Oil and Gas Industry’s Surprising Opinions about Climate Change
by Jerry Taylor
April 10, 2015 – My colleague Sarah Hunt pointed out yesterday that public opinion is more supportive of government action against greenhouse gas emissions than conservatives might like to believe.  While one might put that in the basket of “Things I Already Know,” another opinion survey from last spring is a bit more interesting.  To wit, even oil and gas insiders have been persuaded of the seriousness of climate change risks and the need for government to act.
Warren Business Consulting surveyed 474 of these corporate actors about their opinions on climate change.   Their findings?
Q1.	Do you think that global warming is happening?
27.64%	Yes, extremely sure
31.01%	Yes, very sure
15.82%	Yes, somewhat sure
11.18%	Yes, but not all sure
  2.32%	I don’t know.
  2.53%	No, but I’m not at all sure.
  4.01%	No, I’m somewhat sure.
  3.38%	No, I’m very sure.
  2.11%	No, I’m extremely sure.

Q2.	Assuming global warming is happening, do you think it is … ?
56.36%	caused mostly by human activities
34.18%	caused mostly by natural changes in the environment
  5.91%	I don’t know.
  2.95%	neither, because global warming is not happening

  		Q3.	How serious a problem is global warming?
43.88%	very serious
32.07%	somewhat serious
14.98%	not too serous
  1.48%	I don’t know.
  7.59%	not at all a problem

		Q4.	Which statement comes closest to your view?
  2.74%	Global warming isn’t happening.
21.94%	Humans can’t reduce global warming, even if it is happening.
28.48%	Humans could reduce global warming, but people aren’t willing to change their behavior, so we’re not going to.
44.30%	Humans could reduce global warming, but it’s unclear at this point whether we will do what’s needed.
  2.53%	Humans could reduce global warming; we are going to do it successfully.

		Q5.	What should be the priority of global warming for government?
21.52%	low
20.04%	medium
33.12		high
25.32%	very high

		Q6.	Assuming global warming is happening, what is the best way to reduce mankind’s impact on global warming?
15.19%	Reduce emissions from burning oil.
50.00%	Reduce emissions from burning coal.
  2.53%	Reduce emissions from burning natural gas.
  1.69%	Reduce emissions from burning wood.
  2.11%	Reduce emissions from farming animals.
28.27%	Reduce deforestation.
  0.21%	Reduce use of fertilizers.

		Q7.	What is the best policy tool that governments have to reduce pollution to the economic optimum?
39.24%	a tax per tonne of emissions
16.88%	tradable permits to emit, issued by the government
  2.53%	Those harmed by emissions take out court injunctions against polluters, thus reducing emissions to zero.
also 2.53%	Those harmed by emissions sue polluters for damages under tort law.
10.97%	a quota for energy use
27.85%	Other (please specify.)

		Q8.	A little about you please.  Where do you work?
38.82%	oil & gas company: privately ownership, or with publicly traded shares
21.10%	oil service company or contractor serving oil & gas industry
15.82%	professional services firm (law, accounting, etc.) serving oil & gas industry
  4.85%	oil & gas company: mostly or completely state owned
  2.95%	financial services firm (bank, investment fund, etc.) investing in or working with oil & gas industry
10.55%	another firm type, directly involved with or serves oil & gas industry
  5.91%	firm that has little or nothing to do with oil & gas industry

The important take-away, from my perspective, is that the industry that is among those most affected by government policy to address climate change is populated by actors who believe that climate change is real, industrial emissions are an important driver, the risks are significant, and the best means of addressing those risks is with a carbon tax.  Given that they have no obvious reason to want to believe any of those things, motivated cognition is an unlikely explanation for those beliefs.
Those private beliefs are reflected in the public positions taken by the major oil companies. Carbon taxes are explicitly embraced by ExxonMobil, BP, and Hess (for good reason), while Chevron, Shell and Total all express strong public support for public policies to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.
Of course, the fact that people working for or with oil companies believe that climate change is real and carbon pricing is the best answer doesn’t settle the debate on those matters.  But if carbon taxes were the existential economic threat claimed by many on the Right, one would expect that the main targets of that tax would be the first say so (at least in private).
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