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As global pressure around climate change action increases, it has become imperative for boards to 
integrate climate change into their strategic and oversight responsibilities. Climate change and its 
impact on business and society at large have received increasing attention from regulators, investors 
and other interested stakeholders, and there is a growing expectation that organisations need to 
adopt a more integrated strategic approach to addressing climate change risks. Consequently, the 
role of the Corporate Secretary has never been more important in guiding the board to effectively 
govern climate change.

These are some of the key highlights from a report - Climate Change and the Corporate Secretary: 
Influencer or Implementer - issued today by PwC and the Corporate Secretaries International 
Association Limited (CSIA) on climate change and the role of the Corporate Secretary. PwC and the 
CSIA collaborated on a project to determine the role of the Corporate Secretary in driving climate 
change in organisations. 584 respondents from 21 countries took part in the survey. Respondents 
included corporate secretaries, risk and compliance managers, and accountants from the private 
and public sectors across a broad range of industries.

Ashish Garg, CSIA President says:

“As investors, regulators and other stakeholders increasingly challenge companies to demonstrate 
an integrated, strategic approach to addressing climate change risks and opportunities, the role of 
the Corporate Secretary is critical to ensuring that Boards are equipped with the right tools to make 
the best possible decisions to appropriately address climate risks and opportunities.
 
The survey findings suggest that there are many opportunities for knowledge sharing between 
jurisdictions, organisations and governance professionals in this field. The survey presents an overview 
of the regulatory environments in different jurisdictions and the extent to which organisations 
have adopted climate change regulations, the role of the Corporate Secretary in guiding corporate 
governance practices that address climate change and future plans to drive climate change risks 
and opportunities.

“The CSIA hopes that Corporate Secretaries will not only ensure adequate reporting on a company’s 
climate change governance, but also be able to influence and play a more significant and tactical 
role in guiding the board to consider risks and opportunities relating to climate change.”



Jayne Mammatt, Sustainability and Climate Change Partner at PwC South 
Africa, adds:

“It is becoming increasingly evident that climate change drives risks and opportunities and that 
business decisions have become inextricably linked with effective climate governance.
There is growing pressure on Boards to exercise their duty of care by ensuring that they are informed 
on the impact of climate change on the organisation and have integrated climate governance into 
their strategic and oversight responsibilities.”

More than half (55%) of survey respondents believe their organisation has shown promise and has a 
positive future to drive climate change risks and opportunities. Priorities vary across all jurisdictions 
especially in the areas of pollution, sustainable usage of natural resources, accountability for waste 
disposal and consistent education of human resources.

Awareness Of Climate Change Amongst Organisations

While the survey results indicate that organisations are clearly aware of the need to implement 
climate change interventions, the responses also demonstrate that the risks and opportunities 
which it poses to the organisation had to be considered when the impact of climate change on the 
organisation was evaluated.

When looking more closely at the underlying climate change risks facing their organisations, 
respondents cited rising temperature, floods and drought as the top three risks. It is notable 
that these closely align with those of the 2020 World Economic Forum Global Risk Report, which 
identified the top three risks in terms of likelihood as extreme weather, climate action failure and 
natural disasters. Nearly three-quarters of respondents indicated that climate change impacts (such 
as drought, floods, fires and global warming) have had a negative impact on their business revenue.
 
Accountability And Responsibility
 
Climate change has often been viewed as being separate from the board’s strategic responsibilities 
and not considered to be part of directors’ duties. As global pressure around climate change action 
increases, it has become imperative for boards to integrate climate change into their strategic 
and oversight responsibilities. The survey sought to gain more insights into how organisations are 
organising themselves to address these risks and opportunities, and where the accountability is 
ultimately placed. 
 
Although some respondents highlighted that such responsibilities may be shared, the Corporate 
Secretary/governance professional (19%) is most often tasked with the responsibility, which suggests 
that the Corporate Secretary’s role may be evolving from an advisory to a more leading role in this 
regard. Closely following is the Chairman of the Board (17%), the Chief Executive Officer (14%), and 
the Risk Manager/Chief Risk Officer (10%).
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The Role Of The Board
 
The vast majority (71%) of the respondents indicated that the board’s responsibility statement and 
board charter include climate change risks, which reinforces the belief that accountability rests 
with the board. For the 29% of respondents who indicated that responsibility statements were 
not formalised, the most prevalent constraint mentioned was that boards were unsure of how to 
incorporate risks and opportunities, suggesting a possible lack of material information and absence 
of accountability frameworks.
 
The Role Of The Corporate Secretary
 
As the custodian of corporate governance in the organisation, one of the critical roles of the 
Corporate Secretary is to educate the board on developments in governance and advise on their 
impact on board strategy, including risks and opportunities relating to climate change. Most 
respondents (68%) considered the role of the Corporate Secretary to be ‘important’, ‘very important’ 
or ‘critically important’. It is notable that 20% of the Corporate Secretaries that participated in the 
survey indicated that they play no role in climate change initiatives within their organisations at 
present.
 
Interestingly, the survey found that only 15% of Corporate Secretary respondents regard their role as 
being strategic, driving initiatives or policy direction or ensuring that climate change is on the board’s 
agenda, despite their role in guiding the board in considering risks and opportunities. This suggests 
that Corporate Secretaries have an opportunity to assist boards to define their organisational 
climate change strategy and identify the opportunities as well as to set climate change apart from 
other areas of the risk agenda.
 
Governance Structures
 
The survey investigated the governance structures that organisations have in place to address
the risks posed by climate change. The majority (64%) of respondents indicated that climate change 
issues are not prioritised as a separate agenda item on board or management committee agendas, 
while 17% also confirmed that there was no formal process in place to communicate climate change 
risks. 

Jayshila Mistri, PwC Partner and South Africa - Governance Lead adds:

“Overall, these findings suggest that despite the growing concern and importance of climate change 
issues affecting organisations, many could do more to improve their governance concerning this 
matter.

“Although it may not be necessary for all organisations to include climate change as a standard board 
agenda item, they would be encouraged to at least implement a formal process to communicate 
climate change issues to their governance structures.
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“It is particularly important that the Corporate Secretary create the enabling environment for climate 
governance by increasing the board’s climate awareness, integrating climate considerations into 
board structures and processes, and steering the board to responsible leadership by providing the 
right tools to address the risks and opportunities that climate change poses to the organisation.”

Regulation And Reporting On Climate Change
 
Although most territories and jurisdictions have regulations regarding climate change, more than 
half of survey respondents (54%) were not aware of these. This raises the question: How can an 
organisation adhere to the applicable regulations if it is not even aware of them?
Nevertheless, for the 46% of respondents who say they are aware of climate change regulatory 
authorities and standard setters in their respective territories, these bodies seem to undertake a 
range of actions to manage climate change risks effectively.

Looking Into The Future
 
The survey looked at the extent to which climate change initiatives are expected to be addressed 
in the upcoming 12 months. Plans to drive climate change cover a range of focus areas and include 
reducing carbon emissions (21%), reducing paper usage (17%), investing in clean renewable energy 
(12%), and efficient energy usage (10%). Nearly half of the respondents (47%) indicated that their 
organisations are driving climate change risks and opportunities within a specific environmental 
target area, such as carbon emissions.
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