
Friday 3rd February 2023

Dear Roula Khalaf, Editor, The Financial Times
cc Chief Commercial Officer Jon Slade and Climate Editor Emiliya Mychasuk,

Open letter Re: Greenwash and high-carbon advertising in the Financial
Times.

In yesterday’s Financial Times (Thursday 2nd February 2023) we were surprised and
concerned to see an advert for major Spanish oil and gas firm Repsol positioned
alongside an article reporting a lawsuit against Shell by 11,000 Nigerian citizens
claiming compensation for environmental damages inflicted by the company.1 The
advert for Repsol promotes biofuels, with an image of a car surrounded by autumn
leaves and the text: “At Repsol, we are developing biofuels and synthetic fuels to
achieve net zero emissions”.

A recent ruling by the Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) banned a series of
advertisements for HSBC bank that promoted a small selection of HSBC’s
‘sustainability’ initiatives, stating that the ads misled consumers by omitting material
information regarding the bank’s substantial financing of fossil fuels.2,3

This advert for biofuels, in itself a highly contested technology associated with
negative environmental and human rights impacts4, is similarly misleading and
considered to be in breach of the ASA’s advertising Codes and guidance. The ad fails
to mention Repsol’s substantial current production of oil and gas and its plans to
expand its fossil fuel operations - an act that directly contravenes the International

4 https://energy.ec.europa.eu/topics/renewable-energy/bioenergy/biofuels_en

3 https://www.ft.com/content/197dbd75-e0a6-4c1a-aef8-3b6dc60b4baf

2 https://www.asa.org.uk/rulings/hsbc-uk-bank-plc-g21-1127656-hsbc-uk-bank-plc.html

1 https://www.ft.com/content/7356e0c4-47eb-483c-9732-e3cd84d83a75
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Energy Agency’s call for no new oil and gas projects in order to reach net zero by
2050.5 Repsol’s emissions stood at 171 million tonnes of CO2e in 20216 (125% of the
emissions of Nigeria in 20217), it produced an average of 549,000 barrels of oil
equivalent per day in 20228 and the firm has a substantial oil and gas exploration
strategy, owning an interest in 40,660 acres (gross) of oil and gas development and
exploration across Europe, Latin America, North America, Africa and Asia and
Oceania.9

Adding to the insensitivity and irony of this ad placement is the direct environmental
damage inflicted by Repsol on communities around the world. As reported by the FT,
the firm spilled more than 12,000 barrels of oil into the Bay of Lima as recently as
January 2022 in an incident described as ‘ecocide’.10 Further to this is, of course, the
enormous damage to the climate, nature, public health, communities and
livelihoods caused by Repsol’s Scope 1, 2 and 3 emissions.

10 https://www.ft.com/content/b74987a3-bda4-4d8c-a134-1307ce32e70e

9https://www.repsol.com/content/dam/repsol-corporate/en_gb/accionistas-e-inversores/c
nmv/2022/ori17022022_information-oil-and-gas-ep-activities-2021.pdf

8https://www.repsol.com/content/dam/repsol-corporate/en_gb/sala-de-prensa/document
os-sala-de-prensa/pr27102022-results-3q2022.pdf

7 https://ourworldindata.org/co2/country/nigeria

6

https://www.globaldata.com/data-insights/macroeconomic/repsol-annual-ghg-emissions/

5 https://www.ft.com/content/2bf04fff-5b2f-4d96-a4ea-ff55e029f18e
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Greenwash advertising is both increasingly common and growing in its
sophistication, with Repsol and other fossil fuel companies using heavily strategised
‘green’ messaging campaigns to maintain support for fossil fuels, while hiding their
true climate impact.11 More broadly, advertising for polluting sectors legitimises
companies and products that must be phased out to reach net zero goals, and
delays an urgently needed shift towards lower-carbon lifestyles and clean energy.

Of particular relevance here is the damage caused to consumer trust by
greenwashing and the erosion of integrity of the outlets that carry these
advertisements. The contradiction of continued high carbon advertising during the
climate crisis becomes clearer every day. We are sure that you will understand and
share our concerns that the FT’s climate journalism risks being undermined when it is
flanked by paid-for adverts for major fossil fuel firms.

We are reporting this advert to the Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) as we are
concerned that it breaches advertising Codes relating to misleading advertising,
environmental claims, and social responsibility. However, ASA investigations can be
slow12 and climate action is urgent.

In the absence of timely regulation, we urge the FT to take the following steps: firstly,
to remove this advert on this and any future occasion; secondly, to follow the
precedent set by other news outlets to reject advertising for fossil fuel firms13 and
thirdly, to go further by banning advertising for the most polluting goods and
services, such as air travel, fossil-powered cars and fossil financiers.14,15

There is growing momentum among media outlets, local authorities, national
jurisdictions and public transport bodies to introduce bans on greenwash advertising

15 https://www.badverts.org/s/Local-Policymakers-Toolkit-Badvertising-10.pdf

14https://www.bankingonclimatechaos.org//wp-content/themes/bocc-2021/inc/bcc-data-2
022/BOCC_2022_vSPREAD.pdf

13https://www.theguardian.com/media/2020/jan/29/guardian-to-ban-advertising-from-foss
il-fuel-firms-climate-crisis

12https://adfreecities.org.uk/2022/10/hsbc-adverts-banned-for-missing-detail-on-fossil-fuel
-financing/

11 https://influencemap.org/landing/-a794566767a94a5d71052b63a05e825f-20189
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and all advertising for carbon-intensive sectors, given the urgency of the climate
crisis. In 2022, the advertising industry was responsible for 208 million tonnes of CO2e
emissions through the uplift in sales generated by advertising16, particularly for the
products and services with the highest carbon footprint.

Through a ban on advertising for fossil fuel companies and other high carbon
sectors such as air travel and cars, the FT has an opportunity to show leadership on
climate action to match its expert and highly-regarded climate reporting. This would
also remove the reputational risk of providing a platform for misleading greenwash,
as well as helping to support a social shift in attitudes that is urgently required to
transition to clean energy and lower carbon lifestyles. We would greatly appreciate
your response to these points, to know the paper’s view and whether action will be
taken to remedy the situation.

Yours sincerely,

Veronica Wignall, Adfree Cities
Emilie Tricarico, Badvertising campaign
Andrew Simms, New Weather Institute

Appendix A.

Photos of the Repsol ‘Renewable fuels’ advert from January 2023:
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/13vT2K-HXrVzpZZQFcZ594Ez1OWWUpxX6?usp=
sharing and in October 2022:
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1z5yYis7FSrZL418GSJEzV3tUkDl0DNRx?usp=sha
ring

Appendix B.

Key information regarding Repsol’s business operations and ‘net zero’ emissions
progress against targets:

16 https://www.purposedisruptors.org/advertised-emissions
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● Repsol’s emissions stood at 171 million tonnes of CO2e in 202117 (125% of the
emissions of Nigeria in 202118)

● Repsol produced an average of 549,000 barrels of oil equivalent (boe) per day
in 202219 and forecasts this to be 600,000 - 630,000 boe per day this decade.20

● The firm has a substantial oil and gas exploration strategy, owning an interest
in 40,660 acres (gross) of oil and gas development and exploration across
Europe, Latin America, North America, Africa and Asia and Oceania.21

● The company’s emissions reduction strategy relies on ‘avoided emissions
credits’ which are widely criticised as failing to reduce emissions, and even
responsible for increasing emissions.20 A recent investigation found that 90% of
the avoided emissions credits approved by the leading company in this field,
Verra, do not represent genuine carbon reductions.22

● The company’s absolute emissions target of 30% by 2030 covers only part of
Repsol’s activities - its upstream production - and excludes third party
products (unlike other energy majors including Shell).23

● According to Oil Change International’s Reality Check report, Repsol does not
have any sufficient policy to stop oil and gas exploration, stop approving new
extraction projects, decline oil and gas production or to set a goal for phase
out of extraction. It does not account fossil gas as 'high carbon', and, relevant
to this letter, it has not ended lobbying and advertising to obstruct climate
solutions.24

24 Table 3, p13 in:
https://priceofoil.org/content/uploads/2022/05/big_oil_reality_check_22_final.pdf

23 https://carbontracker.org/does-repsols-30-emissions-target-add-up/

22https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/jan/18/revealed-forest-carbon-offsets-bi
ggest-provider-worthless-verra-aoe

21https://www.repsol.com/content/dam/repsol-corporate/en_gb/accionistas-e-inversores/c
nmv/2022/ori17022022_information-oil-and-gas-ep-activities-2021.pdf

20 https://priceofoil.org/content/uploads/2022/05/big_oil_reality_check_22_final.pdf

19https://www.repsol.com/content/dam/repsol-corporate/en_gb/sala-de-prensa/documen
tos-sala-de-prensa/pr27102022-results-3q2022.pdf

18 https://ourworldindata.org/co2/country/nigeria

17
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Above: Repsol’s ‘Renewable fuels’ advert in the Financial Times, 2nd February 2023.



Above: Table 20 in Oil & gas expansion A lose-lose bet for banks and their
investors (Share Action, Feb 2022)
https://api.shareaction.org/resources/reports/Oil-Gas-Expansion-lose-lose.p
df
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