


 

 

 

We are deeply saddened to hear of the passing of SFU's VP Finance and 

Administration, Dr. Pat Hibbitts. Her incredible wit, wisdom, and passion for the university will be 

remembered by all of us. Although Dr. Hibbitts and proponents of the DivestSFU campaign did 

not always share the same vision, we were always united in our commitment to the university. 

We wish to recognize her integral role in the creation of the Responsible Investment Committee, 

the University’s commitment to the United Nations Principles for Responsible Investment and 

the preparation of the custodial reports. We are grateful for the time she gave to a campaign we 

hold dear to our hearts. Our thoughts go out to her family, friends, and colleagues. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



How will Fossil Fuel Divestment Change the World? 

 

In March 2015 some of our members had the privilege of attending the first Responsible 

Investment Committee meeting. The discussion was robust, nuanced and thoughtful. During a 

discussion about investments and carbon risk, Mr. Murray Leith posed the question: how will 

this decision change the  world? Such a question deserves an answer. This report is our 

answer. This report outlines how we think divestment from fossil fuels will change the world.  

  

Divesting from fossil fuel companies will not solve climate change.  Rather, it creates the 

culture in which solutions are possible. A culture where measured, researched, and informed 

policies address climate change, and one where well-researched, informed, and compassionate 

responses to the social and environmental impacts of fossil fuel extraction on nearby 

communities are the norm. This culture is created by divestment because, as we remove our 

investments from fossil fuel companies, we also remove the social license provided to those 

companies that allow them to shape individual, industry, and government decisions that 

threaten our collective well-being.  

 

Divesting from fossil fuels is an act of solidarity which will support those, including 

members of the SFU community, who have already seen climate change and fossil fuel 

extraction alter their world. It will show our students from island nations and coastal areas that 

we acknowledge our role in rising sea levels. It will show our students who come from 

communities near the oil sands that we do not want to contribute to the increase in rare cancers 

caused by the fossil fuel extraction process. It will show our communities and the wider world 

that we are a university that stands by climate research, that stands by communities impacted 

by fossil fuel expansion and that supports a just present and a livable future. 

 

Simply put, divesting from the fossil fuel industry will show the world that SFU is a 

university that is changing the world. 

 

We share with you a pride in SFU and our commitment to its founding values. We are 

here to work with you as you craft a policy which will align our investment practices with those 

founding values: social equity and environmental sustainability. In honour of SFU’s 50th 

anniversary let’s not just engage the world—let’s change it. Let’s divest from the fossil fuel 

industry. 

 

Thank you for your time. We look forward to your response, 

 

 SOMEONE (SFU350); SOMEONE (Sustainable SFU?) 

 on behalf of the DivestSFU Coalition 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Fastest Growing Divestment Movement 
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The Fossil Free campaign began in 2010 with the formation of Swarthmore Mountain 

Justice group at Swarthmore College calling for the endowment fund to divest from fossil fuel 

companies. It began as a solidarity movement that developed after students witnessed the 

impacts of mountaintop removal coal mining in West Virginia first-hand. 

 

The movement took off when, in 2012 Bill McKibben, founder of 350.org, made a call for 

fossil fuel divestment in the Rolling Stone article ‘Global Warming’s Terrifying New Math,’ 

followed by a road trip to build the divestment movement. Since then, the movement, led mostly 

by campuses across North America, Europe, South Africa, Oceania and parts of Asia, has 

become the fastest growing divestment movement in history according to a University of Oxford 

study. Over 180 institutions have committed  to divest over $50 billion USD, including 

Norway’s sovereign wealth fund, Rockefeller Brothers Fund, World Council of Churches, Church 

of England, British Medical Association, Guardian Media Group, University of Glasgow, 

University of Washington, Stanford University, and cities including  Seattle, WA, Providence, RI 

and Oxford, UK. In February 2015, the Global Divestment Day of Action occurred with people 

from 60 countries organizing 450 events calling for their institutions to divest.  

 

Divestment is the Easiest Choice 

 

Over the past two years, the Divest SFU Coalition has called on Simon Fraser University 

to begin tracking and disclosing the climate risk in its endowment fund. Thus, we were very 

pleased when, in Fall 2014, the university committed to looking into the feasibility of doing just 

this. From this investigation, however, both senior administration and we learned that tracking 

the climate risk in the endowment fund is a time-consuming and tedious task, and there is 

simply not enough data on companies’ GHG emissions to gain a full understanding of the 

endowment fund’s exposure to climate risk. 

 

However, despite difficulties in identifying the endowment’s climate risk, the threat 

climate risk poses to the endowment and the need for action to be taken is not 

diminished. For context, Mark Carney, former Governor of the Bank of Canada and current 

Governor of the Bank of England, has highlighted the importance of climate risk by stating that 

climate change is currently the “top risk” to the economy1. Moreover, the International Energy 

Agency estimates that if nations decide to put effective climate policy in place that limits climate 

warming to two degrees celsius, only a third of fossil fuel reserves can be burned before 20502. 

HSBC states that this will lead to a fall in demand, resulting in a fall in oil prices, and a 

subsequent drop in fossil fuel stocks3. 

 

Further, as we have seen with the recent dramatic drop in oil prices, too much exposure 

to the fossil fuel industry in a portfolio carries an inherent risk, even without considering climate 

risk. For example, during the course of the Harvard divestment campaign, Trillium Asset 

Management estimated that Harvard’s endowment fund would have been $21 million richer if it 

                                                 
1 http://www.cbc.ca/news/business/mark-carney-defends-climate-change-economic-study-1.2990487 
2 https://stateinnovation.org/uploads/asset/asset_file/1499/Oil_and_carbon_revisted.pdf 
3 ibid 
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had divested from fossil fuels, with $14 million of this loss coming between September 2014 and 

March 20154. 

 

Given that climate risk clearly poses a major threat to portfolios worldwide and that 

identifying this risk has proven difficult, a simple solution is to begin a process that removes this 

risk as much as possible. This process is fossil fuel divestment.  

Furthermore, the ease with which this solution deals with climate risk is not the only reason why 

fossil fuel divestment is the easiest choice: divestment also rids us of the issue of having to 

reconcile how a university with the motto of “engage the world” can support an industry 

which is undoubtedly causing drought, higher frequency extreme weather5, famine, and 

mass displacements across the globe6. 

 

Universities should be the first place where decisions are made based on evidence and 

where taking leadership is not feared. SFU must act on the evidence and lead the way to a 

more sustainable future. The vast majority of evidence tells us that fossil fuel companies carry 

with them a formidable climate risk and that fossil fuel companies are causing the loss of 

innocent lives across the world. Therefore, the simple step forward is fossil fuel divestment. 

 

This is How Divestment is Done 

 

“Divestment is the first method by which investors can manage stranding risks in 

their portfolios. Selling down fossil fuel companies removes their risk and return 

profiles altogether. Screening out financial securities, (negative screening), is a 

long-used strategy within ethical investment” — HSBC, Stranded Assets: What 

Next?7 

 

 Of all carbon owned by publicly traded coal, oil and gas companies, 97% is owned by 

just 200 companies: 200 companies whose known fuel reserves collectively represent roughly 

550 gigatonnes of CO2 , nearly equal to  the total amount of  CO2 emissions scientists have 

deemed allowable before triggering the very worst effects of climate change.89 While this 

number pales in comparison to the 2650 gigatonnes of  CO2  found in state-owned fuel 

                                                 
4http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/apr/13/harvard-divestment-campaigners-gear-up-for-a-
week-of-action 
5 An assessment of the impact of climate change on the nature and frequency of exceptional climatic 

events. Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, 2008. Retrieved from: 
http://www.oisaweb.es/documents/10148/30643/Impact+of+climate+change+on+the+nature+of+excepcio
nal+climatic+events.pdf 
6 Raleigh, Clionadh, Lisa Jordan, and Idean Salehyan. "Assessing the impact of climate change on 

migration and conflict." In Paper commissioned by the World Bank Group for the Social Dimensions of 
Climate Change workshop, Washington, DC, pp. 5-6. 2008. Retrieved from: 
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTSOCIALDEVELOPMENT/Resources/SDCCWorkingPaper_Migrati
onandConflict.pdf  
7 Paun, A., Knight, Z., & Chan, W. (2015). Stranded assets: what next?. HSBC. Retrieved from: 

http://www.businessgreen.com/digital_assets/8779/hsbc_Stranded_assets_what_next.pdf  
8 Fossil Free Indexes. (2014). The Carbon Underground. Retrieved from: http://divestinvest.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/09/FFI-TheCarbonUnderground-29-Apr-2014.pdf 
9 Carrington, D. (2015). Carbon reserves held by top fossil fuel companies soar. The Guardian. Retrieved 
from: http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/apr/19/carbon-reserves-held-by-top-fossil-fuel-
companies-soar 

http://www.oisaweb.es/documents/10148/30643/Impact+of+climate+change+on+the+nature+of+excepcional+climatic+events.pdf
http://www.oisaweb.es/documents/10148/30643/Impact+of+climate+change+on+the+nature+of+excepcional+climatic+events.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTSOCIALDEVELOPMENT/Resources/SDCCWorkingPaper_MigrationandConflict.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTSOCIALDEVELOPMENT/Resources/SDCCWorkingPaper_MigrationandConflict.pdf
http://www.businessgreen.com/digital_assets/8779/hsbc_Stranded_assets_what_next.pdf
http://divestinvest.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/FFI-TheCarbonUnderground-29-Apr-2014.pdf
http://divestinvest.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/FFI-TheCarbonUnderground-29-Apr-2014.pdf
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/apr/19/carbon-reserves-held-by-top-fossil-fuel-companies-soar
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/apr/19/carbon-reserves-held-by-top-fossil-fuel-companies-soar


reserves, we know that these companies also engage in the most extreme and expensive forms 

of extraction found on the planet, including projects found in the Arctic, the Alberta oil sands, 

and in deep sea waters.10 

 

 Fossil fuel companies have long been considered 'safe' and morally neutral investments: 

this, we argue, can no longer be understood as the case, given the social and environmental 

impacts of fossil fuel companies in society. Thus, it is these 200 companies which Divest SFU 

urges the SFU Board of Governors to commit to divest from. 

 

 

The Limits of Shareholder Engagement 
 

 In response to calls for fossil fuel divestment from members of the SFU community 

(among other factors), the Board of Governors became a signatory to the United Nations 

Principles for Responsible Investment, committing itself to a position of shareholder 

engagement over divestment. Divest SFU welcomes SFU's commitment to more socially 

responsible investment, and looks forward to the Responsible Investment Committee's work 

as it engages in a transparent and accountable process of engagement with the many 

companies in SFU's investment portfolio through university investment managers on issues of 

social, moral, and environmental concern.  

 

With regard to assets in the fossil fuel industry in particular, however, Divest SFU 

asserts that SFU's commitment to shareholder engagement does not preclude action on 

divestment.  We believe that achieving meaningful change from the fossil fuels industry, 

in the timeframe necessary to limit the worst effects of climate change, is beyond the 

scope of shareholder engagement. Nonetheless, over the course of a divestment strategy 

that prioritizes the most egregious and unconscionable perpetrators of climate change, SFU will 

retain the opportunity to practice shareholder engagement with the fossil fuel companies still 

remaining in their portfolio. 

 

 VanCity Investment Management found themselves in just such a position this past year 

with two of Canada's largest oil sands producers, Suncor and Canadian Natural Resources. In 

their decision to divest from these companies in all their socially responsible mutual funds, they 

noted that while “Suncor has been receptive to shareholder engagement. . . overall 

results, contrasted with production plans, are not sufficient, in our opinion, to warrant 

continued investment.”11 If Board of Governors insists on shareholder engagement over 

divestment in the short term, it is similarly compelled to set reasonable, transparent standards 

for response to shareholder engagement, such that it is clear when divestment would be 

triggered. Leaving aside the moral imperative behind fossil fuel divestment for the moment, the 

Board of Governors must recognize the limits of shareholder engagement and prepare itself in a 

transparent manner for appropriate action should such advocacy fail to meaningfully adjust 

corporate behaviour. 

 

                                                 
10 ibid. 
11 Foley, D. (2015). A prudent approach to climate risk. VanCity Investment Management. Newsletter. 
Retrieved from: https://www.iaclarington.com/docs/VancityInhance/InhanceInsightApril2015.pdf?23 
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 To further illustrate our position on shareholder engagement with fossil fuel companies, 

we observe that last year shareholder engagement forced ExxonMobil to release a 

statement on the potential effect carbon risk will have on its future profitability. The 

company, ranked fourth in the top 100  CO2  emitting oil and gas companies worldwide, 

responded by ensuring shareholders of its long-term profitability and expressed confidence that 

none of their reserves are either now, nor will they become, stranded. Taking the position that 

any government policy mandating carbon pricing would fail to negatively impact fossil fuel 

profits, ExxonMobil committed themselves to lobbying government to such ends. This position is 

indicative of industry-wide assumptions resigning global society to long-term dependence on 

fossil fuels and should be deeply concerning to any interests committed to climate action and 

sustainability, including SFU, given the figures regarding corporate fossil fuel holdings and the 

world carbon budget described above. 

 

 This issue should be of immediate concern to SFU: contrary to industry positions, a 2015 

report from the multinational banking firm HSBC indicates that "stranding risks have become 

much more urgent for investors, including shorter term investors with positions based 

on a 12 month view or less."12  Prudent investors might furthermore take heed of opinions 

outside the fossil fuel industry itself before dismissing the risk of stranded carbon assets. 

VanCity Investment Management (VCIM), mentioned above, for instance, divested a number of 

their mutual funds on offer of fossil fuels earlier this year. In their newsletter announcing the 

change, they take note of Ontario's recent commitment to a carbon pricing program to be 

implemented later this year, adding to existing programs in Quebec and BC and more than 

doubling the amount of Canada's national GDP covered by a pricing mechanism, from 28% to 

68%. While VCIM acknowledged uncertainty in regards to the impact of such change on share 

prices, they nevertheless assert that “prudent risk management demands caution.” The 

recent election of a majority NDP government in the province of Alberta prompts further caution 

as policy affecting oil sands production in Alberta is reviewed later this year.13 

 

 ExxonMobil's position is further weakened by reports from both HSBC and the Global 

Investor Coalition on Climate Change, both of whom identify a host of other stranding risks, 

including the recent fall in oil prices and innovation in the renewable energies sector as 

additional causes for concern among investors in the fossil fuels industry. At the international 

level, the G20 has asked the Financial Stability Board in Basel to investigate the risk of stranded 

assets in the face of stricter climate regulations with results expected this coming July 2015. 

With the 21st Conference of the Parties convening at the end of this year, bringing countries 

around the world together to negotiate a legally binding international climate agreement, to 

come into effect in the year 2020, scrutiny of such risks will surely gain in significance. In BC, 

our own government's legal commitment to a 33% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 

2020 will draw similar attention. Clearly, SFU and the Board of Governors, to fulfill their 

fiduciary duty, must stake out a clear position of their own in anticipation of stricter 

climate regulation.  

 

                                                 
12 Paun, A., Knight, Z., & Chan, W. (2015). Stranded assets: what next?. HSBC. Retrieved from: 

http://www.businessgreen.com/digital_assets/8779/hsbc_Stranded_assets_what_next.pdf  
13 Foley, D. (2015). A prudent approach (See footnote 11 above). 

http://www.businessgreen.com/digital_assets/8779/hsbc_Stranded_assets_what_next.pdf


 Ultimately, supporters of DivestSFU believe that at the end of this road lies full 

divestiture from the fossil fuels industry: such companies simply do not have the capacity to 

make the changes necessary for our transition to a just and sustainable future. Certainly, they 

cannot do so within the timeframe necessary to stave off a 2 degree tipping point and the most 

catastrophic effects of climate destabilization—the beginnings of which are already being 

experienced around the world today. The moral case for divestment and its symbolic value 

furthermore lend great weight to arguments in support of such action. We thus call upon 

the Board of Governors to act, and act swiftly. It is much later than we think.  

 

A Leader among Universities 

 

SFU is a leader in social, environmental, and economic engagement. The values 

of sustainability and community involvement are at the core of our university, the 

chance to align our investments with these values is incredibly exciting. We have the 

opportunity to be the first Canadian university to divest from the fossil fuel industry – the 

chance for SFU to continue to lead among the world’s educational institutions. As we 

celebrate our first 50 years, you are the Governors that have the opportunity to shape 

the next 50 years. We have great trust that you will do so with integrity, care, and by 

leading the way in responsible investment. What a moment. What an absolute privilege 

to be able to provide a just and sustainable foundation for SFU for the next 50 years. 

Since the Divestment Coalition presented to you in March of 2014, we have seen you 

take important steps toward divestment: signing onto the United Nations Principles for 

Responsible Investment, the creation of the Responsible Investment Committee and an 

increase in the transparency of our investments. Let’s take the next step. Let’s shape 

SFU’s next 50 years. Let’s divest from the fossil fuel industry. 

 

 

 

  



 

Appendix I 

 

 

 

In the table below, Divest SFU has compiled three different approaches to carbon risk 

management from reports by HSBC,14 Cambridge Associates,15 and the Global Investor 

Coalition on Climate Change.16 Whatever approach the Board of Governors seeks to adopt, it is 

the view of Divest SFU that the Board must maintain the highest standards of transparency and 

accountability throughout the process, which should be held in extensive consultation with 

community stakeholders. 

 

Approaches to Carbon Risk Management 

HSBC Cambridge Associates 
Global Investor Coalition on 

Climate Change 

1) Analyze assets 
• identify which assets could 

potentially be devalued due to 

stranding 

1) Ensure appropriate governance 
• Ensure appropriateness of a 

socially responsible investment 

policy 
• Develop appropriate structures 

designed to address relevant 

stakeholder concerns 

1) Strategic review: Develop actions to 

integrate climate change into investment 

beliefs and policies that are actionable 

and transparent 
• Evaluate the evidence 
• Engage with policy makers and 

members 
• Define beliefs 
• Consider investment restraints 
• Develop policy 
• Set targets 

2) Decide how to manage asset 

stranding risks. HSBC recognizes 

five approaches: 
• 100% divestment 
• Partial divestment (tilting) 

according to index classification, 

revenue criteria or breakeven prices 
• Value chain analysis, 
• Worst-in-class approach based on 

carbon intensity of individual 

companies, 
• Hold stocks and engage with fossil 

fuel producing and consuming 

2) Measure fossil fuel exposure 
• Analyze portfolio holdings for 

exposure at both manager and total 

portfolio levels 

2) Strategic asset allocation (SAA): 

Develop strategy for measuring and 

managing the risks and opportunities of 

climate change, both within the existing 

asset allocation structure and through 

evolving the asset mix over time 
• Review Assumptions 
• Measure exposure to risks 
• Measure exposure to opportunities 
• Reduce risks within SAA targets 
• Increase opportunities within existing 

SAA targets 
• Set priorities to evolve SAA targets 

                                                 
14 Paun, A., Knight, Z., & Chan, W. (2015). Stranded assets: what next?. HSBC. Retrieved from: 
http://www.businessgreen.com/digital_assets/8779/hsbc_Stranded_assets_what_next.pdf 
15 Metthews, J., Mitchell, T., & Sternlicht, D. (2014). The fossil fuel divestment discussion. Cambridge 
Associates. Retrieved from: http://40926u2govf9kuqen1ndit018su.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-
content/uploads/2014/09/Fossil-Fuel-Divestment.pdf 
16 Global Investor Coalition on Climate Change. (2015). Climate change investment solutions: A guide for 

asset owners. Retrieved from: http://1gkvgy43ybi53fr04g4elpcdhfr.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-
content/uploads/2015/04/Climate-Change-Investment-Solutions-GuideFINAL.pdf 
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http://1gkvgy43ybi53fr04g4elpcdhfr.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Climate-Change-Investment-Solutions-GuideFINAL.pdf
http://1gkvgy43ybi53fr04g4elpcdhfr.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Climate-Change-Investment-Solutions-GuideFINAL.pdf


companies 

3a) If divesting, decide what to do 

with divested funds. HSBC 

recognizes two approaches: 
• Reinvestment into a screened 

index, or 
• Reinvestment into a low-carbon 

economy 

3) Engage stakeholders in decision 

to divest or not divest 
• Engage in a dialogue with 

stakeholders that incorporates 

multiple viewpoints and evaluates 

divestment and reinvestment in a 

context specific to the institution 

3) Mitigation investment actions 
• Reduce carbon intensity of existing 

assets 
• Increase exposure to mitigation 

opportunities (e.g. low carbon, clean 

energy, and energy efficient assets) 

 4a) If divesting, define terms of 

divestment 
• Develop strategy customized to suit 

specific context of institution taking 

into account practical challenges 
• Consider sustainable reinvestment 

options 

4) Adaptation investment actions 
• Reduce climate vulnerability of 

existing assets 
• Build exposure to adaptation 

opportunities 

 4b) If not divesting, consider 

alternatives to divestment: 
• includes narrowing the scope of 

divestment, investing in fossil fuel 

alternatives, and engaging 

companies through shareholder 

advocacy. 
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The Carbon Underground: 

Top 200 Coal, Oil, and Gas Companies Worldwide, ranked by Carbon Reserves 



 



 
 

  



 

Appendix III 

 

 

 

Carbon Budget  

 

 
Carbon Tracker. (2014). Unburnable carbon: Are the world’s financial markets carrying a carbon bubble?. 

Carbon Track Initiative. Retrieved from: http://www.carbontracker.org/wp-

content/uploads/2014/09/Unburnable-Carbon-Full-rev2-1.pdf 
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Appendix IV 

 

Common Questions17 

 

  

How will divestment affect diversification in SFU's portfolio? 

 

A 2014 report by the Responsible Investment Association recognizes a global equity approach 

as sufficient diversification to offset any losses due to fossil fuel divestment. This position is 

reflected in VanCity Investment Management's recent decision to fully divest their socially 

responsible global equity class mutual funds of all fossil fuel assets. 

 

In addition, Pax World Management, an investment manager specializing in environmental, 

social and governance (ESG) investing, argue that “going forward, there are a growing number 

of companies providing energy efficiency and renewable technologies where investors can gain 

exposure to the global demand for energy. . .many of these companies providing cleaner energy 

are better positioned for long term growth and better returns than fossil fuel companies as we 

transition to a lower carbon world.”18 

 

Where is the line in terms of where to divest? Do you divest from automobile companies 

and mining companies? Where do you put the pressure the fossil fuel industries or 

downstream? 

 

Principles need to be set up in consultation with the community with sustainable development 

as a guiding objective. If companies fail to meet these principles then they should be divested 

from.  

  

Fossil Fuels and car companies, to use one example, are easily differentiated. It is possible to 

imagine car companies continuing to do what they are doing in a sustainable way, but it is very 

difficult to image the fossil fuel industry to continue to do what they are doing while being 

sustainable. That is where the line can be drawn: if you can imagine a company or sector as 

being part of the solution. 

 

Would divestment just be a symbolic act? 

 

A frequent response from those skeptical about fossil fuel divestment is to say that that the 

decision to sell an institution’s holdings in fossil fuel companies would be ‘merely symbolic’. 

These companies are hugely valuable, when measured by stock market price. Universities 

collectively hold a small portion of their total stockmarket value. 

                                                 
17 Adapted from Toronto350's report on fossil fuel divestment submitted to the University of Toronto, with 
some additions. Some answers adapted in part from a panel discussion featuring SFU faculty members 
hosted by Divest SFU and various partners in March 2015. Video of the panel is available here: 
http://www.ustream.tv/recorded/60391679. Our gratitude goes out to those whose words helped inspire 
those written here. 
18 Gorte, J.F., Falci, S. (2015). The smart way to divest fossil fuels. Pax World Investments. Retrieved 
from: http://www.paxworld.com/system/storage/14/23/5/4545/divest-fossil-fuel.pdf 
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The central message of the divestment campaign, however, is that these companies are 

operating with a flawed vision of the future. Their expectation remains that they will be allowed 

to burn the fossil fuels they possess. It’s on that basis that they continue to invest vast amounts 

of money into the development of extreme energy projects like arctic drilling, mountaintop 

removal, and the bitumen sands. The ability of these companies to bring in the massive 

investment they require for these projects relies upon continued confidence that these coal, oil, 

and gas reserves remain valuable. As the world progressively accepts that the fuels cannot be 

burned, the value of these companies will diminish correspondingly. 

 

‘Symbolic’ is a word too often preceded with ‘merely’. When your campaign is largely about 

affecting how people think, the fact that actions can be symbolic amplifies their ability to be 

powerful. Having universities divest would add momentum and legitimacy to the campaign 

overall — helping to initiate the massive shift in investment which we need if climate change is 

to be kept to a manageable level. Divestment campaigns have undermined damaging 

companies’ social license to operate. They also signal that important institutions with access to 

a great deal of expert advice have considered the question seriously and decided it is 

appropriate to act. Fossil fuel divestment would continue in this tradition. 

 

There is no point in restricting fossil fuel supply. Shouldn't we address demand instead? 

 

Certainly, it is appropriate to make a major effort to restrain fossil fuel demand, through 

measures ranging from creating higher building standards, implementing carbon pricing, 

strengthening efficiency requirements for vehicles, and encouraging sustainable lifestyle 

changes. That being said, the argument that the fossil fuel industry simply serves the demands 

of consumers is faulty. For one thing, fossil fuel companies must make vast forward-looking 

investments in new projects, based only on projections about what future prices and demand 

will look like. They are not simply tracking the day-by-day demand for coal, oil, and gas and then 

setting production at that level, but rather making investment choices that will affect the 

functioning of fossil fuel markets for decades. 

 

Furthermore, the active political involvement of fossil fuel companies limits the applicability of 

the claim that they are neutral suppliers of demanded commodities. Fossil fuel companies have 

worked against pollution restrictions, as well as attempts to increase efficiency through 

regulations and legislation. In short, they have worked to maintain and enlarge the demand for 

their products, despite the many forms of social injury associated. Climate change poses an 

existential threat to the fossil fuel industry, so they can be expected to use all their financial, 

legal, and political resources to try to protect the demand for their products. 

 

Most of the endowment is invested in pooled funds. Won’t there be significant 

management costs associated with these changes? 

 

In their report on fossil fuel divestment, investment advisor Cambridge Associates notes that 

“Many institutions are limited in their divestment options because of their use of commingled 

funds and the inability to screen individual securities within them.” They continue: "Divesting up 

to 10% of a portfolio invested in multiple commingled vehicles may require a large shift of assets 

and managers, which could have significant transaction costs and other negative impacts if 
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implemented quickly.” A time frame of five years is thus recommended by both this campaign 

and others to address this potential challenge, keeping in mind that the divestment process 

throughout will progressively reduce exposure of the university's portfolio to undue risk 

associated with the fossil fuels industry. 

 

Commitment to a five year timeline carries additional benefits beyond the careful distribution of 

potential transaction costs. For example, following adequate consultation, SFU might choose to 

adopt an approach inspired by the Rockefeller Brothers Fund which last year committed to a 

two-step process involving an immediate focus on limiting exposure to coal and oil sands assets 

while simultaneously committing to develop a strategy for full divestment from fossil fuels over 

the next few years.19 

 

Aren't fossil fuel companies themselves working on solutions through investment in 

renewable energies? 

 

The amount of money fossil fuel companies invest in renewable energy is dwarfed by their 

investments in unconventional sources of coal, oil and gas. Indeed, in recent years, fossil fuel 

companies BP, Royal Dutch Shell and Chevron have all taken steps to divest from renewable 

energies.20 The fossil-fuel industry spends vast sums of money touting its environmental 

credentials, while its business plans—which depend on burning all of their fossil fuel reserves—

are fundamentally at odds with environmental sustainability.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
19 Rockefeller Brothers Fund. (2014). Divestment Statement. Retrieved from: 
http://www.rbf.org/content/divestment-statement 
20 Gallucci, M. (2014). Chevron finalizes sale of its clean energy subsidiary, marking latest oil industry 

move away from renewables. International Business Times. Retrieved from: 
http://www.ibtimes.com/chevron-finalizes-sale-its-clean-energy-subsidiary-marking-latest-oil-industry-
move-away-1677212 
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