oil, and natural gas 
whose use is the primary driver of disruptive climate change.

Why Focus on Industrial Carbon Producers?

Corporate Responsibility

Social change often results when notions of responsibility 
shift (Gunningham, Kagan, and Thornton 2004). Tobacco, 
asbestos, and lead are prime examples of products that were 
once considered acceptable but have since been rejected fol-
lowing scientific understanding of their harmful effects (Oreskes 
and Conway 2010). Particularly in the case of tobacco, social 
and legal notions of responsibility shifted, recognizing that 
responsibility for harmful effects should be borne not just by 
individuals but also by the companies producing and market-
ing the products (Eubanks and Glantz 2012). The fact that 	
the harmful product was legal did not absolve corporations 	
of their responsibility to protect workers and consumers 	
from harm (Markowitz and Rosner 2013; Castleman 2005). 	
A similar argument can be applied to fossil energy producers: 
The fiduciary requirement of returning value to shareholders 
does not absolve corporations of other legal and ethical 	
responsibilities relating to their products.

Historic Contributions 

It is notable that a small number of companies have made a 
significant contribution to the total historic emissions driving 
disruptive climate change (see Figure 2). Indeed, just 90 enti-
ties have produced all the fossil fuels and cement responsible 
for 63 percent of the world’s industrial heat-trapping emissions 
since 1751 (Heede 2014). Of these, 50 are investor-owned coal, 
oil, and natural gas companies such as BP, Chevron, Peabody, 
and Shell. 

Knowing the Harms—and Failing to Act

It has been long established in the scientific community 	
that the burning of fossil fuels is a major contributor to global 
climate change. Scientists have seriously discussed the 	

consequences of anthropogenic climate change since the 
1950s and, by the late 1970s, scientific experts were convinced 
that disruptive climate change would occur. Fossil fuel energy 
companies certainly should have recognized that their products 
were harmful by 1988, the year in which James Hansen, a 
leading climate scientist and director of the NASA Institute 
for Space Studies, testified before the U.S. Congress that 	
scientific data confirmed humans’ role in climate change 
(Wilford 1988). That same year, Congress introduced the 	
National Energy Policy Act of 1988 in an effort to reduce the 
generation of heat-trapping gases, and the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change was created. Yet since then, more 
than half of all industrial emissions of CO2 since the Indus-
trial Revolution have entered the atmosphere (see Figure 3) 
(Frumhoff, Heede, and Oreskes n.d.).

How did the fossil fuel companies respond to the well-
established scientific evidence of harm from their products? 
They could have adjusted their business models to anticipate 
policies motivating a transition to low-carbon energy by 	
substantially investing in low-carbon energy technologies, 
constructively engaging in policy design, and taking other 
steps to reduce the adverse impact of their products. 

But they did not. 
Some fossil energy companies have advertised a commit-

ment to renewable energy, while at the same time encourag-
ing the expanded use of their fossil fuel products they know to 
be responsible for disruptive climate change. Many companies 
are also exploiting increasingly expensive and carbon-polluting 

Though the Industrial Revolution began more than 250 years ago, 
more than half of all industrial carbon emissions have been released 
only since 1988.
Sources: Le Quéré et al. 2014; Boden, Marland, and Andres 2013.

Figure 2. Annual Global CO2 Emissions from Fossil 
Fuels and Cement, 1751–2014
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fossil fuel sources such as tar sands. Perhaps most egregiously, 
leading fossil fuel companies have consistently worked to 	
discredit and disparage scientists and the scientific evidence 
linking fossil fuels and global warming, and to deny, diminish, 
or discount the reality and significance of climate change as 	
a problem (Washington and Cook 2011; Oreskes and Conway 
2010; Hoggan, Littlemore, and Ball 2009; Ward 2006; Gelbspan 
2005; Leggett et al. 2000; Gelbspan 1997). Many of these 	
companies also lobby—either directly or through influential 
industry trade associations—to prevent policies that would 
encourage the transition to low-carbon energy.

Bringing Accountability to Industrial  
Carbon Producers

To be sure, governments, emitting industries (e.g., electric 
utilities), and individuals all bear some responsibility for 	
climate change. But major industrial carbon producers are 
substantial contributors to the problem, and therefore must 

take responsibility for their actions. At a minimum, society 
should expect them to:

1.	 Stop disseminating climate disinformation, directly  
and through their trade associations and other lobbying 
groups; they should also publicly disassociate themselves 
from such groups and their activities.

2.	 End misleading advertising that highlights their  
investments in renewable and other low-carbon energy, 
obscuring their core business of producing energy  
from coal, oil, or natural gas.

3.	 Fully disclose to shareholders the financial and physical 
risks that climate change poses to their business.

4.	 Unequivocally support policies consistent with keeping 
warming below the 2°C global temperature target set  
by world leaders to limit disruptive climate change, and 
actively communicate to customers and shareholders the 
need to support sensible regulation of heat-trapping 
emissions.

A large proportion of historic carbon dioxide and methane emissions can be traced to just a small number of investor and state-owned  
producers of coal, oil, and natural gas.
Source: Heede 2014.
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Figure 3. Historic CO2 and Methane Emissions Traced to Top 20 Industrial Carbon Producers  
(Investor- and State-owned Companies), 1751–2010
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5.	 Pay for their share of the costs of climate-related damages 
and climate change adaptation. 

	 On issues such as tobacco, asbestos, and lead, the public made  
it clear that companies operate with a social license, and that this  
license should be revoked if they fail to acknowledge and address  
the impact of their products on human health and well-being. 

Climate change is no different. A global call to action—including 
such efforts as shareholder engagement, divestment campaigns,  
consumer boycotts, and litigation—can exert pressure on industrial 
carbon producers to accept responsibility for their heat-trapping 
emissions and to help transition to a low-carbon energy system  
that will benefit all of us. 
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