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Academia-industry ties under scrutiny
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Corporate funding for academia often causes
unease about the independence and integrity
of suchresearch. Now, a study shows that
academia partnerships with the energy sector
are more favourably inclined towards fossil
fuels than to renewables.

The capture of science by corporate interests has been a concern for
decadesacross awide range of areas, from cigarette smoking to climate
change and COVID-19. When it comes to climate change, naysayers
have adopted more subtle measures over the years than an outright
undermining of science’. Fossil fuel greenwashing is one such strat-
egy. Methane, or natural gas, has seen its fair share of greenwash-
ing in an anticipated ‘golden age of gas™. However, the impartiality
of university-based research on methane and on mitigating climate
change more generally has not been sufficiently investigated to date.
Writing in Nature Climate Change, Douglas Almond and colleagues
argue that academic research funded by oil and gas companies tends
to treat methane more positively than renewable energy as compared
with publicly funded academic research®.

While university-industry collaborations are common, with pro-
ject partners usefully sharing scientific facilities, data and expertise,
concerns about trust in the university-industrial complex abound*.
Studies on whether universities’ industry-funded research is more
biased towardsindustry views as compared to publicly funded research
have so far focused on medical and life sciences®®. Broader studies
have explored how universities might contribute to greenwashing by
pursuing ‘sustainable development’ league tables’ and by promoting
sustainability superficially®, with an ensuing loss of credibility.

Ingeneral, non-profit organizations holding industry-sponsored
grants tend to align their views more closely with their sponsors than
non-profits without such financial links’. The extent to which this
tendency applies to university-based energy research centres has
beenunclear.

Almond and colleagues help shed light on the impartiality of aca-
demicresearch onenergy and climate change specifically. The authors
analyse nearly 2,000 reports published by 26 university-based energy
research centres for which funding information is available. Three of
those centres are funded primarily by fossil fuel companies. Publications
by thesethree research centres show astrong positive sentiment towards
natural gas while being neutral towards renewables or other fossil fuels.

This positive sentiment aligns clearly with other attempts to
portray natural gas as a bridge fuel in a low-carbon transition”. Such
attempts have been discredited at least for high-income countries,
being incompatible with the remaining carbon budget'®. A ‘carbon
budget’ corresponds to a limited and rapidly dwindling amount of
carbon dioxide that remains to be emitted before causing dangerous
levels of climate change. Burning natural gas and other fossil fuels
depletes the remaining budget.

Findings by Almond and colleagues provide fresh evidence for the
association between greenwashing and fossil fuel funding, extending
earlier work on ‘discourses of climate delay”. Greenwashing is often
supplemented by shifting responsibility from the productionto the use
of fossil fuels, whereby oil and gas companies are merely responding to
consumers’ demand. Another strategy, particularly applicable to natu-
ralgas, extols untested and expensive technologies that would solve the
problem at some future point. For example, ‘blue hydrogen’ would be
produced from methane, with carbon captured during the manufactur-
ing process, resulting in ‘negative’ emissions. Such techno-optimismis
notnew and has persisted, forexample, indiscussions about decarbon-
izing the aviation industry", aswell as in the hopes currently pinned on
large-scale negative emission technologies®.

‘Discourses of climate delay’ would not be so problematic if we
had plenty of time for addressing climate change. As it stands, how-
ever, any delay means that the remaining carbon budget will be spent
inunder a decade. The urgency of the problem, the time it takes to
build new energy supply infrastructures, and the long lifespan and
sunk costs of existing energy infrastructures show the importance of
unbiased research and action for decarbonizing our economy. Here,
the contribution by Almond and colleagues is most timely. It shows that
non-fossil-fuel-funded centres are more positive towards renewable
energy such as solar, hydro and wind power than to methane. Their
study also suggests that the positive bias by fossil-fuel-funded centres
towards methane is as strong as that of the oil and gas lobby, such as
that demonstrated by the American Gas Foundation.

Almond and colleagues are careful to point out that their results
do not indicate causality. In other words, we cannot tell whether the
fossil-fuel-funded centres have become more pro-methane after receiv-
ing funds from oil and gas companies or whether oil and gas companies
have provided their grants to the centres that were originally more
favourable towards methane. Paucity of information on the timing,
size and conditions of industry grants limit the scope of the research
and conclusions that we can draw from it. The authors of the study
rightly callfor more transparency on how university centres are funded.
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Theimpartiality of academicresearchis essential to public trustin
science-based solutions*, particularly for complex societal problems
such as climate change. Policymakers rely on evidence from a range
of sources, ideally independent from each other’, when making their
decisionsand soneed to be aware of the nature of academia-industry
links. While Douglas Almond and colleagues accept that bias can lead
to industry funding just as industry funding can cause bias, a lack of
transparency canonly dent that trust.
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