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“If it is wrong to wreck the planet then it is wrong to profit from that
wreckage.”
(Bill McKibben, 2013)

1. Executive summary
The contributors to this paper believe that the University of Liverpool’s investments in the
fossil fuel industry are environmentally and financially unsustainable; undermine the
University values, ethics and research; and violate the current ethical investment policy.
As such, we call on the University of Liverpool to publicly commit to:
1. Immediately freeze any new investment in all publicly traded fossil fuel companies.
2. Screen for and sell all investments in the fossil fuel industry within 3 years.
3. Add oil and gas to the list of exclusions in the University of Liverpool’s ethical
investment policy.
Fossil fuel companies are responsible for the climate crisis we currently face. Anthropogenic
climate change, caused by the mass burning of fossil fuels, has had devastating effects on
both the humans and the environment. Following pressure from Extinction Rebellion and
the school climate strikes, the UK and Irish Parliaments have recognised the urgency of this
crisis by becoming the first countries to declare a climate emergency.
The Investments Sub-Committee has a fiduciary duty to ensure the financial security of the
University’s endowment fund. Investing in fossil fuel giants such as Royal Dutch Shell, BP
and ExxonMobil is financially risky for several reasons: fossil fuel stocks have
underperformed for several years; the future of natural gas is unpredictable; fossil fuel
stocks will plunge when the “carbon bubble’” bursts; and renewable energy will be cheaper
than fossil fuels by 2020. Furthermore, research shows that screening out fossil fuels is safe
and fossil free portfolios are performing well. As governments begin to implement policies
to tackle climate change, divestment is becoming an increasingly financially responsible
decision.
Investments in fossil fuels are reputationally risky and undermine the University’s values
and ethics. Through its investments, the University supports an industry that plays a role in
systematically misleading the public about climate change and is responsible for human
rights abuses resulting from neo-colonial methods of fossil fuel extraction. Furthermore, the
University profits from and is complicit in a climate crisis that is leading to mass
displacement, famine, conflict and ecosystem failure.
The University of Liverpool has a social responsibility to listen to climate scientists, take a
stand against human rights abuses and end its complicity in the climate crisis by divesting
from all fossil fuel companies.
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2. Background
2.1 Climate change
Climate change is the most urgent issue of our time. Last year, the UN Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change warned that global warming must be limited to 1.5oC above preindustrial levels within the next 12 years in order to avoid an irreversible climate
catastrophe. However, the current 1oC rise in average global temperature has already had
devastating consequences on the environment and wildlife: melting ice caps, sea level rise,
loss of coral reefs and the mass extinction of species.1 2
There are also severe human costs - extreme weather events such as flooding, heatwaves,
wildfires, droughts and hurricanes devastate whole communities. The countries most
vulnerable to these effects (predominantly based in the Global South) are least responsible.
The 50 least developed nations of the world have contributed just 1% of global greenhouse
emissions.3
In March 2019, Cyclone Idai (the strongest cyclone on record in the Southern Hemisphere)
wreaked havoc in Mozambique, Zimbabwe and Malawi. 90% of the city of Beira in
Mozambique was destroyed, over 1000 people have died and hundreds of thousands of
people have been displaced.4 Since 2008, 21.5 million people have been forcibly displaced
by weather-related disasters each year.5 As climate change causes more frequent and more
extreme weather events, the number of people killed or displaced as a result of climate
change will continue to rise, and food and water scarcity will increase the risk of state
conflict and instability.6
2.2 The fossil fuel industry is leading us towards climate breakdown
The climate crisis we currently face was caused by the mass burning of fossil fuels. Just 100
fossil fuel companies, including BP, Shell and ExxonMobil, are responsible for 71% of global
emissions since 1988.7 The fossil fuel industry holds five times more carbon in their coal, oil
and gas reserves than is safe to burn without causing a catastrophic increase in average
global temperature.8 Companies cannot continue to extract fossil fuels, yet they clearly have
no intention of changing as they spend millions expanding extraction projects and actively
undermine efforts to address climate change.
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A recent report published by Influence Map revealed that five oil majors (BP, Shell,
ExxonMobil, Chevron and Total) spend $200m per year on lobbying and political donations
in order to push against climate policy and clean energy solutions. The report also
highlighted an annual $195m spend on climate-focused branding campaigns that aims to
convince stakeholders of the company’s concern for climate change and present a ‘greener’
image to the public - a PR tactic known as greenwashing.9

Activists in 2016 protest ExxonMobil deception on climate change.
Source: ExxonKnew.org. Relevant for 2019 as New York Attorney General sues ExxonMobil for
deceiving shareholders.

In 2015, a report that included internal documents from major fossil fuel companies
revealed that for three decades, the fossil fuel industry has actively worked to deceive the
public about the risks of climate change.10 Adopting tactics used by the tobacco industry in
their efforts to undermine health warnings about smoking, fossil fuel companies have spent
millions funding climate change denial thinktanks in order to discredit climate science. The
report also provides ample evidence that ExxonMobil’s own scientists have been aware of
climate change and the effects of mass burning fossil fuels since the 1980’s. Instead of
publishing this research, ExxonMobil buried it and continued to fund climate change denier
groups for decades.11 In 2018, New York’s attorney general sued ExxonMobil for deceiving
shareholders by downplaying the expected risks of climate change to its business.12 By
continuing to endorse companies that have repeatedly deceived the public interest, the
University severely damages its reputation.
A common argument against divesting from all fossil fuels is that positive engagement with
fossil fuel companies has a greater impact on climate solutions.13 Whilst this strategy has
9
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been effective in changing corporate practices, e.g. implementing a living wage,14 there is no
track record of success for challenging the business model of a company. The size of the
University’s investments is insignificant to fossil fuel giants, meaning that the University’s
shareholder power is not enough to demand significant changes to their operations.
The University of Liverpool, as an institution that prides itself on its research-led teaching,
cannot continue to invest in an industry that ignores the warnings of climate scientists and
goes so far as to actively mislead the public and lobby against meaningful climate policies.
2.3 Fossil fuel divestment
The University of Liverpool has an opportunity to act in accordance with its values and
ethics by broadening the current ethical investment policy and divesting from all fossil fuel
companies.
The fossil fuel divestment movement challenges the fossil fuel industry’s reputation and
power, removing its social license to operate and weakening its political influence. In 2014,
Glasgow University became the first UK University to divest with a commitment to divest
£18m from all fossil fuel companies. Currently, 72 UK universities and 2 Irish universities
have committed to partial or full divestment, representing endowment wealth of over
£11bn. Worldwide, the divestment commitments of over 1000 institutions, including the
Rockerfeller Brothers Fund, New York City and Ireland, represent $8.77tn.15
In recent history, divestment has been a hugely successful campaigning tactic, most notably
in the fight against South African Apartheid when student-led divestment campaigns
pressured Barclays to withdraw $350m of investments from South Africa.16 Liverpool
students, including future newsreader Jon Snow, also campaigned against the university’s
direct investments in South Africa. 46 years later, the University of Liverpool recognised that
they were on the wrong side of history and gave an honorary degree to students who had
been expelled for campaigning.17

Students occupying the Senate House
Building in opposition to apartheid in South
Africa, which Jon Snow played a major part
in. (Source: University of Liverpool)
14
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As divestment campaigns continue to delegitimise the fossil fuel industry and governments
implement policies to address climate change, it is within the best interests of the University
be on the right side of history and divest from all fossil fuel companies immediately.
2.4 Student mandate to divest
The dozens of Fossil Free campaigns on University campuses across the UK demonstrate
that climate change is a priority for the current university students, and the ever-growing
Youth Strike 4 Climate movement strongly suggests that it will continue to be. Research
conducted by NUS (National Union of Students) found that 86% of students, student officers
and staff in higher education institutions are concerned about climate change. Furthermore,
half of higher education student respondents say that they would be more likely to donate
to their university, later in their career, if they knew the institution had stopped investing in
fossil fuels.18
At the University of Liverpool there is widespread support for divestment: 1165 students
have signed the petition and 30 societies/sports teams have endorsed the campaign.
Nationally, the UCU has passed a motion to support divestment and the local branch will
discuss a fossil free motion at their AGM this month. Furthermore, two of the newly elected
officer team are active fossil free campaigners and will continue to push for full divestment.

The University of Liverpool squash club endorsing the Fossil Free campaign – one of 30 sports
teams and societies to do so. (Source: Fossil Free Liverpool)

On a national level, delegates at NUS National Conference 2019 voted to pass Liverpool
Guild of Students’ climate motion. As a result, NUS will prioritise divestment and fossil free
finance campaigns, embedding them into all officer and student union training. NUS will
also boycott Barclays until they stop investing in all fossil fuel extraction projects.

18
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3. Fossil fuel divestment is financially responsible
The stock market value of fossil fuels is based on the outdated assumption that we can
extract and use fossil fuels without limit. However, the climate crisis requires the immediate
phase out of fossil fuels, meaning we cannot allow more fossil fuel extraction infrastructure
to be built. As the world decarbonises, investments in fossil fuels will not yield the expected
returns and therefore capital invested into fossil fuel extraction projects is wasted. It is
financially responsible to sell holdings in fossil fuels before their value plummets.
3.1 Fossil fuel stocks have underperformed for several years
The fossil fuel industry has been declining for several years. In just eight years ExxonMobil’s
revenue has halved - in 2008 it paid out $43 billion to shareholders but in 2017 it paid out
just $13.7 billion. In 2017, the energy sector was the second-worst performing sector, losing
4% whilst the Standard and Poor 500 gained more than 19% overall.19

S&P 500 Sectors Performance 2017. (Source: Standard & Poor’s)

3.2 The future of natural gas is unpredictable
Hydraulic fracturing (fracking) techniques contaminate ground water with toxic chemicals
and cause earthquakes.20 France, Bulgaria, Germany and Ireland have all banned fracking
and anti-fracking groups exist across the world, including in the UK. As local homeowners
and governments fight against fracking, investments in gas companies become increasingly
risky.

19
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3.3 Fossil fuel stocks will plunge when the “carbon bubble’” bursts
Fossil fuel companies currently hold five times more carbon in their coal, oil and gas
reserves than can be safely burned, yet they continue to spend capital on finding more
reserves.21 As governments implement policies and legislation to curb climate change, the
majority of reserves will be rendered ‘stranded assets’, driving large valuation reductions of
fossil fuel companies.22 According to financial analysts at HSBC, Citi and the London School
of Economics this will reduce the value of fossil fuel stocks by 40 – 60%.23 The size of this
‘Carbon Bubble’ has been estimated at $27tr – failing to deal with this will harm the
university’s financial standing in the long term.
3.4 Renewable energy will soon be cheaper than fossil fuels
According to the International Renewable Energy Agency, renewables will be cheaper than
fossil fuels in every major region of the world by 2020 because it will be more profitable and
faster to install renewable energy than to build a coal, oil or gas plant. This will significantly
reduce the value of coal, oil and gas stocks.24
3.5 Studies show screening out fossil fuels is safe
There is a growing body of evidence suggesting that is investment in, not divestment from,
fossil fuels that is risky. Divestment doesn’t pose a serious financial risk to a portfolio and
opens the door for more sustainable investments that not only get a good return but also
help our communities and the planet. Studies by financial firms show that the risk added by
taking coal, oil and gas stocks out of retirement funds is very low - a study by the Aperio
group puts the added risk at 0.0101%.25
3.6 Fossil free portfolios are performing well
Deutsche Bank and Mercer’s meta-analyses showed that the majority of academic studies of
ESG investment performance found the incorporation of ESG factors into portfolio
management to be either neutral or positive.26
An S&P Capital IQ study commissioned by The Associated Press (AP) found that an
endowment that divested from the 200 fossil fuel companies targeted by the Fossil Free
divestment campaign would have significantly outperformed fossil-fuel invested funds.

21
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Industry-Balanced Responsible Portfolio vs. S&P 500, Cumulative Returns. (Source: Investing for Change: Profit from
Sustainable Investment, Landier, Augustin, & Nair, Oxford University Press, 2009)

According to the AP, “The firm calculated the total returns of the broad U.S. market as
tracked by the S&P 500 index, with and without the companies singled out by Fossil Free. An
endowment of $1 billion that excluded fossil fuel companies would have grown to $2.26
billion over the past 10 years, but an endowment that included investments in fossil fuel
companies would have grown to $2.14 billion.”27
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4. Investments in fossil fuels are not compliant with the ethical investment policy
The current ethical investment policy states that the University supports the United Nations
Global Compact principles.28 Although oil and gas are not listed under exclusions,
investments in Shell, BP, ExxonMobil and BHP are not compliant with the current ethical
investment policy because their operations violate several of the 10 principles.
The Niger Delta: environmental damage and human rights violations
The Niger Delta in Nigeria is one of the most polluted regions in the world - more oil is
spilled across the region each year than was spilt in the Gulf of Mexico in 2010. According to
the Nigerian government, there were over 7000 spills between 1970 and 2000.29 As a result,
children play on crude oil-soaked beaches and people drink and fish from oil-contaminated
waters. Royal Dutch Shell and ExxonMobil have destroyed the lives and livelihoods of tens of
thousands of local people, denying them of their basic human rights to agency, health and
access to safe water and food.
Shell has admitted spilling 55,809,000 litres of oil into the Niger Delta since 2007. In 2015,
the company were forced to pay an out of court settlement of $55 million to the Bodo
community for cleaning up oil spills from 2008 and 2009 that they had previously tried to
deny responsibility for.30

Creeks and vegetations in the Niger Delta devastated as a result of oil spills. (Source: Pius Utomi
Ekpei/AFP/Getty Images)

Shell’s morally bankrupt practises in Nigeria spill over into a web of human and indigenous
rights violations. They are currently in court, accused of complicity and collusion in several
human rights violations, including in the Nigerian state’s execution of the Ogoni Nine – a
28
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group of peaceful environmental and human rights activists put to death for their leading
roles in organising against Shell’s destructive business practises on their lands. Shell have
previously been taken to court by their family members for their involvement in this statesanctioned violence and have so far paid out $15.5 million to settle a lawsuit brought by the
late son of Ken Saro-Wiwa - an internationally-recognised writer, activist and organiser, and
member of the Ogoni Nine.31

Esther Kiobel lead plaintiff against Shell for the execution of her husband Barinem, part of the Ogoni
Nine. (Source: Amnesty International)

Both Shell and ExxonMobil are responsible for an extensive amount of social and
environmental damage. These actions violate several of the UN Global Compact principles
related to human rights, environment and anti-corruption. As such, the University’s
investments in these companies are not compliant with the current ethical investment
policy.

31
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5. The University must align its investments with its values, ethics and research
5.1 Values and Ethics
Investments in fossil fuel companies violate several of the University of Liverpool’s values
and ethics:






“We will recognise the social, economic and environmental impact of our activities

and seek to minimise harm to the natural environment and increase our social value,
wherever we operate.” (Values and Ethics Principles)32
“We will put ethics and integrity at the heart of our decision-making” and “deploy
our resources creatively and with care, to maximise our positive impact locally,
nationally and internationally.” (Strategy 2026)33
The University of Liverpool aims to be a “leading sustainable University” and
“recognises its responsibility to ensure sound, environmentally responsible and
socially acceptable practice in all its activities.” (University of Liverpool Sustainability
webpage)34

Vaca Muerta: environmental damage and human rights violations
Vaca Muerta in Argentina is the second largest shale gas field ever discovered at 30,000 kmsquared – roughly half the size of England (70,000km-squared) – and is also proposed to
contain 23 billion barrels of oil. The gas field exists in the Mapuche territory of Campo
Maripe, bordering areas supplying drinking water to over 500,000 people.
In 2016, 500 wells had been drilled in the Mapuche territory, making them the community
most impacted by fracking in the world, outside of the US. The land grabs by the
transnational companies drilling in Vaca Muerta in conjunction with the state have led to
spills, leaks and fires. A report to the UN by the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights (CESCR) highlighted the adverse impacts of Vaca Muerta on the economic, social, and
cultural rights of local residents and indigenous Mapuche communities. These include
polluting the environment, ignoring their right to prior and informed consent about the
project and operating in a way that harms health and housing.
These projects are taking place despite mass opposition. There have been demonstrations
exceeding 5000 people, which have faced heavy crackdowns by state authorities. In one, a
teacher was shot and wounded, and four homes in Campo Maripe were set on fire.
Blockades of roads to access the site have also been suppressed by police using heavy
handed tactics.
BP is a part of this mega project through its 50% ownership of the Pan American Energy
Group and Shell have been contracted to frack 1000 wells in Argentina. Continuing to invest
in companies responsible for such environmental destruction and disregard for human
rights goes against the University’s values and ethics and also poses huge reputational risks.
32
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5.2 University research
Parallels between the tobacco industry and fossil fuel industry provide a compelling
argument for divestment. As with the tobacco industry, the problem with the fossil fuel
industry is the product itself. The University’s previous investment policy stated, “The
University is a leading research centre into lung-cancer, and as tobacco is a major cause of
this disease, it would be inappropriate for it to hold investments in tobacco companies.”
(University of Liverpool Investment Policy for Endowed Funds). Applying the same logic to
fossil fuels leads to the conclusion that it is inappropriate to hold investments in fossil fuel
companies given the University’s Stephenson Institute for Renewable Energy (SIRE) centre
and leading research on climate change, sustainable energy, health, global security and
conflict.
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