
The imperative to counter fossil fuel industry 
disinformation for public health

As the Los Angeles fires scorched communities and choked 
the skies, the destructive forces of climate-driven disasters 
became hard to deny. Yet, amidst the devastation— 

scorched neighbourhoods, overwhelmed hospitals, 1 toxic 
air, 2 and mounting public health risks—a torrent of disin-
formation 3 spread, deflecting attention from the root 
cause of these escalating events. Fossil fuel interests seem 

to have been actively spreading doubt about the role their 
industries play in intensifying extreme weather 4 by push-
ing misleading narratives and downplaying the link 
between fossil fuel emissions and climate change. 
Disinformation campaigns are life-threatening and pose 

a grave danger to both public health and the global cli-
mate. The tactics used mirror those used by the tobacco 
industry, which, for decades, spread doubt about the 
harmful effects of smoking. By funding pseudo-scientific 
research and influencing policy makers, the fossil fuel 
industry seeks to delay the transition to sustainable 
energy, perpetuating reliance on fossil fuels despite 
knowing that doing so is likely to translate to loss of lives 
and suffering across entire communities. Disinformation 
campaigns surrounding the Los Angeles fires are the latest 
examples of how fossil fuel interests manipulate discourse 
to avoid accountability, making the imperative to counter 
this deceit a matter of both climate justice and public 
health protection.
In addition to the impacts of global warming, every step 

of the fossil fuel lifecycle causes health harms—from the 
point of extraction to waste disposal and clean up. 
Communities near extraction sites face increased risks of 
respiratory diseases, cancers, reproductive harm, and 
adverse birth outcomes, and workers face serious occu-
pational hazards. 5 Transportation and waste disposal, as 
with fracking, contaminate water and air, worsening 
public health through exposure to harmful chemicals. 6 

Fossil fuel combustion worsens air quality and accel-
erates climate change, causing millions of deaths annually 
from conditions such as heart disease, lung cancer, and 
respiratory illnesses. 5 Additionally, urban wildfires, such as 
those in Los Angeles, release petrochemicals from burning 
furniture, household goods, and cars, causing spikes in the 
levels of toxic air pollutants, such as lead, chlorine, ben-
zene, and formaldehyde. The 2018 wildfire in Paradise,

CA, led to dangerously high benzene levels in tap water, 
potentially increasing the risk of childhood blood 
disorders. 7

Despite claims of being climate solution leaders, fossil 
fuel companies continue to spend billions on lobbying and 
disinformation to delay meaningful climate action. 8 The 
medical and public health community is uniquely posi-
tioned at the forefront of the battle against fossil fuel 
disinformation, and their role has never been more 
crucial. As some of the most trusted voices in society, 
health professionals hold a powerful influence over 
public opinion and policy, making them essential 
advocates for truth and health. However, the growing 
tide of fossil fuel industry disinformation, aimed at 
confusing the public, deflecting responsibility, and 
delaying action, threatens to erode the foundation of 
this trust and the ability of the health community to 
advocate on climate-related health threats. Therefore, it 
is imperative for health professionals to take a proactive, 
united stand in countering this influence.
The public health community’s fight against the 

tobacco industry provides crucial lessons for confronting 
fossil fuel disinformation. Just as the tobacco industry 
manipulated science and public opinion to downplay the 
dangers of smoking, the fossil fuel industry uses similar 
tactics to cast doubt on climate change and hinder pro-
gress. 9 The victory over tobacco was achieved through 
scientific integrity, legal action, public awareness cam-
paigns, and strong regulation 10 —strategies that can serve 
as a blueprint for addressing fossil fuel disinformation. 
Health professionals should leverage their unique power 
and apply these lessons to the climate crisis by promoting 
evidence-based policies, ensuring transparency in 
research, and educating the public on the health risks of 
fossil fuels. Legal actions, such as the polluter pays prin-
ciple, can hold the industry accountable. Public awareness 
campaigns that highlight the immediate health benefits 
of reducing fossil fuel consumption—such as improved air 
quality and lower health-care costs—can counter the 
industry’s economic arguments and build support for 
cleaner energy. Additionally, promoting renewable energy 
solutions can provide much-needed energy access in areas 
without reliable energy, further reinforcing the case for a

Lancet Planet Health 2026

Published Online 
https://doi.org/10.1016/ 
j.lanplh.2026.101435

For more on spikes in toxic 
air pollutants see 
https://www.nytimes.com/ 
2025/01/20/climate/los-
angeles-wildfires-lead-chlorine-
air-quality.html
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transition to cleaner, sustainable energy sources. The 
health benefits of meeting the Paris Agreement targets 
could save millions of lives and trillions of dollars in health-
care costs by midcentury. 11 To protect public health and 
drive climate action, keeping fossil fuel interests out of 
policy discussions is essential. By adopting strategies from 

the tobacco fight, 12 including stricter regulations on 
lobbying and stronger conflict-of-interest policies, the 
public health community can challenge the fossil fuel 
industry’s influence.
The fossil fuel industry, like the tobacco industry before 

it, shows a dismaying proclivity to prioritise profits over 
public health. Its disinformation campaigns have delayed 
action on climate change and exacerbated the health 
impacts of fossil fuel pollution. The stakes are high, but the 
lessons from the past offer a clear path forward: transpar-
ency, accountability, and unwavering commitment to public 
health are key to overcoming the disinformation and 
securing a healthier and just future.

We declare no competing interests.

Copyright © 2026 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open 
access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/ 
licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

*Shweta Narayan, Mark Conway, Linda Rudolph, Jeni Miller, 
Natalia Linou, Jayalakshmi Shreedhar
shweta.narayan@climateandhealthalliance.org
Global Climate and Health Alliance, Richmond, CA 94805, USA (SN, JM); Stanley 
Center for Peace and Security, Muscatine, IA, USA (MC); Steering Committee, Fossil 
Free For Health (LR); HIV and Health Group, United Nations Development Program, 
New York, NY, USA (NL); Health Journalism, Asian College of Journalism, Chennai, 
India (JS)

1 Reyes EA, Wolfson BJ, Work MC. Los Angeles wildfires strain healthcare
system. Los Angeles Times. Jan 10, 2025. https://www.latimes.com/
california/story/2025-01-10/la-wildfires-strain-la-healthcare (accessed
Feb 14, 2026).

2 Gray A, Robinson A. Smoke and ash made more toxic by the contents of
burning homes threaten residents of LA and beyond. Inside Climate News.
Jan 17, 2025. https://insideclimatenews.org/news/17012025/toxic-smoke-
threaten-los-angeles-residents/ (accessed Feb 14, 2026).

3 Leingang R. ’A flood of disinformation’: rumors and lies abound amid
Los Angeles wildfires. The Guardian. Jan 16, 2025. https://www.
theguardian.com/us-news/2025/jan/16/disinformation-los-angeles-
wildfires (accessed Feb 14, 2026).

4 Sanders E. Big Oil clouded the science on extreme weather. Now it faces a
reckoning. ExxonKnews. April 3, 2024. https://www.exxonknews.org/p/
big-oil-clouded-the-science-on-extreme (accessed Feb 14, 2026).

5 Climate and Health Alliance. Cradle to grave: the health harms of fossil
fuels. July 2022. https://climateandhealthalliance.org/wp-content/
uploads/2022/07/Cradle-To-Grave-Fossil-Fuels-Brief.pdf (accessed
Feb 14, 2026).

6 FracTracker Alliance. Health & environmental effects of fracking. https://
www.fractracker.org/resources/oil-and-gas-101/health-environmental-
effects-of-fracking/ (accessed Feb 14, 2026).

7 Petterson B. LA wildfires contaminate drinking water, posing health risks.
KCRA. Jan 15, 2025. https://www.kcra.com/article/la-wildfires-
contaminated-drinking-water/63422427 (accessed Feb 14, 2026).

8 United States Senate Committee on the Budget. Denial, disinformation,
and doublespeak: big oil’s evolving efforts to avoid accountability for
climate change. April 2024. https://www.budget.senate.gov/imo/media/
doc/fossil_fuel_report1.pdf (accessed Feb 14, 2026).

9 Hulac B. Tobacco and oil industries used same researchers to sway public.
Scientific American. July 20, 2016. https://www.scientificamerican.com/ 
article/tobacco-and-oil-industries-used-same-researchers-to-sway-
public1/ (accessed Feb 14, 2026).

10 Novotry TE, Mamudu HM. Progression of tobacco control policies: lessons 
from the United States and implications for global action. May, 2008. 
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/13683 (accessed 
March 9, 2026).

11 WHO. Health benefits far outweigh the costs of meeting climate change 
goals. Dec 5, 2018. https://www.who.int/news/item/05-12-2018-health-
benefits-far-outweigh-the-costs-of-meeting-climate-change-goals 
(accessed Feb 14, 2026).

12 Golechha M. Health Promotion methods for smoking prevention and 
cessation: a comprehensive review of effectiveness and the way forward. 
Int J Prev Med 2016; 7: 7.

Comment

2 www.thelancet.com/planetary-health Vol ▪ ▪ 2026

https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2025%2D01%2D10/la%2Dwildfires%2Dstrain%2Dla%2Dhealthcare
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2025%2D01%2D10/la%2Dwildfires%2Dstrain%2Dla%2Dhealthcare
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/17012025/toxic%2Dsmoke%2Dthreaten%2Dlos%2Dangeles%2Dresidents/
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/17012025/toxic%2Dsmoke%2Dthreaten%2Dlos%2Dangeles%2Dresidents/
https://www.theguardian.com/us%2Dnews/2025/jan/16/disinformation%2Dlos%2Dangeles%2Dwildfires
https://www.theguardian.com/us%2Dnews/2025/jan/16/disinformation%2Dlos%2Dangeles%2Dwildfires
https://www.theguardian.com/us%2Dnews/2025/jan/16/disinformation%2Dlos%2Dangeles%2Dwildfires
https://www.exxonknews.org/p/big%2Doil%2Dclouded%2Dthe%2Dscience%2Don%2Dextreme
https://www.exxonknews.org/p/big%2Doil%2Dclouded%2Dthe%2Dscience%2Don%2Dextreme
https://climateandhealthalliance.org/wp%2Dcontent/uploads/2022/07/Cradle%2DTo%2DGrave%2DFossil%2DFuels%2DBrief.pdf
https://climateandhealthalliance.org/wp%2Dcontent/uploads/2022/07/Cradle%2DTo%2DGrave%2DFossil%2DFuels%2DBrief.pdf
https://www.fractracker.org/resources/oil%2Dand%2Dgas%2D101/health%2Denvironmental%2Deffects%2Dof%2Dfracking/
https://www.fractracker.org/resources/oil%2Dand%2Dgas%2D101/health%2Denvironmental%2Deffects%2Dof%2Dfracking/
https://www.fractracker.org/resources/oil%2Dand%2Dgas%2D101/health%2Denvironmental%2Deffects%2Dof%2Dfracking/
https://www.kcra.com/article/la%2Dwildfires%2Dcontaminated%2Ddrinking%2Dwater/63422427
https://www.kcra.com/article/la%2Dwildfires%2Dcontaminated%2Ddrinking%2Dwater/63422427
https://www.budget.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/fossil_fuel_report1.pdf
https://www.budget.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/fossil_fuel_report1.pdf
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/tobacco%2Dand%2Doil%2Dindustries%2Dused%2Dsame%2Dresearchers%2Dto%2Dsway%2Dpublic1/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/tobacco%2Dand%2Doil%2Dindustries%2Dused%2Dsame%2Dresearchers%2Dto%2Dsway%2Dpublic1/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/tobacco%2Dand%2Doil%2Dindustries%2Dused%2Dsame%2Dresearchers%2Dto%2Dsway%2Dpublic1/
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/13683
https://www.who.int/news/item/05%2D12%2D2018%2Dhealth%2Dbenefits%2Dfar%2Doutweigh%2Dthe%2Dcosts%2Dof%2Dmeeting%2Dclimate%2Dchange%2Dgoals
https://www.who.int/news/item/05%2D12%2D2018%2Dhealth%2Dbenefits%2Dfar%2Doutweigh%2Dthe%2Dcosts%2Dof%2Dmeeting%2Dclimate%2Dchange%2Dgoals
http://www.thelancet.com/planetary-health

	The imperative to counter fossil fuel industry disinformation for public health

