
Dear Brian, 
 

Thank you for your letter on behalf of the Executive Team. We acknowledge your response, 
however we do not feel it addresses our key arguments or provides sufficient reasoning for 
rejecting our proposals. Consequently, we wish to clarify some points. 

 
We would refute the insinuation that it is necessary to be a campaigning organisation to 
adopt social and environmental commitments, and indeed UEA has already done so in many 
areas, as its current investment and environment policies testify. There is a significant 
difference between publicly condemning an industry and actively funding them, and while 
would ultimately urge both, the latter action can be taken independent of the former. 
Divestment should not be viewed solely as a public statement, but as ensuring that the 
university’s financial practices are consistent with its environmental and social commitments 
as a socially responsible institution. UEA’s own Corporate Plan states that it aims to become 
‘an exemplar of best practice environmentally’. 
 
Our proposals are intended to strengthen existing investment policy and fossil fuel 
divestment would promote consistency within this area. UEA has previously been 
pioneering, as the first UK university to adopt an ethical investment policy in 2001, yet since 
then the situation has changed dramatically, reflecting evolving norms and increased 
awareness on climate change. UEA must acknowledge that its actions or inactions have 
ramifications for wider society, and climate change has produced a unique set of historical 
circumstances that demand urgent actions beyond the normal remit of what would be 
expected by a university. UEA is in an incredibly privileged position to be able to make such a 
powerful impact, since those directly affected by the impact of the fossil fuel industry 
effectively have no voice at all. 
 
You state that ‘public statements can risk disaffecting others and curtailing constructive 
dialogue’, however, by failing to engage in a constructive dialogue with us over this issue, 
you are making an equally strong public statement: that UEA, as an institution, does not take 
seriously the concerns of its students, or the impacts that climate change will have and is 
already having on much of the world.  
 
We understand that the university is reluctant to engage in actions that could be construed 
as ‘sensitive or controversial’, but it seems that what you are actually implying is such a 
decision would risk disaffecting those who deny the strong body of evidence (as set out in 
our previous letter, and elsewhere) vindicating the decision to divest.  Fossil fuel divestment 
logically corresponds with scientific advice on climate change regarding the carbon budget 
(much of which comes from ‘the outputs of UEA’s academic endeavours’, through the work 
of the Tyndall Centre and Climatic Research Unit), and UEA would be following the actions of 
many other public institutions in the USA and Europe. Indeed, UN climate chief Cristina 
Figueres has stated institutional investors will be in blatant breach of their fiduciary duty if 
they ignore the ‘clear scientific evidence’. 
 
Contrary to your assertion that the decision to divest would risk curtailing constructive 
dialogue, we believe that it would in fact foster it, and would question whether ‘the 
university is better able to make a positive impact through engagement, discussion, and the 
output of its academic endeavours’. We would argue that the two are mutually compatible, 
and indeed complementary. We recently hosted a speaker event, attracting over seventy 
people, including students, staff and alumni, where two senior staff members from the 

http://blogs.sps.ed.ac.uk/jwi/2013/11/12/fossil-fuel-divestment-not-whether-but-when-2/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-25743457


Tyndall centre spoke in support of the campaign’s aims and objectives, and the evening 
produced a vibrant discussion. However, the primary reason this campaign has arisen is as a 
result of the failure of ‘constructive dialogue’ between the fossil fuel industry and wider 
society to achieve any substantial or meaningful changes in their behaviour and practices. 
This is perhaps best articulated by Jac Nasser, chairman of BHP Billiton, who denies any 
chance of investment towards a low carbon future: ‘we will not be investing in wind and 
solar…so if you want to invest in those companies, cash in your BHP shares today.’ (21st 
November 2013). 
 

Regardless of any concern the university holds about revising its position on this 
issue, we should reiterate the financial risk associated with continued investments in fossil 
fuels on a medium to long term, and we believe this puts in jeopardy the primary purpose of 
the university, as such ‘stranded assets’ could threaten UEA’s capacity to fulfil its charitable 
objectives. Former Security and Exchange Commissioner Bevis Longstreth has stated that 
universities and other public institutions have a fiduciary duty to divest from the industry, 
and we would urge that you read his article, which argues for divestment ‘solely on financial 
grounds, expressed within a considered legal context, leaving for others to advance 
arguments on the basis of global urgency, morality, chartered purpose or other worthy 
grounds’. The fact that Shell’s quarterly earnings have dropped by as much as 48% , in part 
attributed to the risks of drilling in the Arctic, illustrate the volatility of fossil fuel assets. 

 
We will continue to seek divestment as necessary and proportionate response to climate 
change, and do not intend to let this matter rest. A motion was passed at Union Council on 
the 21st November in which students agreed to prioritise this issue, and we have produced a 
petition that has gained over five hundred signatures since we actively began publicising it at 
our launch event in November. Divestment should be considered on its own merits, as an 
appropriate action for a socially responsible institution, and not rejected on the basis of 
unfounded concerns of adopting a purportedly controversial stance. As mentioned in our 
last letter, such a move would likely enhance UEA’s reputation, and reflect our university’s 
claim to ‘do different.’ We would be keen to hear what differentiates our proposal from the 
decision to divest from arms manufacturers in 2005, since it presents a similar set of 
demands.  
 
Yes, this is a decision that requires courage, but we believe that this is an issue of 
fundamental importance, and the university holds a duty to its students and to wider society 
to seriously engage with these proposals. We therefore request that you reconsider your 
position on fossil fuel divestment.  
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
On behalf of 
Union of UEA Students 
Fossil Free UEA 
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