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Abstract:
The oil industry is being considered as one of the main contributors to the persisting cli-
mate change problem. What is more, the analysis show that the major companies act-
ing in this sector do not properly addresses climate change issues in their strategies, 
posing a threat to the achievement of the 13. sustainable development goal. At the same 
time, oil industry is capable of enhancing the attainment of other sustainable devel-
opment goals, such as the economic growth. In particular the activities of oil majors 
in the poorer countries might be significantly beneficial for the proper development 
of the regions and stimulate the economic growth of the whole society. As the invest-
ments made by the oil companies might contribute to the achievement of many sustain-
able development goals, this sector shall be at the same time hold responsible for ad-
justing its action to climate change defiance. In this regard, several possibilities might 
be used. Firstly, the states might impose strict rules concerning usage of their natural re-
sources. Secondly, the investors might exert pressure by setting up rules allowing them 
only to invest in the projects which take into account the climate change risk. Thirdly, 
the societies might bring the lawsuits against the oil companies which actions are non-
compliant with the climate change objective. The adequate use of aforementioned pos-
sibilities might result in the oil companies being one of the leaders of the achievement 
of whole sustainable development agenda.

Key words: sustainable development, climate change, oil, natural resources, 
shareholders

1. Introduction 

Implementing sustainable development approach towards multiple objectives is one 
of the main projects undertaken by the United Nations. Whereas, in order to achieve 
1  PhD student at University of Warsaw.
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the set goals, it is necessary that many actors take action, some sectors possess more 
power to influence the final outcome. The oil industry is definitely one of a few indus-
tries capable of exerting huge impact on its own. It is therefore of utmost importance 
to properly engage this industry in achieving the sustainable development goals. While 
some goals, mostly connected to economic growth, are rather simple to be influenced 
by this sector, attaining the others, mostly related to the environment protection, come 
at odds with oil companies’ strategies. Nevertheless, there exist some measures which 
might be undertaken in order to overcome these discrepancies. Having amended their 
strategies, oil industries shall constitute an indispensable factor contributing to chang-
ing the world in the sustainable way. 

2. Sustainable development 

Sustainable development is a commonly used term nowadays. However, historically 
speaking, this concept appeared recently. The idea, in all its splendour, was presented 
in 1987 in the Our common future report, issued by the United Nation’s special commis-
sion2. This document provided the definition of sustainable development. It is defined 
as a development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their own needs. As follows from that definition, the idea 
seeks to find balance between contemporary and future generations’ necessities. There 
exist three basic components essential for this concept: environmental protection, eco-
nomic growth and social equity. All of these components are intertwined. In order 
to pursue sustainable development, each of the factors shall be recognized, properly 
addressed and the balance between them shall be established. 

The term sustainable development was enshrined in many documents issued 
by the United Nations3. As the idea provides for a wide scope of application, there 
are many rules concerning it. As it is stipulated in the report issued in 19974, princi-
ples of interrelationship and integration, as well as number of principles and concepts 
related to environment and development, international cooperation, transparency 
or dispute avoidance are applicable to described concept. Not elaborating on those 
rules, it is worth to emphasize that sustainable development provides many ideas, rules 
and principles as far as wide variety of possible application in many domains and sec-
tors. The flexibility granted by this concept enables it to be applied as the main idea 
driving particular activities. In this way the idea is used in the overall plans performed 
by the United Nations. In 2015, the United Nations General Assembly adopted 2030 

2  World Commission on Environment and Development, Our common future, UN General Assem-
bly, Doc. A/42/427, Sect. 4, https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/42/427&Lang=E, 
02.07.2019. 

3  See M. Kening-Witkowska, Koncepcja „sustainable development” w prawie międzynarodowym, Pań-
stwo i Prawo 1998, p. 46–48.

4  See Report of the Expert Group Meeting on Identification of Principles of International Law for Sus-
tainable Development, Geneva 26–28 September 1995, https://www.un.org/documents/ecosoc/cn17/ 
1996/background/ecn171996-bp3.htm, 02.07.2019. 
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agenda for Sustainable Development (hereinafter: Agenda)5. As stated in this docu-
ment, Agenda is a plan of action for people, planet and prosperity. In order to proceed 
this plan, Agenda consists of 17 Sustainable Development Goals (hereinafter: SDG) 
with 169 associated targets which are integrated and indivisible. The goals cover wide 
range of issuing problems, from eliminating poverty and hunger, through conserving 
the oceans and ensuring sustainable consumption to gender inequality6. 

Before elaborating on the relations between abovementioned elected SDG and 
the oil industry, it is worth mentioning that the concept of sustainable develop-
ment is not uniquely enshrined on the international level. European Union indi-
cates sustainable development of Europe as one of its goals stipulated in the Treaty 
on the European Union. As the concept is not currently defined under European 
law7, it is commonly used in many regulations and directives. The sustainable de-
velopment is particularly applied in the European Union energy law8. It means that 
also the oil industry is covered by European law enhancing sustainable development. 
What is more, sustainable development is also reflected in the national legislation, 
even in the constitutions9. 

3. Sustainable development and the oil industry 

The oil industry constitutes a very prominent and influential part of modern global 
economy. Just a short glimpse into the statistics provides a hint about the potential 
of this industry. According to International Energy Agency10 capital expenditure only 
in oil and gas upstream in 2019 will amount globally to 497 billion dollars. In order 
to properly assess this figure, it is worth noticing that gross domestic product of Poland 
in 2018 was equal to 586 billion dollars11. Bearing in mind these statistics, there is no 
doubt that the oil industry might significantly contribute to the achievement of SDG 
described above. 

The conclusion that it is crucial to match the oil industry with SDG was drawn 
by United Nations Development Programme, International Finance Corporation 
and International Petroleum Industry Environmental Conversation Association. 
Those three institutions in collaboration issued the Mapping the oil and gas industry 

5  Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 25th September 2015, Transforming our world: 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, A/RES/70/1, https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.
asp?symbol=A/RES/70/1&Lang=E, 02.07.2019. 

6  More information available at https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/, 02.07.2019. 
7  S. van Hees, Sustainable Development in the EU: Redefining and Operationalizing the Concept, Utre-
cht Law Review 2014, vol. 10, issue 2. 

8  See K. Talus, Introduction to EU Energy Law, Oxford 2016, p. 119–139. 
9  See Art. 5 of the Constitution of the Republic of Poland, adopted 2nd April 1997 (OJ. 1997, position 
78.483). 

10  International Energy Agency, Oil 2019. Analysis and forecasts to 2024, https://www.iea.org/oil2019/, 
25.06.2019. 

11  See https://countryeconomy.com/gdp/poland, 21.06.2019.
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to the sustainable development goals: an atlas report12. As the authors of the report cor-
rectly emphasize, the oil sector is an important global industry and it can have both pos-
itive and negative impact on a range of areas covered by the SDG13. As obvious as it may 
sound, influential sectors may indeed either genuinely contribute to the achievement 
of set goals or, on the other hand, make it extremely challenging or even impossi-
ble to accomplish them. One might even conclude that without the relevant impact 
on the part of major industries and actors, the attainment of the worldwide objectives 
might become out of our reach. 

Nevertheless, the report, mentioning the potential risks of mismatch of the oil indus-
try and SDG, provides the readers with more optimistic attitude towards that challenge. 
According to the authors, there are opportunities to integrate SDG into core business 
activities of oil and gas companies14. What is more important, the report claims that 
the oil industry may significantly contribute to each of 17 SDG. From eliminating pov-
erty and hunger, through providing affordable energy and reducing inequalities to pro-
tecting life below water and on earth, the oil industry might influence the achievement 
of all of objectives set by the United Nations. Some of them do not seem to be specifically 
related to the oil industry. However, due to the fact that SDG are interlinked and that 
the oil industry possess huge potential, such as generating jobs or being a significant 
taxpayer15, each one of SDG might be mapped with concerned industry. As the main 
objective of this article is not to describe the possible contributions by the oil indus-
try to each of SDG, the author limits himself only to dwell into two of these goals. 
Firstly, the opportunities for the oil industry to influence the attainment of decent 
work and economic growth goal will be described. Secondly, relation between the oil 
industry and climate change goal will be drawn. These two selected goals constitute 
an indicative example of how the same activity might perfectly match with one objec-
tive and at the same time struggle to even avoid hampering the achievement of other. 
Thereafter, the stark contrast between the effort needed to attain these two goals will 
be described. Following that, the author intends to present three possible solutions 
for enhancing the oil industry’s impact on the attainment of climate change goal, which 
seems to be at odds with major oil companies’ strategies. 

4. The oil industry and economic growth 

As some authors claim, the development of fossil fuels such as oil improves the over-
all progress of humanity and the average income per person16. There is no doubt that 
the oil industry constitutes a crucial role in the economy of many countries. It is worth 

12  IFC, IPIECA, UNDP, Mapping the oil and gas industry to the sustainable development goals: an atlas, 
2017, http://www.ipieca.org/resources/awareness-briefing/mapping-the-oil-and-gas-industry-to-the-
sustainable-development-goals-an-atlas/, 20.06.2019. 

13  Mapping the oil…, p. VII. 
14  Ibidem, p. VIII. 
15  Ibidem, p. 1. 
16  See. A. Epstein, The moral case for fossil fuels, New York 2014. 
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mentioning that significant part of budget revenues of countries such as Russia17, Iran 
or Saudi Arabia18 constitutes revenues created by the oil industry. Due to the shale rev-
olution, we also witness the enormous development of this sector in the United States19. 
However, the main objective of SDG is to achieve significant improvement specifically 
in the countries which are not well developed and were the problem of poverty exists. 
Those are the regions where the oil industry may be found particularly relevant. 

The eighth SDG consists of promoting sustained, inclusive and sustainable eco-
nomic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all. It can be eas-
ily divided in two parts. Firstly, the objective is to stimulate the adequate econom-
ic growth. Therefore, the achievement of it requires more macroeconomic attitude 
and activities. Secondly, this goal concerns the employment issues as well. In this 
regard, its attainment depends heavily on the attitude provided by the employers 
and the proper politics enhanced by each country. Since the fulfillment of the eighth 
SDG is a complex matter, it is worth pointing out the element which might play 
the crucial role for developing economic growth and guaranteeing decent work, most-
ly in the developing countries. 

From the macroeconomic perspective there is no doubt that the oil industry might 
exert very positive impact on the state or even global economy. It suffices to take into 
account the capital investments in the oil and gas upstream cited above, to under-
stand the potential of this sector in contributing to the economic growth20. Especially 
the economic situation of the countries not pertaining to G-20 might be significantly 
improved by the discoveries of oil reserves. Due to the incomes flowing from oil 
deposits development, the country may flourish, at least from the macroeconomic 
perspective. There are strong evidences that oil sector development in Caspian Region 
stimulates economy of its countries21. The same applies for the countries in Africa, 
like Cameroon22. Most recently, Mozambique’s huge oil deposits’ discovery poses 
a magnificent opportunity for this country. African Development Bank prepared 
a special report Mozambique Country Strategy Paper 2018–202223. In this document 

17  N. Sabitova, C. Shavaleyeva, Oil and Gas Revenues of the Russian Federation: Trends and Prospects, 
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/82763422.pdf, 25.06.2019.

18  European Central Bank, Fiscal policy challenges in oil-exporting countries a review of key issue,  
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/pub/pdf/scpops/ecbocp104.pdf?4b00f0923bf45bc0d2e8d59dca04f 
095, 25.06.2019.

19  International Energy Agency, Oil 2019… 
20  Mapping the oil…, p. 42.
21  R. Jahangir, B. Dural, Crude oil, natural gas, and economic growth: impact and causality analysis in Cas-
pian Sea region, International Journal of Management and Economics 2018, vol. 54, issue 3, https://con 
tent.sciendo.com/abstract/journals/ijme/54/3/article-p169.xm, 25.06.2019. 

22  J.G. Tamba, Crude oil production and economic growth: Evidence from Cameroon, in Energy Sources, 
Part B: Economics, Planning and Policy 2017, vol. 12, issue 3, https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/uesb20/
curren, 25.06.2019. 

23  African Development Bank, Mozambique Country Strategy Paper 2018–2022, https://www.afdb.org/
fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Boards-Documents/MOZAMBIQUE_-_CSP_2018–2022__Final 
_.pdf, 24.06.2019. 
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the importance of oil related projects in generating revenues for country and cre-
ating jobs is highlighted. However, there is an impression that majority of income 
coming from the development of oil fields lands in the budgets of major oil compa-
nies. It is true that oil majors such as Shell, BP, Chevron and ExxonMobil provide 
significant capital expenditures each year24 which are commonly related to the in-
frastructure investments in countries like Mozambique. Just to provide an example, 
ExxonMobil invests in the development of Mozambique’s deposits25. Shell is also 
commercially interested in this country’s natural resources26. Whereas, the major oil 
companies might contribute to the developments of the state such as Mozambique, 
their primary goal is to increase the profits and satisfy the shareholders. As helpful 
for the country’s economy their actions might seem, it takes much more than only 
major oil firms investments to provide a sustainable and lasting effect for economic 
growth and job creation. It seems that there is one solution, on which the emphasize 
shall be put – local procurement and supplier development27. 

As correctly stated, in addition to direct employment opportunities, greater chances 
for job creation can exist through local sourcing of goods and services, capacity-build-
ing and encouraging economic diversification away from dependence on upstream oil28. 
The World Bank stated that also developing local content in the oil sector is of crucial 
importance29. According to the report prepared by the World Bank, countries shall 
adopt suitable local content policy in order to enhance the development of local econ-
omy. It is also essential for the country to set appropriate provision in the contracts 
for procurement of goods and services. Each state shall guarantee that adequate level 
of contractors, subcontractors, materials etc. come from local enterprises. In effect, 
the local economy obtains a relevant impulse for increase. The more local content 
in the oil industry development, the more opportunities for local enterprises, more jobs 
locally created and more money in the state’s budget. As the oil industry investments 
are frequently related to the projects performed by major oil companies, there is a high 
possibility that the most income flowing from such projects will be received by these 
companies and local economy will be affected only in slight part. For instance, in Ni-
geria only 13% of oil revenue stayed on local government level30. It is therefore neces-
sary, in order to achieve the eight SDG, to ensure more local content in the oil sector. 
As the capital expenditures and investment in the oil sector persists on high level, its 
capability of creating the jobs and enhancing economic growth is evident and logical. 
However, in order to ensure the more sustainable economic growth, guaranteeing more 
local content in oil related projects is desired. 

24  See ExxonMobil gambles on growth, The Economist, 30th May 2019.
25  For more information https://www.exxonmobil.co.mz, 24.06.2019.
26  See for example https://www.ft.com/content/a83be082-e642–11e8–8a85–04b8afea6ea3, 23.06.2019. 
27  Mapping the oil…, p. 42. 
28  Ibidem, p. 43. 
29  World Bank, Local content policies in the oil and gas sector, https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/
bitstream/handle/10986/15930/78994.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y, 24.06.2019. 

30  D. Yergin, The Quest w poszukiwaniu energii, Warsaw 2013. 
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5. Climate change and the oil industry 

Climate change poses a great threat for the humankind. It creates an unprecedented 
challenge as well, which require the joint action taken by all countries, enterprises 
and citizens. As the origins, scientific proofs of existence, the severity of consequences 
of climate change31 is out of scope of this article, it shall be emphasised that the achieve-
ment of this SDG is of utmost importance. 

13. SDG enhances to „take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts”. 
There are actions undertaken on the international level aiming at combating the cli-
mate change32. It suffices to mention the adoption of Paris Agreement33 or the ongo-
ing works, in forms of conference of the Parties to the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change34. Nevertheless, as correctly stated in the report35, 
the Paris Agreement was a significant political step in addressing the risks of cli-
mate change, however it is clear that additional action beyond the current nationally 
determined contributions is needed in order to achieve the aims of the Agreement. 
These additional actions shall come mainly from the sectors like the oil industry. 
This statement might be backed by two scientific facts. Firstly, around 80% of all CO2 
emissions comes from fossil fuel use36. What is worth noticing, CO2 emissions are es-
timated to account for more than half of global warming37. Therefore emissions con-
nected to fossil fuels like oil shall be hold responsible for significant contribution 
to the global warming. Secondly, according to Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (hereinafter: IPCC), in order to achieve climate change targets, emissions 
stemming from the oil industry have to decline38. What is even more important, 
to achieve even less ambitious goals than recommended by IPCC oil production shall 
decline39. According to some analysis the decline of the use of oil by 2030 shall amount 

31  M. Popkiewicz, A. Kardaś, S. Malinowski, Nauka o klimacie, Warsaw 2018, p. 16–22. 
32  For more see Goal 13: Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts, United Nations, 
2015, http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/climate-change-2/, 30.06.2019. 

33  Paris Agreement signed 12th December 2015, https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src 
=IND&mtdsg_no=XXVII-7-d&chapter=27&clang=_en, 25.06.2019.

34  For more information https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/climate-change/, 30.06.2019. 
35  Mapping the oil…, p. 65. 
36  R.E.H. Sims, R.N. Schock, A. Adegbululgbe, J. Fenhann, I. Konstantinaviciute, W. Moomaw, 
H.B. Nimir, B. Schlamadinger, J. Torres-Martínez, C. Turner, Y. Uchiyama, S.J.V. Vuori, N. Wamukon-
ya, X. Zhang, Energy supply [in:] Climate Change 2007: Mitigation. Contribution of Working Group III 
to the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, ed. B. Metz, O.R. Da-
vidson, P.R. Bosch, R. Dave, L.A. Meyer, Cambridge, United Kingdom and New York, NY, USA, 2007, 
p. 261.

37  Mapping the oil…, p. 65. 
38  Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Global warming of 1,5°C. An IPCC Special Report 
on the impacts of global warming of 1,5°C above pre-industrial levels and related global greenhouse gas 
emission pathways, in the context of strengthening the global response to the threat of climate change, 
sustainable development, and efforts to eradicate poverty, https://report.ipcc.ch/sr15/pdf/sr15_spm_ 
final.pdf, 30.06.2019.

39  See ExxonMobil gambles on growth, The Economist, 9th February 2019. 
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to 37% and by 2050 to 87% in comparison to the 2010 level40. International Energy 
Agency prepares scenarios concerning energy and emissions41. In the scenario called 
the New Policies Scenario, International Energy Agency takes into account economic 
and population growth, energy market and technology as well as existing and new 
policy scenarios to the extent known during preparing the document. It is therefore 
a scenario based on the current knowledge and plans. Agency prepares also the Sus-
tainable Development Scenario. This scenario is an integrated part of energy policy, 
taking into account measures required to attain three SDG: ensuring universal access 
to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy services by 2030, substantially 
reducing the air pollution which causes deaths and illness, and taking effective action 
to combat climate change. This scenario is therefore more forward-looking and explic-
itly takes into account non-existing actions required to attain SDG related to climate 
change. Comparing the New Policies Scenario and the Sustainable Development 
Scenario, it is worth noticing that world primary energy demand in the Sustainable 
Development Scenario (expressed in Mtoe) shall decline by 8,3% till 2025 and 31,6% 
in 2040. Bearing in mind this scenario, one might draw conclusions that in order 
to meet described objectives, states and enterprises have to adapt its strategies involv-
ing measures which are not included in current strategies. 

Comparing to the described above challenges for the oil industry concerning 
the attainment SDG related to decent work and economic growth, the contribution 
for the achievement of climate change target is far more challenging. According 
to the aforementioned reports prepared by scientists, the need for action by the oil 
industry is urgent. What makes this challenge more complicated for the oil enterprises 
is the fact, that unlike other SDG, the achievement of climate change target requires 
the significant change42 of strategies and actions performed by them, including decreas-
ing production level in the long term and shifting towards other business activities. 
As proposed in the report Mapping the oil and gas industry to the sustainable develop-
ment goals: an atlas43, the oil industry shall integrate 13. SDG into core business. The oil 
industry should adopt strategic plans for a net zero emission future. As emphasised 
in aforementioned report, business strategies need to harmonize with national strat-
egies, including the plans stipulated in Paris Agreement. What is important, in order 
to attain set objectives, national strategies, according to the described above scenarios, 
prepared by International Energy Agency, shall also impose more stringent aims con-
cerning among other oil demand. What is more, notwithstanding the national strat-
egies, the oil enterprises shall carefully undertake actions aiming at the achievement 
of SDG concerning climate change on its own. It shall be also mentioned that the oil 

40  K. Trout, L. Stockman, Drilling towards disaster: why U.S. oil and gas expansion is incompatible with cli-
mate limits, http://priceofoil.org/2019/01/16/report-drilling-towards-disaster/, 30.06.2019. 

41  International Energy Agency, World Energy Outlook 2017, p. 114–148. 
42  R. Debarre, T. Fulop, B. Lajoie, Consequences of COP21 for the Oil and Gas Industry, https://www. 
accenture.com/t00010101t000000__w__/br-pt/_acnmedia/pdf-11/accenture-strategy-energy-pers 
pectives-consequences-cop21.pdf, 27.06.2019.

43  Mapping the oil…, p. 66. 
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industry should mitigate emissions within its own operations. It includes inter alia 
minimizing methane emissions. 

The abovementioned plans, predictions and even the duties imposed on the oil 
enterprises sound appealing. Nevertheless, the reality does not coincide with them. 
It seems that the biggest oil companies does not align its strategies with set recom-
mendations. What is more, some of the oil majors implement strategies contradictory 
to the achievement of objectives related to climate change. As stems from the report 
prepared by Transition Pathway Initiative44, there are significant discrepancies between 
the strategies of 10 major oil companies and the climate change targets. As stated 
in the report, no company has proposed to reduce its carbon intensity sufficiently 
to be aligned with a 2 Degrees or Below 2 Degrees benchmark by 2050. What is more, 
no company currently plans to achieve net-zero emissions by 2050. The situation does 
not improve concerning the targets to be achieved by 2040, as only Total and Shell 
would see them become aligned with the least stringent Paris Pledges benchmark 
by 2040. What is striking, is that the remaining 8 big oil enterprises never come into 
alignment with any of the benchmarks. The presented above requirements for achieving 
climate change targets presuppose that oil demand and oil production shall decline. 
Meanwhile, ExxonMobil plans to significantly increase its production45. According 
to the consultancy firm Wood Mackenzie, seven international oil companies combined 
will produce 23 million barrels of oil equivalent per day by 2023, which is 3 million 
more than was forecasted just in the previous year46. It follows from these statistics 
that oil companies instead of decreasing its production, increase it. It poses a serious 
threat for the achievement of climate change objectives stipulated in SDG. As professor 
Simon Dietz points out: „there is a long way to go. None of the largest global oil & gas 
firms currently set a path that would align them with limiting global warming to 2 °C 
or below before 205047. 

Taking indicated discrepancies into account, one might realize the seriousness 
of the challenge laying ahead the oil industry. Currently strategies implemented 
by major oil enterprises poses rather a threat to the achievement of chosen SDG, 
than an opportunity. Nevertheless, taking into account the financial capabilities 
and the role that oil will play in foreseeable future, the oil industry possess the po-
tential for contributing to the attainment of climate change objective. As suggested 
by executive secretary of United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
during 40th anniversary conference, the oil might become the leader „that take us 

44  S. Dietz, C. Garcia-Manas, D. Gardiner, W. Irwin, A. Matthews, M. Nachmany, R. Sullivan, F. Ward, 
Carbon Performance Assessment in Oil and Gas: Discussion paper, 2018, http://www.lse.ac.uk/Granth 
amInstitute/tpi/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Oil_and_gas_discussion_paper_061118.pdf, 27.06.2019. 

45  See ExxonMobil gambles on growth, The Economist, 9th February 2019.
46  See https://www.forbes.com/sites/woodmackenzie/2019/02/22/can-oil-companies-grow-and-cut- 
greenhouse-gas-emissions/#313de5194a2c, 30.06.2019. 

47  See more https://www.forbes.com/sites/mikescott/2018/11/14/oil-majors-have-started-their-low-car 
bon-journey-but-progress-is-painfully-slow/#4c9dd24f4209, 30.06.2019.
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to the new, sustainable energy mix”48. However, in order to become the leader, oil 
companies have to perform the strategies compatible with climate change objectives. 
As shown above, it seems that oil companies might not be willing to promptly adapt 
their strategies to climate change objectives. It might be therefore crucial to force 
them to change their behaviours. In this regard three methods, described below, 
might be necessary to implement. 

6. Possible actions concerning the oil industry and climate change goal

One might distinguish three factors influencing the strategies of oil companies49. 
Firstly, their strategies are influenced by corporate model – mostly by the management 
boards and stakeholders. In this regard, emphasis shall be put on the role of stakehold-
ers. As far as private companies are concerned, stakeholders might exert irresistible 
pressure enterprise’s behaviour. Secondly, oil companies’ strategies are susceptible 
to the national politics. The crucial role shall be played by national energy strategies 
and national plans concerning environmental protection, as they are legally binding 
for all the entities. Stipulating environmental plans in the form of national legal acts, 
like strategies, provides with coherent legal framework. Within the national frame-
work it is more evident what are the public authorities responsible for implementing 
the plan, the possible way for judicial appeal is set and the rules for imposing admin-
istrative penalties are commonly known and well-established. Moreover, the national 
plans are part of broader national legal system and other national legally binding acts 
might easily reefer to the obligations following them. What is more, it is the national 
authority that finds itself in the best position for protecting national environment. 
Due to the specific knowledge of the country’s resources and capabilities, the national 
plans are, by their very nature, more detailed and better suited for the environmental 
protection of a given country. On the other hand, it shall be mentioned that the bind-
ing effect of obligations stemming from the plans set up on the international level 
depends on each country’s legal system. As in general, such plans constitute a basic 
and helpful tool for protecting the global environment, due to sometimes insufficient 
implementing measures provided, it is for the utmost importance that rules stipu-
lated at national level guarantee the obedience with goals set internationally. In this 
respect, the national environmental protection plans constitute a concrete measure 
for granting detailed and legally binding regulations, fulfilling, even to the greater 
extent, internationally established goals within each country. Thirdly, international 
regime influences adopted strategies. As described above, the legal framework and ob-
ligations are created by the treaties such as Paris Agreement. The oil industry have 
to take them into account while adopting their strategies. However, the international 
framework is not solely sufficient to render the strategies compatible with set climate 

48  Statement by Christiana Figueres, Executive Secretary United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change, IPIECA 40th Anniversary conference, https://unfccc.int/news/ipieca-40th-anniversa 
ry-conference, 30.06.2019.

49  See J. Skjaerseth, T. Skodvin, Climate change and the oil industry, Manchester 2003.
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change objectives. It is therefore the role of national framework as well as corporate 
actors to make the oil companies’ strategies compatible with SDG related to climate 
change. In this regard three types of actions might be undertaken. 

Firstly, each country has a right over its natural resources. According to the reso-
lution adopted by the United Nation’s General Assembly50 all member states possess 
the right to exploit freely its own natural resources. Art. 18 of the International Energy 
Charter51 states that „each state continues to hold in particular the rights to decide 
the geographical areas within its Area to be made available for exploration and de-
velopment of its energy resources”. Moreover, this right was acknowledged in United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, were subsequently was stipu-
lated: „recalling also that States have, in accordance with the Charter of the United 
Nations and the principles of international law, the sovereign right to exploit their 
own resources pursuant to their own environmental and developmental policies”52. 
As follows from aforementioned documents, each country might freely manage its 
own resources. What is more, the exploitation of them shall be compatible with en-
vironmental policies adopted by the country53. The international framework impos-
es obligation concerning climate change mainly on states. In result, states through 
national energy strategies and environmental plans shall adopt measures aiming 
at fulfilling international obligations. As the exploitation of natural resources comes 
within the competences of states, it is for them to decide over the oil production de-
riving from its fields. In this regard, especially countries which recently discovered 
oil deposit, like Mozambique, shall be diligent. In the bidding process for exploration 
and production licences, the states shall take into account its obligations concerning 
climate change. It does not mean that they should not grant any new oil production 
licences at all. It is probable that the national interests of some countries concerning 
natural resources are at odds with climate change SDG. For example, India extract 
and plans to extract and burn way more coal that it should in order to fulfil the goals 
set in the Paris Agreement54. What may impede the achievement of this particular 
SDG, may, on the other hand, come in handy in achieving other SDG. Nevertheless, 
this discrepancies must not lead to abandoning the efforts for fulfilling some interna-
tional obligations, by invoking, for example, attaining other internationally recognised 
goals. As finding the proper compromise would amount to the perfect solution in such 
situation, the states shall, to the maximum extent consistent with other obligation, 

50  Resolution adopted by General Assembly, 21st December 1952, n. 626 (VII), right to exploit freely 
natural wealth and resources, https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/RESOLUTION/GEN/NR0/079/69/
IMG/NR007969.pdf?OpenElement, 01.07.2019.

51  The International Energy Charter of 20th May 2015, https://energycharter.org/fileadmin/Documents 
Media/Legal/IEC_Certified_Adopted_Copy.pdf, 01.07.2019. 

52  United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change: resolution adopted by the General As-
sembly, 20th January 1994, https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-convention/status-of-ratifica 
tion/status-of-ratification-of-the-convention, 01.07.2019.

53  See more J. Osiejewicz, Globalne zarządzanie zasobami ropy i gazu w perspektywie prawnomiędzyna-
rodowej, Warsaw 2018, p. 41–42. 

54  Power generation. Down and dirty, The Economist, 24th August 2019.
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stipulate in their environmental protection plans as well as in the acts concerning 
granting licences the conditions compatible with climate change SDG. As the oil 
companies willing to exploit resources have to be obedient to the national regula-
tions, the use of state’s right to freely manage its own resources, might incentivise oil 
companies to change their behaviour. In the most exigent scenario, if the oil compa-
ny did not accept the conditions concerning climate change stipulated by the state, 
it might be deprived from the possibility of being granted the access to the oil pro-
duction reserves. It might eventually result in the situation in which the oil compa-
nies with the most climate change consistent strategies will receive more business 
opportunities than the companies with strategies incompatible with this goal. 

Secondly, the investors and stakeholders are also entitled to exert the pressure 
on the oil industry. It is worth to notice that associations with the investors con-
cerned about the achievement of climate change goal are created. In December 2017 
the so called „Climate Action 100+” was launched. It is an initiative of 320 investors 
aiming at ensuring that the world’s largest corporate greenhouse gas emitters took 
necessary action on climate change. Investors participating in this initiative have more 
than USD 33 trillion in assets under management have signed on to the initiative55. 
The one member of the initiative, namely Church of England Pensions Board, might 
be praised for recent success. Church of England Pensions Board is one of the main 
stakeholders of Royal Dutch Shell. In March 2019 this investor undertook the initiative 
to impose carbon footprint targets, binding for Shell management and workers56. Tar-
gets aim to decrease greenhouse gas emission from oil extraction, refining and all fuels 
sold by Shell. What is important, the achievement of targets will be linked with remu-
nerations. In 2019 the remuneration of around 150 executives will be linked to these 
targets. However, in 2020 as much as 16 000 workers’ remuneration will partially de-
pend on the achievement of carbon footprint targets. This action provides for a huge 
incentive for many employers and is deemed to be a successful measure aiming at as-
suring the accomplishment of targets57. As stated by the director of ethics and engage-
ment for the Church of England, the actions undertaken by Shell set a benchmark 
for the rest of the oil sector58. This statement indicates the trend of investors exerting 
the pressure on oil companies regarding the attainment of climate change objectives. 
In May 2019, British Petroleum shareholders vote to require the company to disclose 
the information on how its strategy matches the goals of Paris Agreement59. It is there-
fore apparent that shareholders might effectively contribute to the change of actions 
pursued by the oil enterprises. The aforementioned examples of shareholders’ successful 

55  Information concerning Climate Action 100+ available at http://www.climateaction100.org/, 
01.07.2019. 

56  More information available at https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-shell-carbon/shell-sets-its-first-car 
bon-reduction-targets-on-output-consumption-idUKKCN1QV2L2, 01.07.2019. 

57  More information available at: https://edition.cnn.com/2018/12/14/perspectives/shell-executive- 
pay-carbon-emissions/index.html, 01.07.2019. 

58  More information available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/business-46424830, 01.07.2019. 
59  See Oil majors face shareholder resolutions on climate change, The Economist, 30th May 2019.
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influence are not widespread. In order to attain SDG concerning climate change, more 
active shareholders’ approach is required. 

Thirdly, there is the possibility of bringing the lawsuits against the oil companies 
attitude towards climate change objective. In 2018 New York’s attorney general sued 
ExxonMobil60. According to the lawsuit, ExxonMobil „provided false and mislead-
ing assurance that it is effectively managing the economic risks posed to it business 
by the increasingly stringent policies and regulations that it expects governments 
to adopt to address climate change”61. The case is still pending. Nevertheless, it shows 
that it is possible to hold the oil companies reliable for not properly taking into ac-
count climate change proxy. Other institutions might follow the lead and scrutinize 
the discrepancies between oil companies’ strategies and climate change objective. There 
are also some initiatives seeking compensation from the oil companies for the damages 
related to climate change62. As the analysis of this attends falls out of the scope of this 
articles, it is worth to acknowledge the fact that in certain jurisdiction exists a possibil-
ity for the citizens to file a lawsuit against the contribution of oil companies to climate 
change. Not assessing the chances of such lawsuits, one might conclude that apart from 
the actions on the state’s level and on the shareholders’ level, also other institutions, 
organizations and citizens might influence the achievement of climate change related 
goals by the oil industry. 

7. Conclusions 

Achieving SDG constitutes an enormous challenge for international community, states, 
regions and multiple industries. All of the actors have to participate actively in attaining 
the goals set by the United Nations. However, it is evident that some industries, while 
naturally contributing to the attainment of particular goals, might struggle to prop-
erly influence certain SDG. As stated above, the oil industry might easily stimulate 
the economic growth, provide decent work or even provide the citizens with access 
to energy. Nevertheless, the activities performed by oil companies are difficult to rec-
oncile with SDG related to the environment protection, in particular combating climate 
change. Bringing together the attainment of all SDG by the oil industry is undoubtedly 
difficult. However, with the proper actions taken by the states, shareholders, relevant 
institutions and even communities, existing discrepancies between oil companies’ strat-
egies and SDG might be mitigated or even overcome. As the deadline for attaining 
SDG comes, it is time to take action in order to ensure, that one of the most important 
industries in the world would contribute properly to the development of humanity. 

60  The text of lawsuit available at: https://eidclimate.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/NY-AG-lawsuit- 
Copy.pdf, 01.07.2019. 

61  More information concerning the case available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/24/climate/
exxon-lawsuit-climate-change.html, 02.07.2019. 

62  More information available at: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-oil-climatechange-rhode-island/
rhode-island-sues-major-oil-companies-over-climate-change-idUSKBN1JS28M, 01.07.2019. 
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*  *  *

Działania podejmowane przez przedsiębiorstwa działające w sektorze 
naftowym – szansa czy zagrożenie dla zrównoważonego rozwoju?

Sektor naftowy uważany jest za jeden z głównych sektorów, który przyczynia się do proble-
mu zmian klimatycznych. Co więcej, analizy wskazują, że wiodące przedsiębiorstwa nafto-
we w swoich strategiach nie biorą w wystarczającym stopniu pod uwagę zmian klimatycz-
nych, przez co tworzą zagrożenie dla osiągnięcia trzynastego celu zrównoważonego rozwoju. 
Jednocześnie sektor naftowy jest w stanie wpłynąć korzystnie na osiągnięcie innych celów 
zrównoważonego rozwoju, takich jak wzrost gospodarczy. Działania podejmowane przez 
przedsiębiorstwa naftowe, w szczególności w biedniejszych krajach, mogą przynosić znaczą-
ce korzyści dla odpowiedniego rozwoju regionów oraz stymulować wzrost gospodarczy ca-
łych społeczności. Skoro inwestycje dokonywane przed przedsiębiorstwa naftowe mogą zna-
cząco przyczynić się od osiągnięcia wielu celów zrównoważonego rozwoju, sektor ten musi 
jednocześnie stać się odpowiedzialny za dostosowanie swoich działań do wyzwań związa-
nych ze zmianami klimatycznym. W tym względzie istnieje kilka możliwości, które mogą 
zostać wykorzystane. Po pierwsze, państwa mogą nałożyć rygorystyczne zasady dotyczące 
wykorzystania ich zasobów naturalnych. Po drugie, inwestorzy mogą wywrzeć presję po-
przez ustanowienie zasad pozwalających im na inwestowanie jedynie w projekty, które bio-
rą odpowiednio pod uwagę wyzwania związane ze zmianami klimatycznymi. Po trzecie, 
społeczności mogą pozywać przedsiębiorstwa naftowe, których działania są niezgodne z ce-
lem zwalczania zmian klimatycznych. Odpowiednie wykorzystanie wymienionych środków 
może sprawić, że sektor naftowy stanie się jednym z liderów prowadzących do zrealizowa-
nia całej agendy zrównoważonego rozwoju. 
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udziałowcy


