Fossil Free UEA: Doing Different?
	
  

The case for divestment from the fossil
fuel industry
	
  

“Investment decisions need to reflect the clear scientific evidence, and fiduciary
responsibility needs to grasp the intergenerational reality: namely that unchecked
climate change has the potential to impact and eventually devastate the lives,
livelihoods and savings of many, now and well into the future.”
- UN climate chief Cristina Figueres, November 2013
	
  

Why would an institution at the forefront of research on climate change choose to
fund the very industry doing most to cause it?
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‘The so-called “long-term investors” must recognize their fiduciary
responsibility to future pension holders who will be affected by decisions
made today. Corporate leaders should not wait to act until market signals are
right and national investment policies are in place’
- World Bank president Jim Yong Kim, January 2014

Introduction
This report sets out the case for fossil fuel divestment at the University of East
Anglia. It will begin with a brief introduction to the Fossil Free divestment
movement, before situating the campaign in context, discussing the threat
posed by climate change and why directly targeting financial flows to the fossil
fuel industry is a necessary step in catalysing a reduction in carbon emissions.
It will put forward the case for divestment on environmental, moral, and
financial grounds, demonstrating that divestment is not only necessary, but in
the interests of long-term financial stability for the university, due to the
likelihood of fossil fuel investments becoming ‘stranded assets’ as carbon
restricting market mechanisms are introduced, in keeping with global
emissions reduction targets.

About Fossil Free
Fossil Free UEA is a coalition of concerned students, staff and UEA alumni
campaigning for our university to sever its ties with the fossil fuel industry,
principally through divesting from stocks and shares held in the top 200 fossil
fuel companies by proven oil, coal and gas reserves.
On the 19th November 2013, an official Fossil Free UEA launch event was held,
attracting nearly seventy people, with a panel discussion featuring two
academics from the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research, alongside
the student union’s environment officer and a live web link up with a
coordinator of the Fossil Free UCL campaign. On the 21 st November, a motion
was passed at Union Council, with 80% in favour, expressing the concern of the
student body ‘that UEA’s investments in the fossil fuel industry undermine its
commitments to tackle change and become an “exemplary low carbon
campus”’, and committing the union to campaigning on this issue (see
appendix A). To date, over 700 students, staff and alumni have signed a petition
calling on the university to divest (as of 14/02/13).
Fossil Free UEA is part of a broader divestment movement campaigning for a
shift away from fossil fuel extraction. In the UK, divestment campaigns are
being spearheaded by the student network People & Planet, with over 30
universities running active campaigns. Fossil Free was launched in July 2012
by the environmental organisation 350.org, and has expanded rapidly to well
over 400 universities in North America, Europe and Australia. Since its
inception in the USA, nine colleges and universities have committed to divest,
along with 17 cities, two counties, 11 religious institutions, three foundations and
two other institutions. In the UK, while no university has yet divested, since the
national launch in October 2013, momentum has grown behind the campaign. In
October, the University of Surrey transferred funds from two unnamed fossil
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fuel companies to a firm producing renewable energy, and in January 2014, the
University of Edinburgh, which possesses the UK’s third biggest endowment
fund, launched a public consultation with its staff and students over its
investment policy (ongoing), following concerns raised by student groups. In
early February, the University of Glasgow’s University Court voted to establish
an advisory committee to consider divestment.

Global context: climate change and the fossil fuel industry
Climate change is the greatest threat of our time, and presents an
unprecedented situation in which urgent action is required to limit its worst
effects, at all levels of society. The Potsdam Institute has estimated that we
have a capacity of only 886GtCO2 for an 80% chance of remaining below a two
degree temperature rise, beyond which, according the IPCC’s Fifth
Assessment Report (2013), the impacts of climate change will be ‘severe and
unpredictable’. Failure to reduce emissions will result in severe
consequences including sea level rise, changing precipitation patterns and
increased frequency of extreme weather events. This will disproportionately
affect the world’s poor and further accelerate the rate of biodiversity loss,
resulting in severe disruption to millions of livelihoods and a likely ‘mass
extinction event’.

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 as holding 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 565886GtCO2. If adequate action is taken to mitigate the worst effects of climate
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change, we must therefore leave 60 - 80% of remaining fossil fuel reserves in
the ground.

Fig 2. Listed fossil fuel reserves comparable to the carbon budget

	
  
If current emissions trends continue, our current trajectory is towards a four
degree temperature rise, at the upper limit of IPCC projections (Sherwood et al
2014), yet despite the urgent need for radical emissions reduction, fossil fuel
companies intend to burn five times more CO2 than the current carbon global
budget to 2050. Coal accounted for 43% of CO2 emission growth in 2012, and oil
and gas 51% (Le Quere et al. 2013), yet infrastructure for the sources of the
most threatening future emissions have yet to be built, and consequently there
is a need to avert path dependency and ‘lock in’ to high carbon energy sources
as new energy infrastructure is constructed (Davis et al 2010). Despite this, last
year the top 200 fossil fuel industry spent $674 billion in finding and
developing new reserves (Carbon Tracker 2013), and has largely resisted
changes to its business model. Indicative of wider attitudes within the industry,
Jac Nasser, chairman of BHP Billiton, stated in November 2013: ‘we will not be
investing in wind and solar…so if you want to invest in those companies, cash in
your BHP shares today.’ By continuing to channel resources into new and
increasingly risky unconventional reserves such as deep sea drilling, tar
sands and oil deposits in the Arctic, such companies are stifling investment
into low carbon energy sources and infrastructure, and obstructing the
transition to a low carbon energy future.
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UEA’s ties to the fossil fuel industry
Currently within our university’s endowment fund, over £130,000 is invested
directly in companies engaged in fossil fuel extraction, including £37,580 in
BHP Billiton, £58,683 in Shell and £36,199 in Rio Tinto.
Company

Size of investments*∗

Activity

Royal Dutch Shell

£58,683

oil and gas

BHP Billiton

£37,580

mining

Rio Tinto

£36,199

mining

Total

£132,462

Fig 3. Investments held by UEA in the fossil fuel industry (source: FoI requests 13_125
and 13_056)

Major projects of these firms have already raised international controversy.
For example, through BHP Billiton, the UK financial sector has funded more
than 50 major coal mines in East and central Kalimantan, operating in areas
with some of the highest rates of deforestation in the world and resulting in
major localised pollution in addition to producing CO2 (The Guardian, 30th
October 2013). Shell’s involvement in the Niger Delta, Canadian tar sands, and
exploratory drilling in the Arctic in particular, have caused widespread public
consternation and discontent, and its share price plummeted 71% in the last
quarter of 2013, largely attributed to its exploration activities in the Arctic (the
Guardian, 30th January 2014).

Our Demands
We are calling for UEA to end its links with the fossil fuel industry:
•

Screen and exclude all fossil fuel investments from its investment portfolio

•

Immediately freeze all new investments in the fossil fuel industry

•

Take action to divest from the fossil fuel industry and shift funds to lower risk,
ethical investments, terminating all relations with the coal, oil and gas industry
completely within five years. This should take into account both direct
ownership and any commingled funds that include fossil fuel public equities
and corporate bonds.

•

Publicly publish investments and the investment criteria applied to funds to aid
transparency and accountability
Additionally, we are calling for better student representation on university
investment policy, and we ask that the university terminate any links to the
industry in other areas, aside from its endowment fund, including accepting
sponsorship and advertising. Currently, to our knowledge, UEA is not party to
any such arrangements, however an explicit reassurance, incorporated into
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official policy, that it will not enter into such relationships in the future, is
needed.

Why divestment?
Divestment has come to the fore as other options to act on climate change have
failed to produce changes on the scale necessary to avert dangerous
temperature rises, and as a means to address the primary underlying driver of
climate change – the continued combustion of fossil fuels. While divestment
has historically been an option of last resort, the current business model of the
fossil fuel industry is entirely predicated on the continued exploitation of fossil
fuel reserves, likely at current trends to push us towards four degrees of
warming (Sherwood et al 2014), and other forms of engagement, such as
shareholder action, have failed to produce any substantive changes to industry
practices: according to the International Energy Agency, cumulative
worldwide investment in new fossil-fuel extraction and processing will total
an estimated $22.87 trillion between 2012 and 2035, while investment in
renewables, hydropower and nuclear energy will amount to only $7.32 trillion
(IEA 2012). BHP Billiton’s earlier comments rejecting wind and solar, alongside
the exit of BP from the solar industry in 2011, exemplify how engagement as a
strategy has failed, necessitating divestment as a logical next step.
As Bill McKibben stated in 2012, ‘if it’s wrong to wreck the climate, it’s wrong to
profit from that wreckage’, and continued association with such firms is
inconsistent with the ethos and values that UEA espouses as an institution.
Fossil fuel divestment would be consistent with the university’s corporate plan
(2012), which states that the university aims to be ‘an exemplar low carbon
university…and of best practice environmentally,’ and that, as part of its vision,
it is committed:
‘to respond to the grand challenges of the 21st century through the
fruits of our research, the talents of our graduates, our engagement
with policy-makers, businesses and communities, and our undertaking
to be sustainable.’
While UEA is committed to reducing emission 35% by 2015 from a 1990 baseline,
importantly a key recommendation of the Initial Environmental Review’ (IER)
commissioned by the university was to ‘extend carbon reduction targets to
incorporate other direct and indirect sources of emissions.’ This logically
extends to the university’s financial activities, which must be taken into
consideration alongside more obvious emissions sources.
Nationally, UK universities hold £5.2 billion worth of funds invested in fossil
fuels (Lander 2013), a point worth noting, however divestment is principally a
moral and social strategy, intended to take away the ‘social licence’ of such
companies to operate as they do currently. A recent University of Oxford study
concluded that the stigmatisation process of the divestment campaign posed
the most far reaching threat to the industry, and although divestment is
unlikely to severely impact companies financially, it may indirectly produce
tangible financial impacts relating to debt financing and evolving market norms
(Ansar et al 2013). Divestment has recently gained increased traction
internationally, with a number of high profile figures, including former Irish
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President Mary Robinson and Archbishop Desmond Tutu coming out in its
favour, the latter drawing parallels with the divestment movement that is
credited with helping to bring down apartheid.

Financial case for divestment
It has been argued by former Securities and Exchange Commissioner Bevis
Longstreth, amongst others, that university fund managers have a fiduciary
duty to divest, since such assets are posited to rapidly devalue in the future.
Acknowledging that carbon limiting mechanisms will come into force within the
next few years, Carbon Tracker (2012, 2013) highlight 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 of such assets into their financial models. For
example, despite all indicators highlighting the need to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions, 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’.
There is increasing recognition that business as usual is not an option. As UN
climate chief Christina Figueres stated in 2013:
‘By now it should be abundantly clear that further capital expenditures
on coal can go ahead only if they are compatible with the 2C limit…I urge
every coal company to honestly assess the financial risks of business
as usual; anticipate increasing regulation, growing finance restrictions
and diminishing public acceptance’
Many institutions have already started to cut ties with fossil fuel companies, on
a financial basis as well as a concern for action on climate change. 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 (Murray 2013),
while the UK Quaker movement has sold £375,000 worth of shares in Statoil
and the BG Group. Recently, 17 leading US philanthropic foundations, declared
their intention to divest from fossil fuels (see http://divestinvest.org/), while
the World Bank has declared it will not fund new coal (King 2014).
	
  

Conclusion
There is a strong case to be made for fossil fuel divestment, and it should be an
easy choice for UEA as an environmentally and socially responsible institution,
able to act on the insights of cutting edge research on climate change, much of
it from UEA’s own Tyndall Centre, which makes clear that business as usual is
not an option, contrary as it is to intergenerational equity and environmental
sustainability. Despite the clear imperative to transfer expertise and
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resources towards a low carbon economy, fossil fuel companies continue to
concentrate resources on the exploration and extraction of new coal, oil and
gas reserves, hindering the transition towards a low carbon economy and
perpetuating a cycle of fossil fuel dependency. Carbon intensive assets are
therefore a liability and a contradiction in terms for an institution that prides
itself on its ‘green’ reputation. We are asking that UEA demonstrates
leadership on this issue and lives up to its motto ‘do different’. It’s time to
rethink our relationship with the fossil fuel industry. Our university should not
be complicit in perpetuating the problems it seeks to solve - it’s time to divest.

Appendix A
Policy 1441 - Fossil Free UEA (passed 21st November 2013)
Proposer: Benjamin Brown (People & Planet, Benjamin.brown@uea.ac.uk)
Seconder: Emma Silk (Environment Officer, union.environment@uea.ac.uk)
The Union Notes:
1. That UEA has public commitments to tackling change, signing the Green
Education Declaration1, pledging to reduce CO2 emission 35% by 2015 and
aspiring to become ‘an exemplary low carbon campus’2,
2. That UEA has an endowment of £6,018,000 including investments in fossil fuel
companies including Shell, BHP Billiton and Rio Tinto totalling over £130,0003
3. That Shell, BHP Billiton and Rio Tinto are among the world’s 200 largest fossil
fuel companies, by proven carbon reserves, and that these reserves are well in
excess of the amount of carbon that can be safely burned to have a chance of
staying below 2C of global warming4
4. CarbonTracker's 2013 report Unburnable Carbon which highlights the
overvaluation of fossil fuel reserves and the huge financial risks of investing in
fossil fuels 5.
5. That People & Planet, in partnership with 350.org and others, has launched a
Fossil Free UK campaign, calling on UK higher education institutions to divest
from fossil fuels and sever their links with these companies. Over 30 UK
universities now have active divestment campaigns 6
6. That six higher education institutions in the United States in addition to 17 cities
and numerous faith groups have already committed to divesting from fossil
fuels for both moral and financial reasons.7 In the UK, the University of Surrey
has partially divested following the campaign’s launch, shifting funds from two
unnamed fossil fuel companies to a renewable energy oriented company.8
7. That ethical investment is already a priority campaign of the Union, and a
motion has previously passed committing the union to actively campaign on
ethical banking (Policy 1365).
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http://ueastudentblog.wordpress.com/2012/10/23/1693/)
https://www.uea.ac.uk/estates/environmentalpolicy/Carbopn+Reduction+Plan
3
https://www.uea.ac.uk/is/foi/disclosure/Financial+Information/FOI_13-056-A
4
IPCC (2013) Fifth Assessment Report summary: http://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5/wg1/#.UoPSf2R5w_0
5
Carbon Tracker Initiative (2012) Unburnable Carbon - Are the world’s financial markets carrying a carbon bubble?
London: Grantham Research Institute
6
http://peopleandplanet.org/fossil-free
7 http://gofossilfree.org/commitments/
8
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2013/oct/27/fossil-fuel-divestment-campaign-uk
2
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The Union Believes:
1. That we are running out of time to keep global warming below 2C above preindustrial levels- the limit for ensuring a safe and stable future for the economy,
the planet and all people on it, as recently outlined in the IPCC's 5th Assessment
Report.9
2. That the fossil fuel industry, by extracting, processing, promoting and
facilitating the use of, selling and profiting from fossil fuels, as well as by having
a major influence on government policy, is complicit in causing climate change
and its catastrophic impacts.
3. That we must do everything in our power to rapidly reduce the global use of
fossil fuels and expand clean energy alternatives
4. That our university should be a role model in society, acting responsibly and
helping create a safe future that is better for everyone.
5. That UEA’s investments in the fossil fuel industry undermine its commitment to
tackling change and become an ‘exemplary low carbon campus’.
6. That UEA’s commitment to tackling climate change should extend to its
investment portfolio, as well as its own operations and research priorities.
The Union Resolves:
1. To mandate SOC to coordinate and put resources toward a high-profile Fossil
Free campaign around fossil fuel divestment on campus, including the
dissemination of information about UEA’s investments and the companies it
invests in.
2. To mandate the relevant Students Union officer to request quarterly updates
of the Universities investment portfolio.
3. To mandate SOC to lobby for and secure student representation on all
university investment committees.
4. For SOC to lobby the university to end all future investments in fossil fuel
companies and to divest from fossil fuel industry companies immediately.
5. To mandate SOC to lobby the Careers Service to ensure no fossil fuel
companies are allowed to recruit potential graduates onto campus, and to lobby
for the provision by the Careers Service of ethical careers advice.
6. To mandate SOC to actively work with People & Planet and other external
organisations involved in fossil fuel divestment and related campaigns.
7. To support and encourage other student unions to submit similar policies and
launch their own Fossil Free campaigns.
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