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Introduction
The U.S. International Development Finance Corporation (DFC), the world’s newest development finance institution 
(DFI), recently opened for business. Much heralded as a rare bipartisan achievement, the establishment of a DFI in 2020 
gives the U.S. government the opportunity to create a pro-poor, ecologically sound, cutting edge agency that embodies 
best practice internationally. The DFC has the great advantage of being able to learn from and build on both the 
progress and shortcomings of its predecessor institution, the Overseas Private Investment Corporation (OPIC), as well as 
other countries’ DFIs. 

Appropriately addressing climate change represents ground zero for any development institution to be effective 
today and in the future. To be the best institution that it can be, the DFC must comprehensively integrate the climate 
emergency into its core functioning. According to the United Nations, “Climate change presents the single biggest 
threat to development, and its widespread, unprecedented effects disproportionately burden the poorest and the most 
vulnerble.”1 In its 2019 Trade and Development Report, the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development noted 
that, “Climate change causes a negative feedback cycle between economic and financial risk.”2 

OPIC had been considered a leader on clean energy and the phase down of fossil fuel financing. However, given the 
devastating impacts already experienced by the world’s poorest countries due to the climate crisis they did not cause, 
the DFC must do better. Regrettably, at its final meeting, OPIC’s board voted to approve two major fracking projects 
in Argentina, on top of hundreds of millions of dollars for fossil fuel projects approved earlier in 2019. Following the 
board meeting, financing for a Mozambican liquefied natural gas project was added to the list of projects under OPIC’s 
consideration, presumably to be considered by the DFC now that it is operational.3  What’s more, OPIC previously signed 
a letter of interest for an additional $350 million to finance a gas pipeline in Argentina.

This briefing reviews OPIC’s implementation of its Congressionally-mandated greenhouse gas (GHG) reduction policy. 
We examine the institution’s track record on GHG emissions from financed projects, assess shortcomings of its policy, 
and make recommendations for the DFC.

1  United Nations, UN Sustainable Development Goals Report, 2016. https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2016/overview/
2  United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, Trade and Development 2019, Financing a Global Green New Deal, 
                2019. https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/tdr2019_en.pdf
3  The Mozambican LNG project is expected to cause a host of environmental, human rights, and humanitarian problems. See 
                https://1bps6437gg8c169i0y1drtgz-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/2019.10.29_OPIC-Rovuma-LNG-     
                EIA-Comments_final.pdf
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OPIC’s Climate Policy: Congress vs. OPIC 
Ten years ago, Congress directed OPIC to adopt a climate policy intended to phase down the agency’s fossil fuel 
financing, as well as to scale up renewable energy financing. (In this briefing, we only focus on the former.) The policy 
was the first of its kind among DFIs worldwide and resulted from a 2002 precedent-setting lawsuit against OPIC and the 
U.S. Export Import Bank filed by Friends of the Earth U.S., Greenpeace, and the cities of Boulder in Colorado and Arcata, 
Santa Monica, and Oakland in California.4 The lawsuit resulted in a 2009 settlement agreement requiring OPIC to commit 
to reducing GHG emissions associated with its supported projects by 20 percent over the subsequent ten years, while 
increasing financing for renewable energy. Later that year, a Congressional statute required OPIC to further reduce its 
fossil fuel financing by 30 percent in ten years and 50 percent in 15 years. 

However, in implementing the law, OPIC made adjustments that significantly loosened these requirements. OPIC’s 
Environmental and Social Policy Statement – the policy that includes its GHG reduction targets – added two qualifiers to 
Congress’s reduction requirements that significantly weakened its impact, as outlined in the following table: 

Congressional statute5 OPIC policy
Portfolio 
coverage

Applies to all GHG-emitting proj-
ects6 in OPIC’s portfolio as of June 
30, 2008 – whether or not the 
projects are currently receiving 
support from OPIC.

Applies only to GHG-emitting projects in the agency’s “active” port-
folio. This means that in calculating the inventory of GHG emissions 
from projects, OPIC excludes projects where financing and/or insur-
ance has been terminated (e.g. OPIC loans paid back or insurance 
cancelled). However, these projects may continue to operate for 
years, possibly decades, polluting the climate.

Emissions 
coverage

Applies to all GHG emissions with-
out any limitations.

Applies only to “direct” emissions. This means that OPIC does not 
report indirect emissions – such as upstream and downstream emis-
sions – associated with the projects it has supported.

In sum, OPIC’s unilateral revision of the Congressional statute led to a significant undercount of actual GHG emissions 
from the projects it had supported. This made it easier for OPIC to appear to have stayed within its Congressionally-
mandated GHG cap and consequently to have overstated its progress. That being said, as a result of Congress’s directive, 
OPIC had, in fact, made significant progress in both reducing the number of new fossil fuel projects supported annually 
and the average annual GHG levels emitted. However, if OPIC had followed Congress’s intent more accurately, its 
contributions to climate pollution would have been substantially lower. 

How OPIC Undercounted Its GHG Emissions
Every year, OPIC published a Greenhouse Gas Emissions Inventory Report. And every year, OPIC used flawed accounting, 
so that its supported projects with greater GHG emissions than what it estimated. These reports provide annual GHG 
emission estimates for projects in OPIC’s active portfolio, using a 2007 calendar year baseline. The inventory of emission 
estimates was classified into three groups: Tier A, which was large fossil fuel-fired power generation sources; Tier B, 
which was oil, gas, mining, transportation, manufacturing, construction, and other large sources; and Tier C, which 
consisted of significant but smaller levels of emissions.7

4  The lawsuit focused on the provision of more than $32 billion in financing and insurance for fossil fuel projects abroad over 
                ten years in the absence of assessments of whether the projects contributed to climate change or impacts on the U.S.  
                environment, in violation of the National Environmental Policy Act.  
5  U.S. Code 2009, title 22, chap. 32, subchapter I, part II, sec. 2192. According to the statute, OPIC must implement “…a revised 
                climate change mitigation plan to reduce greenhouse gas emissions associated with projects and sub-projects in the agency’s 
                portfolio as of June 30, 2008 by at least 30 percent over a 10-year period and by at least 50 percent over a 15-year period.”
6  OPIC is required to track projects emitting more than 25,000 short tons of carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2e) per year.
7  Tier A is fossil fuel-fired power generation sources emitting more than 100,000 STPY of CO2e; Tier B is oil, gas, mining,  
                transportation, manufacturing, construction, and other large sources with a Potential-to-Emit greater than 100,000 STPY of 
                CO2e.; and Tier C consists of emissions between 25,000 and 100,000 STPY of CO2e.

4 The lawsuit focused on the provision of more than $32 billion in financing and insurance for fossil fuel projects abroad over ten 
years in the absence of assessments of whether the projects contributed to climate change or impacts on the U.S. environment,  
in violation of the National Environmental Policy Act. 

5 U.S. Code 2009, title 22, chap. 32, subchapter I, part II, sec. 2192. According to the statute, OPIC must implement “…a revised 
climate change mitigation plan to reduce greenhouse gas emissions associated with projects and sub-projects in the agency’s 
portfolio as of June 30, 2008 by at least 30 percent over a 10-year period and by at least 50 percent over a 15-year period.”

6 OPIC is required to track projects emitting more than 25,000 short tons of carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2e) per year.

7 Tier A is fossil fuel-fired power generation sources emitting more than 100,000 STPY of CO2e; Tier B is oil, gas, mining, transpor-
tation, manufacturing, construction, and other large sources with a Potential-to-Emit greater than 100,000 STPY of CO2e.; and 
Tier C consists of emissions between 25,000 and 100,000 STPY of CO2e.

https://www.opic.gov/sites/default/files/files/OPIC_2017_GHG_Emissions_Inventory%20Report_FINAL_30052019.pdf
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Accounting Flaw #1: “Active” Portfolio
OPIC defined “active” projects as “all insurance contracts in force and all guaranty and direct loans with an outstanding 
principal balance at the end of OPIC’s fiscal year.”8 When loans are repaid or insurance contracts cancelled, OPIC washes 
its hands of the projects as far as climate impacts are concerned. Thus, OPIC no longer counts the supported projects’ 
climate pollution in its GHG Emissions Inventory Report, even though many of these projects spew GHGs into the 
atmosphere for years – and in some cases decades – to come. As an example, to provide a more accurate, real-world 
based accounting of OPIC’s Tier A, B, and C emissions, we adjusted the 2017 inventory to better reflect emissions that 
are released into the atmosphere and heat up the planet. The graph below reveals the stark difference between OPIC’s 
GHG Emissions Inventory Report (in orange) and Friends of the Earth U.S.’s corrected OPIC GHG Inventory Report (in 
blue). For more details, including our methodology, see Appendix I. 

The sharp decline in OPIC’s claimed emissions levels between 2012 and 2013 is particularly noticeable. OPIC’s GHG 
Inventory Report states, “Emissions decreased considerably in CY 2012 because a large number of carbon-intensive 
projects became inactive (due to loan repayment or contract cancellation), while only a few carbon-intensive projects 
became active.”9 Thus, the climate pollution decrease was true on paper, but not true as far as GHGs released into the 
atmosphere. This data demonstrates the significant impact that OPIC’s omission of real annual GHG emissions had on 
the true picture of GHG emissions from projects the agency had supported.   

8  Overseas Private Investment Corporation, Calendar Year 2017, Greenhouse Gas Emissions Inventory Report, May 2019.  
                https://www.opic.gov/sites/default/files/files/OPIC_2017_GHG_Emissions_Inventory%20Report_FINAL_30052019.pdf
9  Overseas Private Investment Corporation, Calendar Year 2017, Greenhouse Gas Emissions Inventory Report, May 2019.  
                https://www.opic.gov/sites/default/files/files/OPIC_2017_GHG_Emissions_Inventory%20Report_FINAL_30052019.pdf

8 Overseas Private Investment Corporation, Calendar Year 2017, Greenhouse Gas Emissions Inventory Report, May 2019.  
https://www.opic.gov/sites/default/files/files/OPIC_2017_GHG_Emissions_Inventory%20Report_FINAL_30052019.pdf

9 Overseas Private Investment Corporation, Calendar Year 2017, Greenhouse Gas Emissions Inventory Report, May 2019.  
https://www.opic.gov/sites/default/files/files/OPIC_2017_GHG_Emissions_Inventory%20Report_FINAL_30052019.pdf

https://www.opic.gov/sites/default/files/files/OPIC_2017_GHG_Emissions_Inventory%20Report_FINAL_30052019.pdf
https://www.opic.gov/sites/default/files/files/OPIC_2017_GHG_Emissions_Inventory%20Report_FINAL_30052019.pdf
https://www.opic.gov/sites/default/files/files/OPIC_2017_GHG_Emissions_Inventory%20Report_FINAL_30052019.pdf
https://www.opic.gov/sites/default/files/files/OPIC_2017_GHG_Emissions_Inventory%20Report_FINAL_30052019.pdf
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Accounting Flaw #2: “Direct” Emissions
OPIC limited its implementation of the GHG statute further by reducing the scope of emissions measured. According to 
internationally accepted methodology, GHG emissions are classified into three buckets:

• Scope 1 refers to emissions generated directly from the project; 
• Scope 2 refers to indirect emissions “associated with the production of electricity, heat, or steam purchased by the 
   reporting entity;” and
• Scope 3 refers to all other indirect emissions, “i.e., emissions associated with the extraction and production of  
   purchased materials, fuels, and services, including transport in vehicles not owned or controlled by the reporting 
   entity, outsourced activities, waste disposal, etc.”10  

OPIC only accounted for Scope 1, direct emissions. Congress did not limit the applicable scope of GHGs emitted by 
OPIC-financed projects; OPIC did that on its own. By measuring only Scope 1 emissions, OPIC masked the full extent of 
the GHG impacts of the agency’s supported projects. For example, OPIC may have supported large industrial projects 
(e.g., smelters) that purchased electricity generated by off-site GHG-emitting power plants (i.e., Scope 2). Another 
example would be OPIC-supported projects (e.g., oil or gas pipelines) that resulted in GHG emissions upstream from 
extraction and downstream when fuel was ultimately combusted in transportation and power plants (i.e., Scope 3). In 
other words, OPIC was including in its GHG inventory only a fraction of the emissions its financing has directly supported 
or enabled.  

There was no reason for OPIC to limit its GHG policy only to Scope 1 emissions. Other public finance institutions account 
for Scopes 1, 2, and 3 emissions. For example, France’s DFI, Agence Française de Développement, has produced a tool 
kit to calculate Scope 1, 2, and 3 emissions for various high GHG emitting projects, including mines, power plants, and 
pipelines.11 

Recommendations for the DFC
Because of its climate policy, OPIC supported fewer and generally smaller GHG emitting projects over the past decade. 
The agency indeed made significant progress in reducing the total number of new fossil fuel projects supported annually, 
as well as reducing average annual GHG levels emitted from these projects. However, due to OPIC’s methodological 
flaws, as highlighted in this briefing, its climate policy implementation remains flawed. 

The DFC can and must do better. Fortunately, OPIC’s flaws can be easily remedied at the DFC. The chief executive officer 
of the DFC, Adam Boehler, has commited to Congress that he will adhere to the institution’s carbon cap. In order to 
make its climate policy more effective, Boehler should, therefore, ensure that the following fixes are implemented as a 
matter of urgency.

1. The DFC should account for the entirety of GHG emissions from all projects and sub-projects it, and its 
predecessor, OPIC, have supported until those projects have ceased operations, and these emissions should 
count towards the GHG cap for the DFC’s portfolio. The atmosphere does not distinguish between “active” and 
“inactive” projects in an institution’s portfolio, and neither should DFC. 

2. The DFC should measure and account for all direct and indirect total lifecycle emissions from the projects and 
subprojects it supports – i.e., Scopes 1, 2, and 3 emissions.

10  Allwood, J.M., V. Bosetti, N.K. Dubash, L. Gómez-Echeverri, and C. von Stechow, Glossary. In: Climate Change 2014: Mitiga  
                tion of Climate Change. Contribution of Working Group III to the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on 
                Climate Change, 2014. https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/ipcc_wg3_ar5_annex-i.pdf
11  Agence Française de Développement, The AFD Carbon Footprint Tool for Projects: Users Guide and Methodology, June 27, 
                2017. https://www.afd.fr/sites/afd/files/2017-10/carbon-footprint-user-guide-methodology_0.pdf 

10 Allwood, J.M., V. Bosetti, N.K. Dubash, L. Gómez-Echeverri, and C. von Stechow, Glossary. In: Climate Change 2014: Mitigation of 
Climate Change. Contribution of Working Group III to the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change, 2014. https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/ipcc_wg3_ar5_annex-i.pdf

11 Agence Française de Développement, The AFD Carbon Footprint Tool for Projects: Users Guide and Methodology, June 27, 2017. 
https://www.afd.fr/sites/afd/files/2017-10/carbon-footprint-user-guide-methodology_0.pdf 
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https://www.afd.fr/sites/afd/files/2017-10/carbon-footprint-user-guide-methodology_0.pdf
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Appendix I 
Explanation of Corrections to OPIC’s Tier ABC Emissions Estimates from 2017 Inventory

The figure below is a copy of a table of Tier A project emissions from OPIC’s 2017 Greenhouse Gas Emissions Inventory 
Report. The table demonstrates how the annual GHG emission estimates of many of the projects were omitted and 
replaced with “R/C” after a certain period of time. R/C indicated that OPIC had either been repaid (for a loan or 
guaranty) or that the insurance had been cancelled. Hence the project was no longer in the agency’s “active” portfolio 
and effectively dropped off the books.12 Its annual emissions were no longer included in the greenhouse gas inventory 
and no longer counted against OPIC’s GHG emissions cap. However, in the real world, these projects continue to exist 
and emit GHGs over their lifespans, which in some cases could be 30-40 years.

12  The omission of annual emission estimates and replacement with “R/C” also occurs in Tier B and Tier C project inventories. 

5

12 The omission of annual emission estimates and replacement with “R/C” also occurs in Tier B and Tier C project inventories.
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In an attempt to provide a more accurate accounting of OPIC’s Tier A, B, and C emissions, we corrected the 2017 
inventory to more accurately reflect emissions that actually hit the atmosphere and heat up the planet. Cells representing 
years in which annual GHG emissions were omitted (marked R/C) are replaced by cells with emission estimates based on 
the average of that particular project’s previous annual emissions (colored green). To do this, we made an assumption 
that projects continue to annually emit GHGs at about the same levels as in previous years, when they were counted in 
OPIC’s active portfolio.
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