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Dear Mr. Donaldson, 
 
We are writing to urge reform to UEA’s current investment policy, and specifically to request 
that UEA terminate financial links with the fossil fuel industry, which we believe to pose a 
significant threat detrimental to the collective wellbeing of our society through its continued 
extraction of fossil fuels. We believe this to be incompatible with the university’s 
environmental policy, and contrary to the interests of staff, students and the university as an 
educational institution. 
 
According to information provided by FOI requests, currently over £130,000 is invested in 
companies engaged in fossil fuel extraction, including £37,580 in BHP Billiton, £58,683 in 
Shell and £36,199 in Rio Tinto, and we strongly believe the university and its students would 
be better served if these funds were redirected away from carbon intensive industries. This 
request stems from a deep concern shared by students about the implications of continued 
extraction of fossil fuels in exacerbating climate change, but we believe that exposure to 
fossil fuel reserves also poses a systemic risk to UEA, a concern that we elaborate upon 
below, building on evidence from the Carbon Tracker Initiative (based at the London School 
of Economics’ Grantham Institute, and ‘highly commended’ in the Farsight Award category 
by the City of London Corporation’s Sustainable City Awards 2012). 
 
The Potsdam Institute has estimated that we have a capacity of only 900GTCO2 for an 80% 
chance of remaining below a two degree temperature rise, beyond which, according the 
IPCC, the impacts of climate change will be ‘severe and unpredictable’. At the UNFCCC 
meeting convened in Cancun in 2010, world governments agreed to limit climate change to 
below two degrees, yet according to Carbon Tracker’s Unburnable Carbon report (2013), 
global fossil fuel reserves are estimated at 2860GtCO2 (and expanding as new technologies 
and high commodity prices enable the exploitation of unconventional reserves), significantly 
higher than the global carbon budget to 2050, estimated at 565-886GtCO2. If adequate 
action is taken to mitigate the worst effects of climate change, we must therefore leave 60 - 
80% of remaining fossil fuel reserves in the ground.  
 
This creates the conditions for a ‘carbon bubble’, liable to burst as governments introduce 
further provisions to cap the amount of carbon released into the atmosphere. Market 
valuation of fossil fuel assets is now perceived by some analysts (including HSBC, 
PriceWaterHouseCoopers, and others) to be flawed, with neither equity nor credit markets 
pricing this risk into their financial models. For example, contrary to climate science, 
investments held on the London and New Stock Exchanges have become more carbon 
intensive since 2011, and investments standing against these reserves could devalue rapidly 
as carbon limiting market conditions and restrictions are made. According to analysis by 
HSBC, fossil fuel companies could lose up to 60% of their market value, echoing the 
conclusions of Carbon Tracker that fossil fuel investments will become ‘stranded assets’. 



 
Despite the clear imperative to transfer expertise and resources towards a low carbon 
economy, fossil fuel companies continue to focus resources on the exploration and 
extraction of new coal, oil and gas reserves, hindering the transition towards renewable and 
low carbon energy sources, and Carbon Tracker stress the importance of directing capital 
away from carbon intensive assets to ensure long term financial and ecological stability. We 
are calling for a comprehensive review of endowment funds, with appropriate action to 
divest from companies continuing to exploit fossil fuels. We believe such an action is 
achievable for the university, and note that the university has already begun to take positive 
steps towards an ethical investment policy, divesting from armaments manufacturers in 
2005 following a resolution from the students union, and terminating financial links with 
companies engaged in tobacco, gambling and pornography. However, as we understand it 
neither the socially responsible investments (SRIs) nor the university’s investments in the 
FTSE4 Good Index Inclusion Criteria specifically prohibit investments in fossil fuel companies.  
 
Universities and other institutions have already started to cut ties with fossil fuel companies, 
on both moral and financial grounds. For example, Storebrand, a major Norwegian pension 
fund and life insurance firm, has divested from 19 fossil fuel companies to ensure ‘long-term 
stable returns’, expecting the stocks to be ‘worthless financially’ in the future, while the UK 
Quaker movement has sold £375,000 worth of shares in Statoil and the BG Group. The Fossil 
Free campaign began in the US earlier this year, and since its inception, six colleges and 
universities have committed to divest, along with 17 cities, two counties, 11 religious 
institutions, three foundations and two other institutions. The University of Surrey became 
the first university in the UK to partially divest, shifting assets from two unnamed fossil fuel 
companies to a renewable energy company in October. 
 
We believe that actions to terminate involvement with the fossil fuel industry will provide an 
opportunity for UEA to consolidate its position as a leader in the higher education sector, 
living up to its motto ‘do different’ and challenging other universities to match its 
commitment to a cleaner future. Such a shift away from fossil fuels would be particularly 
pertinent given UEA’s historic role in pioneering climate research, and cement UEA’s 
reputation as a credible ‘green’ institution, for example by gaining standing in the People & 
Planet Green League, which ranks universities according to environmental and ethical 
criteria, including divestment on environmental or ethical grounds. UEA’s own 
environmental policy states that the university aims to be ‘an exemplary low carbon 
campus’, yet its carbon reduction strategy makes no reference to its investment portfolio 
and CO2 emissions embedded in its financial assets. 
 
This action would be an opportunity for UEA to spearhead institutional change across the 
higher education sector as part of the transition to a low carbon economy. There is 
widespread student support for such a move, with demonstrable support amongst the 
student body. Ethical Investment is one of the six priority campaigns of the Union this year, 
and last year, over 300 students signed a petition to UEA in favour of ethical banking. 
However we acknowledge the complexities of attempting institutional change in terms of 
who the university banks with, hence our intention to launch a more targeted campaign 
focused on a major shortcoming in the university’s investment policy – a failure to recognise 
the risk in maintaining fossil fuel assets. Fossil fuel divestment is consequently viewed as an 
urgent and necessary response to the threat of climate change and the imperative to reduce 
emissions. 
 
We therefore propose that the university take the following steps in relation to its 
investment portfolio:  



1. Conduct an audit of existing endowments, screening all investments of funds for 
links to companies engaged in fossil fuel extraction. 

2. Immediately freeze all new investments in the fossil fuel industry 
3. Take action to divest from the fossil fuel industry and shift funds to lower risk, 

ethical investments within five years, terminating all relations with the coal, oil and 
gas industry completely by 2018 

 
Furthermore, we would recommend that UEA take steps to publicly publish a full list of its 
investments and the investment criteria applied to funds, and consider the inclusion of 
student representation in the finance group. These actions would aid transparency and 
accountability, and enable better decision-making. Such a participatory approach would 
reaffirm UEA’s position as a dynamic and cutting edge university, engaged with its students 
and committed to enacting positive change. 
 
We look forward to hearing from you and hope this letter provides the foundation for 
collaboration between the university and the student body to achieve the goal of making 
UEA a fossil free university. To this end, we would be happy to convene a meeting to discuss 
the issue further. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
On behalf of, 
Student Officer Committee 
Fossil Free UEA 
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