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INTRODUCTION
Public decision-making has long been subject to 

lobbying from private interests, such as businesses. 

When combined with conflicts of interest, undue 

influence, revolving door, regulatory capture and 

bribery, lobbying poses a major challenge to 

governance systems around the world.  

Policy development concerning climate change is an 

ongoing major lobbying target of some of the most 

powerful industries. The extent to which companies 

have lobbied governments to delay and weaken 

climate policy is well-documented. A 2017 study by 

Influence Map found that 35 of 50 of the most 

influential companies in Europe and North America 

were actively lobbying to delay or dilute climate 

policy, including standards and procedures. These 

include companies in the fossil fuel value chain, 

energy-intensive companies, electric utilities and 

automotive manufacturers. 

Industry influence over climate policy occurs across 

multiple sectors and in multiple ways. Under the 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 

Change (UNFCCC), many governments include 

industry representatives in their delegations and 

there are many industry-based accredited observers 

tracking and participating in the process. The 

UNFCCC itself has also put in place processes and 

platforms to engage directly with corporations. For 

example, the Marrakech Partnership “Race to Zero” 

initiative highlights pledges and climate action by 

companies, and the UK’s High-Level Climate Action 

Champion at COP26, Nigel Topping, has welcomed 

the involvement of the fossil fuel industry.1 

This policy brief explores the role of industry in 

climate policy and the importance of addressing 

conflicts of interest and undue influence to ensure 

climate action is taken urgently, efficiently and 

transparently. It explores developments at the 

UNFCCC related to conflicts of interest and where 

perceived conflicts of interest have been identified 

in the run-up to COP26. The brief puts forward 

recommendations concerning enhanced 

accountability and transparency within the UN 

climate negotiations and mechanisms related to the 

Paris Agreement and the Marrakech Partnership. 

  



 

CONFLICTS OF INTEREST & UNDUE INFLUENCE IN CLIMATE ACTION 

 

 

3 

 

UNDUE INFLUENCE IN 
CLIMATE POLICY
A conflict of interest is defined by Transparency 

International as a situation where an individual or 

the entity for which they work – whether a 

government, business, media outlet or civil society 

organisation – is confronted with choosing between 

the duties and demands of their position and their 

own private interests.2 Undue influence3 in a policy 

context is a subtle form of corruption, whereby 

“opaque or disproportionate” measures are used by 

certain actors, often powerful elites, to secure a 

policy outcome to their advantage, or to the 

advantage of the industry which they represent. An 

example may be through making contributions to 

electoral campaigns and expecting favourable 

decisions in return. 

Conflicts of interest and undue influence within 

international systems are essentially an extension of 

these factors occurring in national systems – 

including in processes to address the causes of 

climate change, such as reducing fossil fuels or 

deforestation. It is reported4 that during 2018 and 

2019 BP, Chevron, ExxonMobil, Shell and Total spent 

around US$200 million annually on global lobbying 

efforts to “control, delay or block” climate policy. The 

fossil fuel industry is also estimated to have 

provided more than US$800 million in campaign 

contributions between 2000 and 2017 to support 

the election of sympathetic officials in the United 

States.5 In Australia, similar political donations 

increased by 48 per cent in 2018 and 2019, 

compared to 2017.6  

Issues of conflict of interest have been raised with 

regards to the involvement of the Japan 

International Cooperation Agency (JICA) and Tokyo 

Electric Power Company (TEPCO) in preparing 

Bangladesh’s 2016 Power System Master Plan.7 This 

long-term project is funded by JICA to create and 

implement an energy and power development plan 

in Bangladesh has been criticised for failing to place 

sufficient emphasis on renewables. In Brazil in 2010, 

the agribusiness industry contributed an estimated 

R$6.5 million (US$3.6 million) to the electoral 

campaigns of 11 members of the special committee 

who voted for a measure that, according to reports, 

in practice dismantled the Brazilian Forest Code.8 

This equated to around 32.5 per cent of their total 

campaign expenses. The outcome has been a 58 per 

cent reduction in areas identified for restoration and 

an amnesty for 90 per cent of actors practising 

illegal deforestation activities.9 In 2018, nearly half 

of Brazilian parliamentarians received a total of 

R$58.9 million (US$15.2 million) in official donations 

from companies and individuals responsible for 

deforestation.10 It is reported that since 2000, the 

large meat and dairy companies driving 

deforestation have spent more than US$2 billion 

globally in their anti-climate action lobbying 

efforts.11 

Conflicts of interest also occur when parties to the 

international climate regime undermine its 

processes in defence of state-owned companies or 

multinationals based in their countries. A notable 

example is the reported efforts by Australia, Japan 

and Saudi Arabia to weaken recommendations by 

the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) on the rapid transition away from fossil 

fuels.12 

Very few international fora address conflicts of 

interest and undue influence. In response to the 

aggressive and misleading tactics of the tobacco 

industry which undermined public health, the World 

Health Organisation (WHO) Framework Convention 

on Tobacco Control13 has put in place safeguards 

against conflicts of interest. When designating 

representatives to international WHO conferences, 

governments are required to provide a declaration of 

interest. Additionally, parties are forbidden to 

nominate delegates from the tobacco industry or any 

entity working to further the interests of the tobacco 

industry.14 

  



TRANSPARENCY INTERNATIONAL 
 

 

 

4 

CONFLICTS OF INTEREST  
IN THE UNFCCC

The issue of conflicts of interest in the UNFCCC has 

been raised extensively15 with this body in recent 

years. Each of the Climate Convention’s three 

financial mechanisms16 has policies and codes of 

conduct in place related to conflicts of interest. 

In 2016, a process began within the UNFCCC 

concerning “enhancement, openness, transparency 

and inclusiveness of non-State actors”.17 The issues 

of conflicts of interest and undue influence were 

identified in a submission18 jointly made by several 

civil society organisations and raised multiple times 

during the process. However, there has not yet been 

any substantive outcome on these issues. While an 

outcome on conflicts of interest was supported by 

countries including Ecuador and the Like-Minded 

Developing Countries,19 it is reported that the 

process was blocked by several others, including 

Australia, New Zealand, Norway, the United States 

and those in the EU.20 Interestingly, the EU position 

was in contradiction to the views of the European 

Parliament, which passed a resolution in 2019,21 

prior to COP25, recognising the need for the 

UNFCCC to address the issue of vested and 

conflicting interests. This called on the European 

Commission and member states to take the lead in 

introducing a conflicts of interest policy for the 

UNFCCC. The EU was able to push ahead with its 

objection because its position is set by member 

states, not the directly elected parliament.   

Those countries and interests blocking any 

procedure or policy on conflicts of interest argue 

that it is necessary for the fossil fuel industry and 

high-emitting companies to be involved in climate 

policy, on the basis that they are expected to play an 

important role in terms of solutions.22 This view 

persists, despite these actors spending billions of 

dollars and carrying out lobbying over many 

decades to prevent climate action, and the fact that 

70 per cent of fossil fuel companies do not have a 

plan in place consistent with the Paris Agreement.23 

In the lead-up to COP26, it is increasingly apparent 

that these same companies have a vested interest in 

an outcome that will launch a new carbon market 

under Article 6,24 such as the Markets for Natural 

Climate Solutions25 initiative – a collaboration 

between the International Emissions Trading 

Association, BHP, BP, Shell, Chevron and 

Conservation International.  

While there has been little headway made with this 

issue at the UNFCCC related to negotiations, there 

has been some recent progress internally within the 

UNFCCC Secretariat. In November 2018, the Bureau 

of the COP endorsed a code of ethics26 to apply to 

all elected and appointed officers,27 which includes a 

specific provision related to conflicts of interest. The 

code requires that “officers are to avoid any conflict 

of interests as well as situations which might 

reasonably be perceived as giving rise to a conflict of 

interest”. They are to guarantee the integrity, 

impartiality and transparency of the climate change 

conferences. They are also expected to refrain from 

giving preferential treatment and seeking or 

obtaining private gain; and must serve in their 

capacity as a UNFCCC officer, rather than as a 

representative of a party. These officers are 

required to deal with issues in a consistent, 

apolitical and fair manner; and to refrain from 

taking a preferential, biased or prejudiced approach; 

or from doing anything that could adversely affect 

the parties’ confidence in the integrity of UNFCCC 

work. 

Compliance with this code of ethics was considered 

in an audit undertaken in 2019 by the UN Office of 

Internal Oversight Services (OIOS)28 to ensure the 

strength of the Constituted Bodies within the 

Convention to support implementation of the 

UNFCCC mandate. The audit identified that the 

Executive Board of the Clean Development 

Mechanism, the Joint Implementation Supervisory 

Committee and the Executive Committee of the 

Warsaw International Mechanism all have 

safeguards against potential conflicts of interest. 

However, the Consultative Group of Experts, the 

Least Developed Countries Expert Group, the 

Standing Committee on Finance and the Technology 

Executive Committee did not.29 The OIOS made a 
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recommendation for the harmonisation of 

approaches to prevent conflicts of interest, to 

ensure consistency with the code of ethics.  

The UNFCCC also provides a handbook for hosting 

UN Climate Change conferences, which is intended 

to provide information on hosting a COP, including 

on matters related to best practices in protocol and 

external relations, through to observers and 

conference logistics.30 The handbook makes no 

reference to conflicts of interest or adherence to 

any code of conduct to prevent undue influence on 

the preparation, running or outcome of a COP. 

PERCEIVED CONFLICTS OF INTEREST AND 
THE COP26 PRESIDENCY 

The failure of the UNFCCC to adequately address 

the issues of conflicts of interests and undue 

influence within the negotiation process has been a 

challenge faced by the UK’s COP26 presidency. The 

UK has faced several allegations of perceived 

conflicts of interest and undue influence: 

1. In March 2021, it was reported31 that UN 

Climate Finance Envoy Mark Carney has a 

conflict of interest in relation to the 

management of fossil fuel (oil and coal) 

infrastructure assets through his company 

Brookfield. Further concerns related to conflicts 

of interest have been raised regarding 

Mr Carney’s role32 in the Taskforce on Scaling 

Voluntary Carbon Markets, in which a subsidiary 

company of Brookfield – Hartree Partners – is 

directly participating. This is of particular 

concern given the priority of the UK COP 

presidency to achieve an outcome on Article 6 

of the Paris Agreement related to carbon 

trading.  

2. In October 2020, it was reported33 that the 

Boston Consulting Group (BCG), which provides 

advice to at least 19 of the world’s top 25 oil 

companies, is a member of the Marrakech 

Partnership34 and has been contracted for more 

than £1 million (US$1.4 million) by the UK 

government’s COP26 Unit to provide strategy 

implementation, strengthening the project 

management function and supporting the 

COP26 Climate Champions’ workstream.35 It 

was reported that BCG was so keen to work at 

COP26, that it was willing to do so for free.36 

Senior personnel within the UK Cabinet Office 

COP Unit have expressed concerns that this 

relationship creates a conflict of interest – 

allegations rejected by BCG and the COP 

presidency.     

3. In October 2020 it was reported37 that UK 

government ministers and COP26 officials held 

a series of private meetings with 

representatives of BP, Equinor and Shell. 

Documents have been identified which 

reportedly show that BP38 made an offer to 

introduce UK officials to government officials in 

other countries to discuss the climate crisis, and 

that Norwegian oil and gas firm Equinor 

emailed the Department for Business, Energy 

and Industrial Strategy asking how much it 

would need to pay to be “visible” at COP26. The 

documents show that at a meeting in Houston, 

Texas, a UK government minister was lobbied 

by these companies to ensure enhanced 

recognition of natural gas as an essential 

transition fuel.39 At the same time, BCG is also 

lobbying for gas as a transition fuel,40 despite its 

high emissions and recognition by the 

International Energy Agency that the gas 

industry is currently not aligned with the Paris 

Agreement.41  
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ENHANCING ACCOUNTABILITY 
IN THE UNFCCC

The subject of conflicts of interest in policymaking is 

new to neither national nor international policy 

processes. However, policies on this matter have 

been approached inconsistently within the UNFCCC 

system, as identified by the OIOS audit. While 

enhanced measures related to the Constituted 

Bodies of the Convention are being taken internally, 

there continues to be an ongoing lack of governance 

related to access and undue influence by industries 

well known for deliberately causing delay in climate 

policy.  

The Paris Agreement42 puts in place an “enhanced 

transparency framework” intended to build mutual 

trust and confidence and to promote effective 

implementation. The substance of this new 

framework remains under negotiation, with 

agreements expected at COP26. The latest 

negotiation document43 – produced at COP25 in 

Madrid – includes a provision for countries to report 

on private-sector climate finance to the UNFCCC. 

Enhancing transparency in reporting on finance 

should also include private-sector finance 

allocations made to lobbying and other influencing 

efforts to delay or slow climate action at both 

national and international levels.  

The summary report44 of the submissions 

concerning enhancement, openness, transparency 

and inclusiveness of non-State actors in 2017 

identifies that non-state actors are essential for 

ensuring transparency, strengthening accountability 

and keeping the global community fully focused on 

the issue of climate change. The report identifies 

that the enhanced transparency framework is one 

area where the role of non-state actors is of 

importance, including through the Global Stocktake 

(GST) of progress on implementation of the Paris 

Agreement, the first of which is expected to take 

place in 2023. The role of the private sector in 

contributing to climate action is expected to be a 

key component of the GST, including related to fossil 

fuel industry practices that must stop if emissions 

targets are to be met.45 Reporting on the extent to 

which ongoing private-sector finance is being 

allocated to influencing efforts to delay and prevent 

climate action will be central to the first GST and 

should be facilitated through the formal reporting 

channels.  

The Marrakech Partnership Race to Zero is also an 

area of concern, as there is little information 

available as to how the companies involved will 

meet the “net zero” pledges or how they are to be 

tracked and evaluated. This lack of clarity opens the 

potential for this UNFCCC platform to be subject to 

greenwashing.  
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CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS
Conflicts of interest and undue influence in 

policymaking produce unfair outcomes and 

undermine the policy formulation process. There is 

a history of such conduct by fossil fuel companies 

and other industries that cause climate change and 

are resisting the need to adapt and evolve. Despite 

this, the UNFCCC still does not have any system to 

stop industry representatives from being part of 

country delegations, or to prevent such industries 

from unduly influencing the process. On the 

contrary, the UNFCCC is putting in place measures 

to further welcome these industries and entrench 

them within the system.  

The following recommendations aim at preventing 

vested interests from undermining action against 

the climate crisis: 

The UK COP26 presidency should: 

+ Initiate a process at COP26 that invites public 

submissions from parties and stakeholders 

specifically on the subject of conflicts of interest 

and undue influence over climate policy. 

+ Hold a second in-session workshop concerning 

the enhancement, openness, transparency and 

inclusiveness of non-state actors at COP27. 

The UNFCCC should:  

+ Establish definitions of “conflict of interest” and 

“undue influence” to ensure adequate controls 

on party delegations and engagement in 

negotiations on implementing the UNFCCC, its 

Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement. 

+ Put in place a system whereby national 

governments designating representatives to any 

UNFCCC meeting are required to provide their 

representatives’ declarations of financial, 

professional and other interests. Declarations of 

interests should be recorded and publicly 

available in machine-readable formats. 

+ Prohibit the nomination of delegates, including 

government representatives, who have held 

financial, professional or other interests in 

industries and companies known to have 

provided direct and indirect funding and 

support to undermining climate action.46  

+ Ensure all conflicts of interest policies for 

Constituted Bodies as recommended by the UN 

OIOS audit are developed through an open, 

transparent, consultative and participatory 

public process. 

+ Review the handbook on hosting a COP to 

include a specific section on conflicts of interest 

of COP presidencies. 

The enhanced transparency framework should 

require mandatory reporting on the following to be 

included in a public register:  

+ A declaration, by government representatives, 

of private-sector efforts to lobby or influence 

national governments to delay and weaken 

climate policy – for example, through meetings, 

documents, gifts or hospitality. 

+ Disclosure by countries of funding provided to 

national political parties and candidates from 

companies known to undermine climate 

action.47 

+ Public declarations of interest by participants in 

UNFCCC meetings, including government 

representatives with financial, professional or 

other interests in fossil fuel and other 

companies known to cause a significant 

contribution to climate change. 

The Global Stocktake should secure inputs – 

including from CSOs – on:  

+ Levels of private-sector finance used for 

lobbying and influencing governments at 

national, regional and international levels to 

undermine climate policy.48 

+ Non-financial efforts to lobby or influence 

governments at national, regional and 

international levels – for example, through 

meetings, documents, gifts or hospitality. 
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The Marrakech Partnership should enhance and 

improve its tracking and reporting system to put in 

place: 

+ A registry and strict rules concerning climate 

lobbying for corporate members – for example, 

disclosure of meetings, expenditure and 

influence on climate policy. 

+ A transparent system of disclosure, 

accountability, and monitoring and evaluation 

of the pledges made. This should be based on 

credible, science-based data and information 

available concerning environmental and social 

governance, risk and financial disclosure, 

including through the Taskforce on Climate-

Related Financial Disclosures. 

+ A mechanism to identify and ban members 

found to be negatively influencing climate 

policy. 
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