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Box 7.2: Exxon-funded research greenwashes
Alaska oilspill

Based on The Exxon Valdez – a case of corporate virtual reality, by
Andrew Rowell, for Greenpeace

After the grounding of the Exxon Valdez oil tanker off Alaska in
March 1989, Exxon flew three British scientists out to the scene to
assess the damage: Prof Robert Clark (Dept of Zoology, University of
Newcastle), Dr Paul Kingston (Institute of Offshore Engineering,
Heriot-Watt University) and Dr Jenny Baker (consultant).

Clark, Kingston and Baker released a report in 1990, which argued
that: ‘The overall impact of the oil spill on the environment in Prince
William Sound and the Gulf of Alaska is likely to be short-lived’. It
claimed that: ‘Animals may accumulate petroleum hydrocarbons
while their environment is oily, but they subsequently purge
themselves in a relatively short time and return to normal levels.'155.

In June 1990, Prof Clark said: ‘Oil spills create a big mess. They cause
short-term damage, but the long-term effects are nil’156. In a 1991
article, Clark observed that ‘The effects of the cleanup, coupled with
the scouring action of winter storms, left the shoreline largely free of
oil by the spring of 1990.... There is evidence that [the] remaining oil
is neither toxic nor harmful’157. Clark notes that in 1990 ‘sea otters
are still abundant in the sound and, with their high reproductive rate,
can rapidly reverse whatever losses they sustained’. Of murres
(seabirds), Clark states that in the northeast Atlantic their population
has mushroomed despite losses from oil pollution, and he expects
the same to be the case in Prince William Sound (PWS)158.

By contrast, the US's National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration estimated in autumn 1992 that 12% of the total oil
spilled still remained in sub-tidal sediments, and 3% on the
beaches159. Rick Steiner, an Associate Professor at the University of
Alaska, commented that ‘Four years after the spill, oil still remains
trapped in mussel mats in the inter-tidal zone, being picked up into
the food chain’160. The Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Trustees expect direct
damage to wilderness to continue for decades161. An overview of the
scientific studies of sea otters reported: ‘By late 1991, three findings
indicated that chronic damages were limiting recovery of the sea
otter population in PWS: patterns of mortality were abnormal when
compared to pre-spill data, surveys showed no increase in
abundance, and juvenile survival was low in oiled areas of western
PWS’162. According to the Trustees, by 1993 there was still little or no
evidence of recovery of the sea otter population, which may take

decades163. The number of breeding murres fell by up to 70%, and
there was complete reproductive failure in 1989, 1990 and 1991164;
the Trustees suggest that it may take a century for the population to
recover, if at all165.

Thus the views of Baker, Clark and Kingston are not common to all
scientists in the field of marine pollution. In fact, the three are known
as 'sceptics' with regard to the ecological damage caused by oil
spills (their main point being that oil spills' effects are short-term,
and do not significantly impact upon populations or ecosystems in
the longer term), and have written extensively on the subject since at
least the early 1980s. Kingston is part of the Institute of Offshore
Engineering at Heriot-Watt University, most of whose work is for the
oil and gas industry, and Kingston himself ‘has worked on most
major North Sea petroleum developments’166.

That their views are 'friendly' is at least partly why Exxon chose these
three to assess the Valdez damage. But more cynically, Otto Harrison,
Exxon's Director of Operations in Alaska, told an Institute of
Petroleum conference in London that Exxon had used British
scientists because the American public would find a scientific
message more credible and more impressive if it is spoken in an
English accent167.
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Two of the most prominent British sceptics, Dr Jack Barrett and Prof
Robin Vaughan, are from Imperial College London's Department of
Mathematics, whose research clients include Schlumberger and British
Gas amongst others169. Another, Dr John Emsley, is from the
Department of Chemistry at Southampton, which is sponsored by Shell
and BP170. Their views appear in The Global Warming Debate (ed. JW
Emsley), published in 1996 by the Institute of Economic Affairs and
launched with the help of Texaco171.

Climate sceptics, despite having virtually no influence in the scientific
arena, are very significant to the public debate. Former IPCC chair Bert
Bolin explains that ‘the press is anxious to seize on scientific
controversies’, since climate change warnings are no longer news. But,
he adds: ‘An increasing polarisation of the public debate...is not a
reflection of a similar change among experts’172.

In the US the approach of climate sceptics is one of denial, whereas in
Europe companies and governments accept the reality of the issue, but
seek business-friendly solutions. Academia plays a key role in
legitimising this approach. In January 1996, Tom Wigley, a former
director of the Climatic Research Unit at the University of East Anglia,
co-wrote a report which argued against early action on climate change.
As one of the lead authors of the IPCC's 1995 report, he is not a
sceptic. But he maintained that, while a maximum atmospheric
concentration of carbon dioxide should be agreed, greenhouse
emissions need not be reduced for 30 years, when technology will
make such reductions cheaper. His work was funded by the US energy
industry's Electric Power Research Institute and the US Department of
Energy173. It was published two months before international
negotiations on how much industrial nations should reduce their
emissions after 2000.

Corporate promotion
Other sponsorship is geared towards promoting the reputation of the
funding company as environmentally responsible. For example, in 1998
Shell sponsored a series of lectures on the environment at the Centre 

for Philosophical Studies at King's College, London. One speaker, an
Australian philosopher, pulled out in protest, saying: ‘I did not really
want to appear on a programme that says 'supported by Shell' and is
seen as therefore promoting the idea that Shell is a good corporate
citizen...I think that you can see a connection between the money that
is going here [to the King's Centre] and the profits made out of the

extraction of oil in Nigeria, with all of the consequences that has for the
Ogoni people, both in terms of environmental damage to their land, and
the way in which Shell revenues support the Nigerian dictatorship’174.

BP set up and funds the Corporate Citizenship Unit at Warwick
University, which in turn consistently promotes BP as a good corporate
citizen. BP chair Peter Sutherland and CEO John Browne were both
contributors to the unit’s series of essays, Visions of Ethical Business175.
Chris Marsden, who joined the unit from BP, has even written: ‘A few
companies, notably oil giants BP and Shell, are accepting responsibility
for key sustainability issues like global warming and human rights. They
are also refining their business goals beyond shareholder value towards
creating added value from their operations for society as a whole – the
famous triple bottom line’176.
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8. Recommendations

Recommendations for government

• Public money must no longer be used to subsidise fossil fuel 
technologies, and should be switched to renewable energy 
technologies. Similarly, government support for training and 
personnel development must be focused on building the 
workforce for the new industries which will help us deal with 
climate change, rather than those which cause the problem.

• There should be proper public support for research into energy 
efficiency and renewable energy, backed by a budget designed to 
deliver a level of renewable energy generation, and efficiency 
gains, commensurate with solving the problem

• The need to contribute to the solution of social and ecological 
problems (and not to exacerbate them) should be written into the
mission statements of public funding bodies such as Research 
Councils, where it should take higher priority than the goal of 
wealth creation.

• The involvement of private interests in public institutions must be 
made transparent. Universities should be required to publish
registers of all industrial sponsorship, protection of the integrity of
higher education institutions outweighs considerations. Funding
sources and business links should be declared on all academic
and other departmental publications. Academics should report all
external professional commitments.

Recommendations for universities

• Universities should aim to cease to carry out research and 
development which increases the extraction of fossil fuels;

• Universities should cease to subsidise training by including
elements in degree courses relevant to the oil and gas industry;
they should refuse to support or encourage the movement of their
graduates into an unsustainable industry.

• University departments and research centres should subscribe to 
an academic hippocratic oath when working on issues of global 
public interest, committing themselves to serve the public good 
before all other interests

• University departments should develop strategies for diversifying 
away from dependence, particularly on unsustainable industries 
such as oil and gas – and they should seek government support 
to do this.

• Universities should encourage full debate on the consequences 
and desirability of industry funding. Freedom of thought, enquiry 
and publication must be held up as an over-riding priority.

Climate change – an imperative for action
Faced with the threat of climate change, caused primarily by burning
hydrocarbons, action is needed to cut emissions of greenhouse gases
and reduce our dependence on fossil fuels. Two processes need
regulating: extraction of fossil fuels, which unlocks stored hydrocarbons;
and burning of those fuels, which releases carbon dioxide into the
atmosphere.

The role of higher education
The real significance of the UK industry is in being a:

• Technology exporter – the North Sea's difficult fields could only 
be exploited using new technologies, developed and exported by the 
UK. The North Sea serves as a laboratory for the global industry.

• Corporate centre – two of the world’s three biggest western oil 
and gas companies have bases in the UK (BP and Shell). They are 
dominated by British managers, mostly graduates from                 
UK universities.

By researching into more efficient means of extraction and by providing
graduates and training for the industry, universities support the
continued dominance of fossil fuels within the energy economy.
Universities must stop supporting the causes of climate change and
focus on its solution. As independent centres of study, they could lead
the debate about restructuring energy economics and developing new
technologies.

Many skills developed for the fossil fuel industry are transferable.
Offshore engineers could develop offshore wind power infrastructure.
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Fluid engineers are needed in wave, tidal and wind power. Materials
scientists are needed for structures and electronics (eg. photovoltaic
cells). Chemical engineers are required to develop biomass burning,
fuel cells and photovoltaic coatings. Geologists could study climate
change and its ecological impacts, or search not for hydrocarbons but
fresh water – one of this century's most pressing environmental
problems.184

Bad news for higher education – the short-term
approach 
Research into expanding fossil fuel production wastes universities'
resources, by developing knowledge which will become redundant
when policy makers decide to take serious measures against climate
change. Justifying research decisions according to their immediate
commercial benefit is short-termist and neglects work which could
build up useful long-term capabilities.

Industry involvement is concentrated in a few institutions. 60% of oil
and gas R&D is carried out in just 11 institutions, and 40% of
recruitment is from just four. University departments should avoid
dependence on funding from unsustainable industries; and academics
should encourage full debate on the consequences of industry funding.
Freedom of thought, enquiry and publication must be held up as
over-riding priorities.

Public subsidy to the oil and gas industry – a
conflict of policy
Over 50% of oil and gas research in universities is fully or partly funded
by the public purse. That does not count use of common university
facilities and uncharged overheads. This public subsidy is led by the
focus on wealth creation, built into the remits of Research Councils.
Much of their project funding must be matched by industrial partners, or
the projects they help start up must rapidly achieve industrial funding.

Robert Gordon University – 
Showing potential but must try harder...

Robert Gordon University (RGU), based in Aberdeen, has since the
1970s specialised in serving the oil and gas industry’s needs,
especially working with oilfield service companies. These are
companies which do not own oilfields, but provide contracted
services to the companies that do, such as construction, engineering,
drilling or geological services. RGU is one of the UK’s most
important research and training centres for the oil and gas industry.

Its Principal and Vice Chancellor, Prof Bill Stevely, boasts that ‘the
university has always had a special relationship with the oil and gas
industry. It has a substantial history of providing education and
training to meet the needs of the industry’177.

But in the early part of the 21st Century, RGU has begun to show
what might be possible in transferring academic skills and
resources from oil and gas work to more socially useful activities.
Since 2001, RGU has seen itself as ‘the Energy University’, rather
than merely a servant of oil and gas178.

The School of Engineering has applied its expertise in mechanical and
offshore engineering – which was developed to help build oil rigs and
platforms – to offshore wind and tidal energy structures. Its expertise
in fluid engineering – developed to study the flow of hydrocarbons –
is being applied to understand the flow of renewable resources such
as wind and water. And its expertise in process, chemical and electrical
engineering is shifting to developing photovoltaic panels, fuel cells
and integration of renewables into power supply systems.

The Centre for Environmental Engineering & Sustainable Energy is
now one of the key research centres in the School179.

However, while this transfer of research capacity is an important step,
it is not enough: the continued research into oil and gas undermines
the development of renewable energy technologies. And  RGU’s
School of Engineering still has more staff working on oil and gas than
on renewables. The School also continues to work with the more
commercial parts of the university. About 40% of RGU’s ‘business’
directly serves the energy sector – mostly in oil and gas180.

The School of Engineering supports the university’s commercial
subsidiary, Univation, which has provided training courses to
Russian drilling managers, Kazakhstan operators and Shell
Nigeria181, and research consultancy to BP Exploration, Oiltools
International and Shell International182.

The School also works with the Offshore Management Centre (OMC),
part of the university’s Aberdeen Business School. The Centre was
established in 1993 – with sponsorship from Shell Expro, Texaco,
AMEC Process & Energy, BHP and others – “to  create a knowledge-
based resource for managers in the oil and gas industry” 183.

But RGU’s first moves in the right direction should be encouraged. The
British government could help by funding a rapid expansion of
renewable energy technology development – to allow institutions like
Robert Gordon to shift all of their oil and gas capacity into renewables.
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Perversely, the focus on industrial applicability of university research
results in a bias towards projects that support bigger industries, where
there is more co-funding available and more opportunity for
application. As a result, mature industries (eg. oil and gas) are
supported over nascent ones (eg. renewable energies).

A rational policy would support nascent industries and leave mature
industries to fend for themselves. This would lead to greater
competition and meet the public policy objective of preventing
disastrous changes to the climate. Yet for the government,
‘competitiveness’ means not the fostering of an environment of
competition, but the creation of mega-players who can win in any
competition – in this case, the polluters. It seems that the
government's concern over climate change receives lower priority
than its concern for the success of big business.

Public money must no longer be used to support an industry which neither
needs it nor meets environmental policy objectives. Instead, public subsidies
for fossil fuel technologies should be switched to renewable energy.
Similarly, government support for training and personnel development must
be focused on new industries which provide solutions to climate change.

Accountability and openness
We have had great difficulties in acquiring the information for this report.
There are no registers of universities’ corporate connections and even
where information was available it was not easily accessible and often
limited in scope. Since universities exist in the public interest and are
largely funded by the public purse, they should be publicly accountable.
That means publishing registers of all industrial sponsorship, both
research contracts and other aspects of academic life, with a recognition
that the protection of the integrity of higher education institutions
outweighs considerations of commercial confidentiality.
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