


Fossil Fuel Industry Influence
Fossil fuel industry 
influence is aimed at:
● maintaining our 

dependence on fossil 
fuels

● muddying public 
understanding of the 
harms of fossil fuels to 
health & climate

● obstructing government 
action



https://libapps.libraries.uc.edu/liblog/2018/07/recordkeeping-and-climate-change/   / Zinn Education Project

● I988: Climate change hits the 
news: Dr. James Hansen 
Congressional testimony. 

UN Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change established.

● 1989: American Petroleum 
Institute and fossil fuel 
companies establish Global 
Climate Coalition to oppose 
government action.

● 1997: Kyoto Protocol Adopted

● 1998: Coalition drafts “Global 
Climate Science 
Communications Plan”

Fossil Fuel Industry Influence: A Brief History

Dr. James Hansen testifying 
before the US Congress, June 23, 
1988.

https://libapps.libraries.uc.edu/liblog/2018/07/recordkeeping-and-climate-change/


Internal Memo 1998 American Petroleum Institute

Internal Memo from 1998 American 
Petroleum Institute Global Climate 
Science Communications Team 
Action Plan

 
https://www.documentcloud.org/docu
ments/2840903-1998-API-Global-Cli
mate-Science-Communications/



Internal Memo 1998 American Petroleum Institute
Plans for Education

Internal Memo from 
1998 American 
Petroleum Institute 
Global Climate 
Science 
Communications 
Team Action Plan

 
https://www.docume
ntcloud.org/documen
ts/2840903-1998-API
-Global-Climate-Scie
nce-Communications
/



The Fossil Fuel Industry Knew

https://theconversation.com/what-big-oil-knew-about-climate-change-in-its-own-words



Big Oil and Big Tobacco Playbook

https://tobacco.stanford.edu/cigarettes/cultural-icons/motorcycles-racing/

Tobacco ads: association with national values & identity; lifestyle ads; ads that deny/obscure 
health harms



We wouldn’t allow the tobacco industry to 
sponsor health education.

We shouldn’t allow the fossil fuel industry to 
sponsor environment and climate change 

education.





Guardian (2017) - Petro pete wakes up with no toothbrush or road to drive 
on because oil is gone! What will he do?

https://oerbhomeroom.com/digital-books/

https://oerbhomeroom.com/digital-books/


Walrus (2022) - Fortis BC provides lesson plans showing that natural gas is 
the cleanest energy form and urging students to track their personal use



Saskpower celebrating natural gas as cleaner option without addressing need 
for complete decarbonisation (Eaton & Day, 2020)

BPs environmental curriculum “you can’t get to nature without gasoline or cars” 
(Tannock, 2020, p. 476) 



Petro-pedagogy features

1.Removing politics and power
2.Treat industry as helpful partners
3.Fossil fuels are portrayed as 

unequivocally necessary 
4.Technological advancements over 

systems change
5.Personal actions as a primary solution



Petro-pedagogy features

1.Removing politics and power
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5.Personal actions as a primary solution



Feature One-Sentence 
Definition

What to Look 
For Why This Is Harmful

Removing 
Politics and 
Power

Climate change is 
presented as a technical, 
scientific, or lifestyle 
problem while avoiding 
discussion of corporate 
power, political 
obstruction, economic 
systems, or structural 
inequality.

✓ Science focused on "how" 
not "who benefits"

✓ Extraction as neutral 
technical process

✓ "Complexity" avoiding 
moral clarity

✓ Career education without 
examining industry influence

✓ Missing: words like 
capitalism, lobbying, corporate 
power, obstruction, 
colonialism

✓ Missing: Who profits? Who 
blocks policy? Who decides?

Makes power invisible: Students can't 
understand WHY we're in crisis despite 
knowing the science for 50+ years.

Produces passive citizens: Learn 
HOW carbon capture works but not 
WHO decided to fund it instead of 
renewables, or WHY companies have 
more influence than scientists.

Naturalizes systems: Students accept 
capitalism and corporate power as 
unchangeable—exactly what fossil fuel 
companies need to continue operating.



Feature One-Sentence 
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What to Look 
For Why This Is Harmful

Removing Politics 
and Power

Climate change is 
presented as a technical, 
scientific, or lifestyle 
problem while avoiding 
discussion of corporate 
power, political 
obstruction, economic 
systems, or structural 
inequality.

✓ Science focused on "how" 
not "who benefits"

✓ Extraction as neutral 
technical process

✓ "Complexity" avoiding 
moral clarity

✓ Career education without 
examining industry influence

✓ Missing: words like 
capitalism, lobbying, 
corporate power, obstruction, 
colonialism

✓ Missing: Who profits? 
Who blocks policy? Who 
decides?

Makes power invisible: Students can't 
understand WHY we're in crisis despite 
knowing the science for 50+ years.

Produces passive citizens: Learn 
HOW carbon capture works but not 
WHO decided to fund it instead of 
renewables, or WHY companies have 
more influence than scientists.

Naturalizes systems: Students accept 
capitalism and corporate power as 
unchangeable—exactly what fossil fuel 
companies need to continue operating.



Petro-pedagogy features

Jot down some initial 
thoughts about this feature. 
● What resonates with 

you?
● Do you see it in your 

day to day? 
● In your classes?

We will return them at the 
end.
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systems change
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Feature One-Sentence 
Definition What to Look For Why This Is 

Harmful

Treating 
Industry as 
Helpful 
Partner

Fossil fuel companies 
are presented as 
necessary stakeholders, 
responsible innovators, 
or educational partners 
whose perspectives 
deserve equal 
consideration alongside 
climate science and 
affected communities.

✓ Company logos on materials

✓ Industry reps as guest speakers

✓ "Balanced perspective" requirements

✓ Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
case studies - showcasing company 
community projects, partnerships, 
donations

✓ "In partnership with..." language

✓ "All stakeholders have valid concerns"

False equivalence: Creates 
equal status between corporate 
interests and planetary survival.

Erases whose voices 
matter: Future generations, 
more-than-human species, 
frontline communities, and the 
atmosphere get no "seat at the 
table."

Ignores obstruction: Industry 
has spent decades blocking 
climate action—like inviting 
tobacco companies to teach 
health class.
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Feature One-Sentence 
Definition

What to Look 
For Why This Is Harmful

Fossil Fuels 
Portrayed as 
Necessary

Modern life is presented 
as fundamentally 
dependent on fossil 
fuels, making continued 
extraction seem 
inevitable, natural, or 
impossible to change.

✓ "Imagine life without 
oil" activities

✓ Emphasis on 
products containing 
hydrocarbons

✓ Economic 
dependency narratives

✓ Renewables as 
inadequate/intermittent

✓ "Essential to modern 
life" language

✓ "Built modern 
civilization" framing

Makes oppression look like 
progress: Treats ecocide as 
inevitable advancement.

Erases that dependency was 
constructed: Political decisions, 
lobbying, and suppression of 
alternatives (electric cars existed in 
1900!).

Forecloses imagination: Students 
can't envision different futures; 
treats climate destruction as 
unavoidable.



Feature One-Sentence 
Definition What to Look For Why This Is Harmful

Fossil Fuels 
Portrayed as 
Necessary

Modern life is 
presented as 
fundamentally 
dependent on fossil 
fuels, making 
continued extraction 
seem inevitable, 
natural, or impossible 
to change.

✓ "Imagine life without 
oil" activities

✓ Emphasis on products 
containing hydrocarbons

✓ Economic dependency 
narratives

✓ Renewables as 
inadequate/intermittent

✓ "Essential to modern 
life" language

✓ "Built modern 
civilization" framing

Obscures the impacts: Treats 
ecocide as inevitable advancement.

Erases that dependency was 
constructed: Political decisions, 
lobbying, and suppression of 
alternatives (electric cars existed in 
1900!).

Forecloses imagination: Students 
can't envision different futures; 
treats climate destruction as 
unavoidable.
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unequivocally necessary 
4.Technological advancements over 

systems change
5.Personal actions as a primary solution



Feature One-Sentence 
Definition What to Look For Why This Is Harmful

Technological 
Fixes Over 
System Change

Environmental 
problems can be 
solved through better 
technology, corporate 
innovation, and 
regulations without 
challenging fossil fuel 
production or our 
economic system.

✓ Carbon Capture and 
Storage (CCS) as main 
solution - technology that 
captures CO₂ from 
smokestacks and stores it 
underground

✓ Efficiency improvements 
emphasized

✓ Regulations ensure 
"responsibility"

✓ Innovation showcases

✓ "Responsible resource 
development"

✓ "Balancing economy and 
environment"

Delays necessary transition: Keeps 
extraction going while promising 
future fixes.

CCS is 
expensive/unproven: Distracts from 
solutions we already have 
(renewables). Same money in 
renewables prevents emissions rather 
than trying to capture them.

Improving a dying system: Like 
improving fuel efficiency of a bus 
driving off a cliff.



Feature One-Sentence 
Definition What to Look For Why This Is Harmful

Technological 
Fixes Over 
System Change

Environmental 
problems can be 
solved through better 
technology, corporate 
innovation, and 
regulations without 
challenging fossil fuel 
production or our 
economic system.

✓ Carbon Capture and 
Storage (CCS) as main 
solution - technology that 
captures CO₂ from 
smokestacks and stores it 
underground

✓ Efficiency improvements 
emphasized

✓ Regulations ensure 
"responsibility"

✓ Innovation showcases

✓ "Responsible resource 
development"

✓ "Balancing economy and 
environment"

Delays necessary transition: Keeps 
extraction going while promising 
future fixes.

CCS is expensive and unproven at 
scale: Distracts from solutions we 
already have (renewables). Same 
money in renewables prevents 
emissions rather than trying to 
capture them.

Improving a dying system: Like 
improving fuel efficiency of a bus 
driving off a cliff.



This can appear anti-technology. 

On the contrary, the goal is not to eliminate all discussion of 
technology—renewable energy infrastructure, battery storage, 
and heat pumps are essential for transition—but rather to 
distinguish between technologies that enable fossil fuel 
continuation (like carbon capture serving enhanced oil recovery) 
versus technologies that enable genuine transition away from 
fossil fuels. 
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Feature One-Sentence 
Definition What to Look For Why This Is Harmful

Personal Actions 
as Primary 
Solution

Climate change is 
framed as the sum of 
individual 
consumption choices, 
so solutions focus on 
personal behavior 
changes rather than 
challenging corporate 
production or 
demanding policy 
change.

✓ Carbon footprint 
calculators

✓ Focus on 
showers/devices/transportati
on

✓ Conservation 
competitions

✓ Efficiency kits (LED 
bulbs, timers)

✓ "Your carbon footprint" 
language

✓ "What can YOU do?" 
framing

BP propaganda 
strategy: Deliberately shifts blame 
from 100 companies (71% of 
emissions) onto individuals, 
especially children.

Induces guilt while protecting 
causes: No amount of short showers 
stops extraction. Creates climate 
anxiety in youth while companies 
keep profiting.

Blames victims: Implies those 
suffering most (Global South, 
low-income) must solve it through 
"choices" when they contributed 
least.



Feature One-Sentence 
Definition What to Look For Why This Is Harmful

Personal Actions 
as Primary 
Solution

Climate change is 
framed as the sum of 
individual 
consumption choices, 
so solutions focus on 
personal behavior 
changes rather than 
challenging corporate 
production or 
demanding policy 
change.

✓ Carbon footprint 
calculators

✓ Focus on showers/devices 

/transportation

✓ Conservation 
competitions

✓ Efficiency kits (LED 
bulbs, timers)

✓ "Your carbon footprint" 
language

✓ "What can YOU do?" 
framing

BP propaganda 
strategy: Deliberately shifts blame 
from 100 companies (71% of 
emissions since 1988) onto 
individuals, especially children 
(here)

Induces guilt while protecting 
causes: No amount of short showers 
stops extraction. Creates climate 
anxiety in youth while companies 
keep profiting.

Blames victims: Implies those 
suffering most (Global South, 
low-income) must solve it through 
"choices" when they contributed 
least.

https://www.cdp.net/en/press-releases/new-report-shows-just-100-companies-are-source-of-over-70-of-emissions


Petro-pedagogy features

1.Removing politics and power
2.Treat industry as helpful partners
3.Fossil fuels are portrayed as 

unequivocally necessary 
4.Technological advancements over 

systems change
5.Personal actions as a primary solution

Jot down some initial 
thoughts about this feature. 
● What resonates with 

you?
● Do you see it in your 

day to day? 
● In your classes?

We will return them at the 
end.



BREAK OUTS

Activities for students

Activities for teachers



Activities for teachers

Navigate to this site: https://sites.google.com/view/petro-pedagogy-pd/home
● The analysis chart highlights features of petro-pedagogy
● Fictitious resources show pretend curriculum documents

○ Read through the first resource and consider:
■ Do the materials exhibit any features of petro-pedagogy?
■ Volunteer scribe to collect responses in the following slides

https://sites.google.com/view/petro-pedagogy-pd/home


Activities for teachers
Resource Features present What about this resource resonated for you? 

Energy solutions lab: 
Carbon capture 
innovation

Technological fix
Industry as partners
Removing politics and power

The message that tech will save us; we don’t need 
any other changes.
It’s all about the pros, ignored the hidden costs 
/risks.

Energy literacy: 
Mapping a resource 
economy 

Persuasive writing: 
Taking a stand on 
energy issues

Hydrocarbons

Fossil fuels are necessary Hydrocarbons are presented only in positive terms.
Need to ask who benefits, bring in the justice 
framing.
Forecloses the possibility of alternative futures / 
alternatives.
The assumption that we have to continue to extract  
fossil fuels and this is OK.

Your carbon footprint 
challenge

Energy dialogues: 
Forum theatre

Removing politics & power Complexity not moral clarity
Conflating understanding someone with sticking with 
business as usual.
The issue of balance is constantly brought up. It’s 
difficult for students to engage critically.
There is no “balanced” solution. 
Educators are afraid of engaging with politically 
charged topics - this speaks to that fear.
It doesn’t include the perspectives of those impacts 
by climate change.
It frames the three characters as entrenched in their 
positions, unchangeable. It doesn’t allow for 
perspective changing.
This could be used to get students to reflect on 
what’s missing here. 



Activities for teachers
Resource Features present What about this resource resonated for you? 

Energy solutions lab: 
Carbon capture 
innovation

Energy literacy: 
Mapping a resource 
economy 

Persuasive writing: 
Taking a stand on 
energy issues

Your carbon footprint 
challenge

Energy dialogues: 
Forum theatre



Activities for students: Identifying greenwashing cases





HSBC’s Net Zero ads 



HSBC’s Net Zero ads 





Delta Airlines: Carbon neutrality claims



Delta Airlines: Carbon neutrality claims





“Eco Friendly” products



“Eco Friendly” products





Shell’s Cleaner Energy ads



Shell’s Cleaner Energy ads





Coming together

● Perspectives from the breakout groups?

● Consider:
○ How do you see the features of petro-pedagogy unfolding in your 

educative context? 
○ What are the limitations and challenges we should be aware of?
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Roser-Renouf et al. (2020) five 
key beliefs:

1. It’s warming
2. It’s us
3. We’re sure
4. It’s bad
5. We can address it

https://drilled.media/news/pet
roganda-narratives

Fossil fuel industry messaging:

1. It’s not warming
2. It’s you
3. We’re not sure
4. It’s fine
5. Only you can address it
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