Corporate green pledges clash with lobbying efforts undermining EU climate goals
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In the evolving landscape of corporate responsibility, a pressing question looms: Can companies truly be considered “responsible” when their public statements champion sustainability while their lobbying efforts appear to undermine it? This dilemma has come to the forefront as corporate lobbyists in Brussels engage actively in shaping the EU's green policies, highlighting a disconnect between corporate commitments and the positions of their industry associations.
Research from InfluenceMap, an independent think-tank, reveals a troubling trend in this regard. While individual European companies have made strides in supporting pro-climate policies—rising from 3% to 23% of those fully aligned with science-based climate advocacy since 2019—the corresponding lobby groups have lagged significantly. Only 12% of these associations align with the same standards, a disparity underlined by suggestions that less ambitious members stifle progressive advocacy within these groups. 
This widening gap raises complex questions about the integrity of corporate lobbying. The lowest graded industry bodies, such as the European Automobile Manufacturers’ Association and the European Cement Association, garnered dismal D+ scores, whereas many member companies scored between B- and C-. This trend suggests that while individual businesses may seek to project a green image, they may simultaneously endorse—or at least passively allow—their associations to resist stringent climate policies that could threaten their interests.
As the EU's political climate shifts, particularly towards more conservative agendas, this misalignment could threaten essential climate initiatives. Industry experts stress the importance of ensuring that trade associations actively promote climate-friendly policies, rather than passively resisting the regulations that can bolster European competitiveness and address impending climate crises. 
Unilever has emerged as a notable example of a firm tackling this issue head-on. The company, whose Chief Sustainability Officer Rebecca Marmot has publicly urged trade associations to enhance their climate policies, identified several associations, including the German Chemical Industry Association and the European Chemical Industry Council, as having historically opposed critical reforms. Unilever's commitment to transparency is encapsulated in its annual Climate Policy Engagement Review, which revealed 18 out of 26 associations examined had no instances of misalignment with Unilever’s climate policies—a notable improvement from the previous year.
Yet, even with these gains, nearly half of the surveyed associations remain only “passively aligned” with climate objectives, reflecting a concerning ambivalence towards more aggressive climate action. Unilever has made it clear that it is not averse to reconsidering its memberships with associations that fail to evolve; its preference is to engage and drive improvements collaboratively. 
This proactive approach among leading companies highlights the potential for trade associations to serve as powerful allies on climate action, provided they align with scientifically credible policies that adhere to the Paris Agreement. Pressure from stakeholders and investors may catalyse greater transparency and accountability in lobbying practices, compelling companies to scrutinise their associations more rigorously.
The disparity between public commitments to sustainability and the underlying lobbying actions of industry groups illustrates a critical tension in corporate environmental accountability. Moving forward, the challenge lies in harmonising these two narratives to ensure corporate actions reflect genuine dedication to climate initiatives rather than a facade designed to appease public and regulatory scrutiny.
Given this intricate web of corporate interests and environmental responsibilities, greater diligence is essential. Businesses and their associations must recognise that the stakes are high: achieving meaningful climate action requires not only setting ambitious targets but also the unwavering alignment of advocacy efforts.
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