Fossil Free Huddersfield University Briefing

The Fossil Free Huddersfield University campaign is calling upon the University to:

• Screen for and exclude fossil fuels any investments from their investment portfolio within a year. 
• Commit to refusing any future investment in fossil fuel companies. 
• Refocus research & expertise on climate solutions and phase out climate-damaging fossil fuel research within 5 years 
• Strengthen and adhere to the university's ethical investment policy.

https://campaigns.gofossilfree.org/petitions/divest-huddersfield-university-from-fossil-fuels

The ethical case

We have already seen global warming of over 1 degree centigrade. The resulting climate change is now leading to increasingly severe impacts – from rapidly melting sea-ice at the poles and 50 degree heatwaves in India, to floods in Louisiana and drought in California. The UK is seeing worse impacts too – with increasingly severe flooding  in almost every region and country in the UK in recent years. These impacts will get worse, because we are currently on track for a three-degree warming world. For example according to the World Bank, a 3 degree warming world would see 113 “heat-wave days” a year in Baghdad, compared with 47 such days a year in a 1.5 degree world. 

Why fossil fuel companies’ actions are making climate change worse:

· At Paris in December 2015, 196 nations agreed to hold global warming to “well below 2 degrees” , and to “pursue efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5 degrees”.

· The UK Government said in December 2016 that “70-75 percent of known fossil fuels would have to be left unused in order to have a 50% chance of limiting global temperature rise to below 2°C”.

· The Governor of the Bank of England has said that the action needed to keep to a 2 degree goal “would render the vast majority of [existing] reserves “stranded” – oil, gas and coal that will be literally unburnable”.

· Yet, fossil fuel companies are actively drilling for NEW reserves of coal, oil and gas over and above existing reserves; their actions are completely incompatible with staying within 2 degrees.

[Source: Local Government Pensions:  fossil fuel divestment February 20177, Friends of the Earth https://www.foe.co.uk/sites/default/files/downloads/local-government-pensions-fossil-fuel-divestment-89508.pdf ]

· Research by the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research has found that burning  all fossil fuel reserves  would lead to virtually all of the Antarctic ice sheet melting, pushing the sea level up by 60 metres and submerging cities including London, New York, Hong Kong and Tokyo and flooding the homes of more than a billion people worldwide. [http://www.independent.co.uk/environment/london-new-york-hong-kong-and-tokyo-among-cities-that-will-be-submerged-under-water-if-we-burn-all-10497390.html]

The financial case

A wide body of evidence has recently come to light which shows that fossil fuel equities pose significant financial risks. As governments control carbon emissions to meet  these targets a large proportion of fossil-fuel reserves which companies expect to extract  will become stranded assets: a “carbon bubble”. Funds which are exposed to fossil-fuel equities when this bubble bursts can expect to suffer considerable losses. [http://www.carbontracker.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Unburnable-Carbon-Full-rev2-1.pdf]

Mark Carney, Governor of the Bank of England recently warned that investors face “potentially huge” losses from climate change action that could make vast reserves of oil, coal and gas “literally unburnable”. Talking of the financial risks posed by global warming, he acknowledged there was a danger the assets of fossil fuel companies could be left “stranded” by tougher rules to curb climate change. [Financial Times : 29 September 2015]

Impax Asset Management say: “there are strong indications that today’s prices of energy stocks do not account for the risk” of Government intervention to reduce fossil fuel pollution. [Impax Asset Management, 2016. Carbon risk for investors: Building a “Smart Carbon” portfolio.http://www.impaxam.com/sites/default/files/Smart%20carbon%20WP%20final%20global%20_0.pdf]

Recent academic research has shown that going Fossil Free is unlikely to be financially detrimental  in the short and medium term and in the long term will be beneficial as removes the financial risk posed by the 'carbon bubble'.

[ ** Demystifying Responsible Investment Performance, UNEPFI and Mercer, (http://www.unepfi.org/fileadmin/documents/Demystifying_Responsible_Investment_Performance_01.pdf )

Beyond Fossil Fuels: The Investment Case for Fossil Fuel Divestment, Impax Asset Management, 

 (http://www.impaxam.com/media-centre/white-papers/beyond-fossil-fuels-investment-case-fossil-fuel-divestment ) 

MSCI ESG Research, Responding to the Call for Fossil-fuel Free Portfolios, 

(http://www.msci.com/resources/factsheets/MSCI_ESG_Research_FAQ_on_Fossil-Free_Investing.pdf )]

The divestment movement

Divestment is the opposite of investment. While investment means buying stocks, bonds or other investments in order to generate financial returns, divestment means getting rid of particular stocks, bonds or investment funds that are unethical or morally dubious. Fossil fuel divestment means to avoid direct ownership of, or commingled funds that include, public equities and corporate bonds of fossil fuel companies. There are 200 publicly-traded companies that hold the vast majority of listed coal, oil and gas reserves.

Challenging the power of the fossil fuel industry

Fossil fuel divestment can be a crucial tactic in the fight for a safe climate future. Science tells us that the vast majority of known fossil fuel reserves need to stay in the ground, but until we challenge the power of the fossil fuel industry, our planet, our future and our democracy don’t stand a chance.

Under their stated ‘business as usual’, the fossil fuel industry plans to take us five times over the safe limit. Divestment isn’t primarily an economic strategy, but a moral and political one. As public institutions, like our Universities and local councils,  take a moral stand and divest from fossil fuel companies, we remove the financial, social and political license these companies need to operate.

According to a recent report from Oxford University, fossil fuel divestment is now the fastest growing divestment movement the world has ever seen. The stigmatisation process it is triggering also poses ‘the most far-reaching threat to fossil fuel companies and the vast energy value chain’. As of January 2017, 695 institutions whose assets total over $5.44 trillion have made divestment commitments.  [http://gofossilfree.org/commitments/]

As of November 2016, over a quarter of all UK universities have now committed to fossil free divestment: [https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/nov/22/fossil-fuel-divestment-soars-in-uk-universities]

In conclusion, there  is a strong ethical and financial case for divestment. Divesting from fossil fuels  will not damage financial performance, and indeed can protect the University from unnecessary risk. We call on Huddersfield University to show financial prudence and strong climate leadership by supporting the Fossil Free Huddersfield University campaign  today.

More information

Huddersfield Friends of the Earth: Huddersfieldfoe.wordpress.com

Fossil Free UK gofossilfree.org/uk/




