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Executive Summary 
This OSINT report details the systemic nature of corruption within the major oil and gas (Big Oil) 
industry, classifying misconduct into three primary vectors: large-scale bribery and financial 
fraud, operational negligence leading to catastrophic environmental damage, and a coordinated, 
decades-long campaign of climate change disinformation and political obstruction. The analysis 
reveals that corruption is not limited to isolated events but represents a consistent, institutional 
disregard for governmental, fiduciary, and environmental regulations. From historical scandals 
like Teapot Dome to contemporary multi-billion dollar bribery schemes like Operation Car Wash, 
the industry continues to leverage complex financial structures and extensive political lobbying 
to externalize risk, shield profits, and impede global climate action. 

1. Introduction and Scope 
The objective of this intelligence operation is to define and analyze the scope of corruption, 
fraud, and corporate misconduct perpetrated by major international oil and gas corporations, 
commonly referred to as Big Oil. The target parameters include the world's largest energy 
companies (e.g., Petrobras, Shell, Eni, BP, ExxonMobil) and the political and regulatory 
environments they operate within. This report aims to answer the Humint directive by identifying 
key historical and contemporary corruption cases, categorizing the types of malfeasance, and 
assessing the industry's influence on global environmental and climate policy, thereby providing 
a comprehensive, evidence-based assessment of the industry's ethical profile. 

2. Core Analysis and Key Findings 
The analysis reveals that Big Oil corruption is a multi-faceted, enduring phenomenon that 
targets both developing and established economies through bribery and financial manipulation. 
One of the most significant modern examples is Operation Car Wash in Brazil, a criminal 
investigation that exposed Brazilian oil giant Petrobras for allegedly bribing politicians and 
political parties [1, 2, 3]. The scheme involved concealing payments made to secure contracts at 
inflated prices, with the bribes and secret payments totaling an estimated $2.1 billion, 
classifying it as one of the largest foreign bribery cases in history [1, 2, 4]. Historically, this 
pattern of securing political favors for resource access is mirrored by the Teapot Dome scandal 
of the 1920s in the United States, where the Secretary of the Interior leased U.S. Navy 
petroleum reserves to private oil executives through secret, non-competitive deals, with the U.S. 
Supreme Court later ruling that the leases were corruptly obtained [4, 5, 6]. Beyond outright 
bribery, financial misconduct includes fraudulent activities such as overstating company 



reserves, tax evasion through the use of offshore tax havens, and systematic schemes to 
defraud governments by underpaying leasing royalties [3, 7, 8]. This complexity in financial 
fraud suggests a structural intent to manipulate corporate disclosures and national financial 
systems for profit maximization [Insight]. 
Corruption also manifests in operational negligence and the concealment of environmental and 
safety liabilities, transforming catastrophic accidents into issues of corporate malfeasance. The 
Deepwater Horizon disaster (BP oil spill) in 2010, which resulted in 11 deaths, was not merely 
an accident but was traced back to a fundamental failure of management and oversight; 
relatedly, the corporation was found to have made false statements to secure the lease for the 
rig, highlighting systemic disregard for regulatory standards [1, 2, 7]. Furthermore, corporate 
fraud has involved deliberately concealing the true financial cost of environmental damage, 
evidenced by investigations into fraudulent environmental liability estimates that are intended to 
manipulate financial disclosures to investors and regulators [3, 7, 8]. This exposure of corporate 
deceit around environmental and safety costs demonstrates that industry misconduct extends 
beyond fiscal fraud to financially-motivated negligence that directly jeopardizes human safety 
and ecological stability [Insight]. 
In the contemporary context, the most significant vector of corruption is the systemic 
manipulation of the political and public narrative around climate change, which has successfully 
obstructed policy action for decades. Scientists working for major fossil fuel companies were 
aware that their products would cause global warming as early as the 1960s, yet the industry 
subsequently launched a decades-long campaign of denial and disinformation to resist 
government regulation [9, 10, 11]. This opposition strategy involves spending billions of dollars 
on advertising, public relations, and a vast network of lobbying through trade associations like 
the American Petroleum Institute (API) to promote doubt and block meaningful policy efforts [10, 
11, 12]. The influence of this fossil fuel lobby has been demonstrably successful, having been 
credited with delaying key international agreements like the Kyoto Protocol and weakening 
regulations such as the European Union’s Emissions Trading System (ETS) [13, 14, 15]. The 
sustained, organized obstruction of policy and public discourse—even as the companies make 
public commitments to sustainability—represents a strategic deployment of financial power to 
subvert democratic and regulatory processes, effectively externalizing the existential cost of the 
climate crisis onto global society [Insight]. 

3. Strategic Insights and Assessment 
The core strategic assessment is that Big Oil corruption is not an anomaly but an integrated 
business strategy centered on systemic risk externalization. The historical focus on bribery 
for resource extraction has evolved into a sophisticated two-pronged approach: first, utilizing 
complex global financial instruments and tax regimes to extract wealth and evade national 
royalties, and second, employing an unparalleled political influence campaign to neutralize 
existential regulatory threats like climate policy. The continued high spending on lobbying, the 
use of third-party groups to spread disinformation, and the alignment of major companies with 
trade associations actively opposing climate action demonstrate that the financial return on 
political corruption and regulatory manipulation remains prioritized over good faith 
environmental stewardship. This derivative intelligence suggests that future accountability 
efforts must target not just individual acts of bribery, but the legal and financial structures that 
facilitate the concealment of environmental and climate liabilities, as well as the dark money 



networks that fund policy obstruction. 
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