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THE CLIMATE TECH OPPORTUNITY

Energy is central to how an economy functions and some of the biggest companies in history have been oil and gas 
companies. Between 1945 and 1970, oil consumption rose six-fold and the discovery of fracking in the early aughts 
created a new boom all the way to the early 2010s. Yet, climate change, renewable energy, and most recently the 
pandemic are forcing the once powerful oil and gas industries to reinvent themselves.

An industry in transition
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THE CLIMATE TECH OPPORTUNITY

Coal has also been one of the world’s top energy sources for centuries. It supplies 38% of global electricity, the 
largest share of any fuel. To meet global demand, producers continue to burn coal at a rate that clashes with 
international climate goals. But things are beginning to change. During the first half of 2020, the world’s coal-
generated power capacity shrank for the first time, according to the non-profit Global Energy Monitor. The decrease 
was driven by lower electricity demand caused by Covid-19 and by new EU pollution regulations. 

A bad first half of the year for coal 

3

-10

0

10

20

30

40

50

6/1/15 12/1/15 6/1/16 12/1/16 6/1/17 12/1/17 6/1/18 12/1/18 6/1/19 12/1/19 6/1/20

Net change in global coal power generating capacity in gigawatts

https://www.iea.org/reports/coal-2019
https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-the-global-coal-fleet-shrank-for-first-time-on-record-in-2020?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=feed&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+carbonbrief+%28The+Carbon+Brief%29
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Covid-19 is putting pressure on the reluctant fossil fuel industry. Among slowing air traffic and cities on lockdown, 
the price for Western Texas Intermediate (WTI) crude–the benchmark used for oil pricing–fell, even briefly dipping
into the negative one day in April, before recovering, albeit far below pre-Covid-19 numbers. Companies in Texas, a 
major hub for the oil sector, laid off 26,300 workers in April–the largest layoff since 1990. Prices are forecasted to 
return to pre-pandemic levels by 2022 at the earliest and 2024 by latest, according to McKinsey.

Covid-19: A final wake up call
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https://qz.com/1841668/oil-prices-are-negative-for-first-time-ever/
https://www.cnn.com/2020/04/30/business/oil-bankruptcies-default/index.html
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/oil-and-gas/our-insights/oil-and-gas-after-covid-19-the-day-of-reckoning-or-a-new-age-of-opportunity


THE CLIMATE TECH OPPORTUNITY

5

…[The] pandemic may end a 150-year old Wild West mentality that 
prioritized accumulating assets regardless of profitability, tolerated levels 
of debt well beyond any industry, and assumed a boom would follow 
every bust.”

Tim McDonnell climate reporter Quartz



THE CLIMATE TECH OPPORTUNITY

The world needs to rapidly lower greenhouse gas emissions to limit the worst impacts of climate change. Today, 20 
countries have set net-zero carbon emission targets and more than 120 are working on them. In the corporate 
world, more than 300 major global companies are committed to carbon neutrality by 2050 according to Science 
Based Targets, a nonprofit that tracks corporate emission goals.

The looming climate issue
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American and European oil companies are divided about renewable energy. The dominant companies plan to spend 
upwards of $18 billion on renewable energy over the next five years. The majority of pledges are from European 
companies. Exxon, an American oil major, which generated $255 billion in revenue in 2019, committed only $100 million 
over the next decade to low-carbon tech, with a focus not on renewables but on carbon capture technology that would 
facilitate the continued use of fossil fuels.

Oil companies agree to disagree

7

 $-

 $50

 $100

 $150

 $200

Gas and oil Renewable energy

Oil majors projected investment between 2020 and 
2025 in billions 

https://corporate.exxonmobil.com/News/Newsroom/News-releases/2019/0508_ExxonMobil-to-invest-up-to-100M-on-lower-emissions-RandD-with-US-National-Labs
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Solar is the fastest growing energy source, increasing by 46-fold in the US between 2008 and 2018, although 
growth stalled in many countries in 2020 due to lockdown measures that prevent access to buildings. Solar and 
wind are now the least expensive forms of new energy and are expected to attract trillions of dollars in investment 
over the coming decades, according to Bloomberg. In 2019, an S&P index of renewable energy company shares 
grew 49%, outperforming the S&P 500 by 20 points, while the oil and gas index fell 11%. Electric vehicles, which 
today make up less than 3% of total vehicle sales, are projected to make up more than half the market by 2040. 

Expanding clean energy
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https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/01/15/renewable-energy-is-growing-fast-in-the-u-s-but-fossil-fuels-still-dominate/
https://about.bnef.com/blog/solar-wind-batteries-attract-10-trillion-2050-curbing-emissions-long-term-will-require-techn
https://about.bnef.com/blog/solar-wind-batteries-attract-10-trillion-2050-curbing-emissions-long-term-will-require-technologies/
https://ieefa.org/renewable-sector-handily-tops-oil-and-gas-index-in-2019-u-s-stock-market-results/
https://about.bnef.com/electric-vehicle-outlook/
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Silicon Valley’s answer to rising global temperatures is climate tech–a broad category that includes any technology 
that can reduce greenhouse gas emissions (GHG) emissions or remove them from the atmosphere: reforestation 
drones, a mini-nuclear reactor, or an energy savings smartphone app. Since 2013, an estimated $60 billion of 
venture capital has flowed into climate-related companies according to PWC. PWC also reported that in 2019, 
nearly six cents of every venture dollar invested went into climate tech. The sector includes everything from data 
center energy efficiency algorithms to electric airplanes.

The climate technologies investors are backing
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https://qz.com/1924585/the-clean-tech-sectors-venture-capitalists-are-backing/
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/services/sustainability/assets/pwc-the-state-of-climate-tech-2020.pdf
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Despite the recent uptick in funding, climate tech is still a small piece of the startup finance pie. The climate tech 
investment ecosystem includes 2,500 investors and 1,200 companies according to PWC. But US-based venture capitalists 
only invested about $217 million in 20 climate tech startups last year, 20% of the total global investment in the sector. For
comparison, mobile startups have raised more than $15 billion almost every year since 2014, according to PitchBook.

Silicon Valley’s slow-burn romance with clean tech
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https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/services/sustainability/publications/state-of-climate-tech-2020.html
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The financing ecosystem for climate tech differs from your typical Silicon Valley software startup. Climate tech startups 
are slower growing and more capital and hardware intensive. The new funding ecosystem spans every stage: 
accelerators, government grants, project financing, and much more, and includes billions of dollars to finance research 
and development.

Financing climate tech
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Stage Investment Challenge Funders 

Leaving the lab 500K - $1M
Get products and technology out of the 
lab and experiment in the market. 

Non-profits, US Dept. of Energy, Angel investors, Cyclotron 
Road, Prime Impact, Greentown Labs, Creo Syndicate, MIT’s 
The Engine.

Seed capital $1M-$10M
Develop minimal viable product and 
convince regulators, supply chain 
vendors, and incumbents. 

Primarily impact, seed, and angel investors. Elemental 
accelerator, Breakthrough ventures, Prime Ventures, New 
Energy Nexus, LowerCarbon Capital.

Pilot plant and development $10M-$50M
Big financial commitment before 
commercialization. Must bypass or 
partner with risk-averse incumbents.

Primarily VCs. Preclude Ventures, G2VP, ARPA-E, ScaleUp, 
DBL Partners, Breakthrough Energy Ventures, Khosla 
Ventures, Evok, Corporate VCs. 

First commercial project $10M-$100M
Validate technology at commercial 
scale and pave way for project 
financing. 

Primarily private equity and project finance. Generate Capital, 
Ultra, Spring Lane Capital, corporate VCs. 

Proven technology and scaling $50M-$1B+
Business and technology risks well 
understood. Wall Street treats as 
familiar asset class (e.g. solar)

Institutional investors, investment banks, public markets.
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Here’s a snippet of the landscape for climate tech in Silicon Valley and the world. For dozens more climate tech 
companies worth watching visit: The climate technologies venture capitalists are backing. 

The companies investors are backing
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Global venture activity: $37.4 billion

Sector emissions: ~21% 
Global venture activity: $3.8 billion

Sector emissions: ~6%
Global venture activity: $3.7 billion

Sector emissions: ~24%
Global venture activity: $8.1 billion

Expected emission removal: 5 GtCO2 – 15 
GtCO2 by 2050
Global venture activity: $506 million

Sector emissions: ~25%
Global venture activity: $4.9 billion
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https://qz.com/1924585/the-clean-tech-sectors-venture-capitalists-are-backing/
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Want to know more? Read Quartz coverage of The climate economy.

• Investors in Africa are betting on the reality of climate change – Climate adaption costs could reach $50 billion by 
2050.

• California is creating America’s largest market for electric trucks – California wants all new trucks to be emission free 
by 2045. 

• How to finance a climate tech startup – A successful venture requires patience and lots of money. 

• Why investors are betting on Silicon Valley’s second climate boom – Once a bust, billions of dollars are flowing into 
the climate sector again.

• China is rapidly becoming the leading nuclear energy superpower – Already the leading world solar power, China 
could do the same for nuclear energy.

You’ll also enjoy our member-exclusive field guide on Climate tech’s second shot and Fossil fuels go bust.

Have questions about this presentation, or suggestions for us? 
Send us a note at members@qz.com.
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https://qz.com/on/climate-economy/
https://qz.com/africa/1868615/investors-in-africa-are-betting-on-the-reality-of-climate-change/
https://qz.com/1873158/california-votes-to-require-electric-trucks/
https://qz.com/1925338/how-to-finance-a-climate-tech-startup/
https://qz.com/1927198/silicon-valley-is-investing-in-climate-tech-again/
https://qz.com/1910492/chinas-carbon-pledge-hinges-on-a-buildout-of-nuclear-power/
https://qz.com/guide/climate-techs-second-shot/
https://qz.com/guide/fossil-fuels/
mailto:members@qz.com

