
The climate crisis and the future of the Winter Olympics 
 

More than half of the potential host cities Winter Games will be "climate-unreliable" by the 2080s! 
That's the verdict of a rigorous 2024 scientific study funded by the International Olympic Committee 
(IOC) itself, confirming the importance of reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 

Experts Robert Steiger and Daniel Scott examined three different emissions scenarios and analysed 
the impacts on the weather in cities that could potentially host the Winter Olympics. They looked at 
the temperature and depth of snow. The results serve as a stark warning.  
 
Under the mid-range emission scenario (which is considered the most likely scenario), only 46 out of 
the 93 locations they looked into will be “climate reliable”. This means that there are far fewer places 
in the future where athletes could compete safely and fairly.  

Fake snow and cancelations  

This does not come as a surprise - in an earlier study the same researchers found that among 21 
previous host cities, only one is projected  to be reliable by the end of the century if global emissions 
remain on the trajectory of the past two decades. But this is not solely a problem for the future. In 
2022, the Beijing Winter Olympics set a precedent as the first games to use 100% artificial snow.  

And the impacts of climate change on winter sports are not limited to the Olympics. The 2022/2023 
Ski World Cup season started with warm weather and lack of snow, resulting in the International Ski 
Federation (FIS) cancelling or postponing seven out of first eight scheduled races.  

Safety  

These incidents, plus a lack of snow for practice sessions, more injuries and reduced climate 
reliability of host cities, led over 500 athletes to sign an open letter demanding the FIS take greater 
climate action, with Greenpeace International lending support. This led the FIS to implement a series 
of reforms on Winter Olympic viability, nonetheless, the impact of fossil fuels remains.  

In a participant perspective survey involving around 400 Winter Olympic athletes, over 95% stated 
that climate change is/will negatively impact their sport, and winter sport culture in general by 
reducing training opportunities for the next-generation. 

The problem with "sportwashing" 

Fossil fuel corporations use sports sponsorships to "polish" their image. They want us to see their 
logo next to world-class athletes to distract from how their business is driving the climate crisis that 
threatens those very sports. 

One such corporation is the Italian oil and gas giant, Eni, which is sponsoring the 2026 Winter 
Olympics and Paralympics in Milano and Cortina. That’s right, a company that is driving the climate 
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crisis and putting winter sports at risk is using the Games to distract the public from its destructive 
impact. 

And much like the climate, the battle is heating up. Eni is currently in a legal battle with Greenpeace 
Italy. 

In 2023, Greenpeace Netherlands released a study applying the Mortality Cost of Carbon method, 
which projected that Eni's self-reported emissions for 2022 alone could cause 27,000 
temperature-related excess deaths by the end of the century. Instead of changing their business, Eni 
attempted to silence these legitimate criticisms by suing Greenpeace Italy. Lawyers call this a 
SLAPP (Strategic Lawsuit Against Public Participation) but in layman's terms this is legal bullying 
and intimidation. 

 

 

Doing the maths: Emissions and glaciers 
 
To better understand the impact Eni’s emissions could have on ice, take a look at Eni’s own 
company reports. In 2024, Eni reported NET Greenhouse Gas lifecycle emissions of 395 million 
metric tonnes CO2e. 

Attribution science is becoming more and more accurate at estimating likely future harms from 
today’s carbon emissions. The shrinking of glaciers, for example, is widely accepted as evidence of 
climate change. Glacier mass loss has been reported to be related to temperature increase, which is 
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known to have a direct relationship with cumulative carbon emissions. Scientific modelling shows 
that for every 1 kg of CO2  we put into the air, we eventually lose about 5.8 (5.9–20.5) kg of glacier 
ice. 

When you apply that maths to the equivalent of Eni’s 2024 emissions, we are looking at a potential 
committed loss of  6.2 (2.3-8.1) billion tonnes of glacier ice over time. 

Trying to visualise the damage 
 
That’s a huge number, so let’s break it down into something we can see: Olympic-sized swimming 
pools. 

●​ A standard Olympic pool holds 2,500 m3 of water. 
●​ The glacier ice projected to be lost because of emissions equivalent to those reported by Eni 

for 2024 alone could fill almost 2.5 million pools (2,496,400 to be exact). 

Imagine two and a half million swimming pools lined up - that's the equivalent to the projected impact 
of one year of one company's emissions. 

How you can help to hold oil and gas corporations accountable 

If these estimates shock you, you aren't alone. We need to protect the future of winter sports by 
holding polluters accountable. Fossil fuel companies should be paying for the damage they cause 
through taxes and fines, not using our favorite sports to hide their impact. 

That’s why Greenpeace is calling for the International Olympic Committee (IOC) to drop oil and gas 
sponsorship from the Winter Olympic and Paralympic Games - and commit to ending fossil fuel 
sponsorship across all Olympic Games.  

This has happened before with tobacco advertising. Once the scientific consensus on the harms of 
smoking became too strong to ignore, the IOC banned tobacco advertising ahead of the 1988 Winter 
Olympics in Calgary. It played a key role in denormalising cigarette advertisements and set a strong 
precedent that was followed by sporting bodies and other event organisers around the world. It 
serves as a powerful testament to the power of the IOC to help shape policy at a global level and it 
shows that the same can be done with fossil fuel sponsorship and advertising. 

Fossil fuel sponsorship benefits no one but oil and gas corporations; it distracts everyone from the 
environmental destruction they cause and the communities they harm. Fossil fuel corporations must 
be phased out as part of a just transition to renewable energy, not using sponsorships to polish their 
image while driving the climate crisis that threatens the future of winter sport. 

Sophie Allain is a campaigner at Greenpeace International, and is based in London, UK 
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