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(1) Executive summary  
 
Over the past seven years, the fossil fuel divestment movement has grown from a 
small group of activists at an American college to a global network claiming to 
have inspired institutions worth USD $6 trillion to divest. Amongst the hundreds of 
institutions that have announced divestment commitments, dozens of cities have 
pledged to rid themselves of any investment in 200 major fossil fuel companies.  
 
As the City of Toronto implements its new investment policy²which will allow an 
Investment Board to invest in equities for the first time²there has been some 
interest by council and by staff to learn more about the divestment movement and 
how cities like Toronto have reacted it. Specifically, we were tasked with 
answering three questions:  

1) What is the current status of the global fossil fuel divestment movement, 
particularly in the public sector? 

2) What is the process by which public sector municipalities have assessed 
their exposure, chosen to divest, and implemented this decision? 

3) What has been the impact of divestment²financial, environmental, and 
economic?  

 
Over the course of three months, we conducted research into the divestment 
movement and its relationship with cities. Most of our work involved desktop 
research, which included reviewing the (unfortunately sparse) academic literature 
on fossil fuel divestment and sifting through hundreds of articles in newspapers 
and magazines. We also conducted interviews with municipalities around the 
world and with divestment campaigners.  
 
Our key findings are that city governments have reacted to divestment differently 
depending on the funds that they have pledged to divest. There are generally two 
kinds of investment structures of interest to cities: pension funds, which are often 
cRQWUROOed b\ aUP¶V-length boards of trustees, and directly controlled investments, 
where cities place short-term investments to generate additional revenues. Cities 
that have opted to divest their pension funds have pursued a targeted and 
incremental divestment approach²that is, they have taken several years to rid 
themselves of specific assets from specific companies. Cities that have focused 
on divesting their directly controlled investments have not actually divested any 
funds, but have implemented exclusion policies²that is, they have created ESG 
screening criteria that prevent them from acquiring any fossil fuel-related assets in 
the future. In both cases, divestment has been overhyped and misrepresented by 
media accounts of full divestment.  
 
Should the City of Toronto choose to make a divestment commitment, we 
recommend that the new Investment Board should follow the ESG model 
established by the second group of cities. This would involve adding explicit anti-
fRVViO fXeO OaQgXage WR Whe CiW\¶V iQYeVWPeQW SROic\, VcUeeQiQg aOO QeZ aVVeWV XViQg 
a clear and transparent scorecard, and making annual divestment/exclusion 
deciViRQV baVed RQ a fiUP¶V SeUfRUPaQce RQ WhiV VcaOe.  
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(2) Introduction to Divestment  
 

(a) How to define divestment  
  
The global divestment movement is set on the moral principle that ³if iW¶V ZURQg WR ZUeck Whe 
cOiPaWe, iW¶V ZURQg WR SURfiW fURP WhaW ZUeckage.´1 Divestment is broadly defined as the action 
or process of selling off subsidiary business interests or investments.2 However, the 
movement goes beyond this moral imperative to touch upon economic and financial 
arguments as well, such as the growing risk for stranded assets. The general idea is to stop 
capital from going to the fossil fuel companies that are releasing the biggest amounts of 
CO₂into the atmosphere. Instead of buying stocks, bonds, investment funds, or any other 
assets related to the fossil fuel industry, now is the time for institutional investors, including 
pension funds, to reconsider the material risks and the sustainability of their investments. 
This gives rise to the potential of reinvesting that money in renewable energy projects and 
accelerating the transition away from a carbon-intensive economy. 
  
The divestment campaign also aims to end fossil fuel sponsorship. One of the main 
objectives of 350.org and its affiliate gofossilfree.org is to end fossil fuel companies¶ 
VSRQVRUVhiS UeOaWiRQVhiSV WhaW heOSV WheP cUeaWe a ³VRciaO OiceQce WR RSeUaWe.´ ThiV will be 
paramount to mitigate the risks associated with global warming. It is very important in a 
Canadian context²as illustrated by a report published by the Canadian Centre for Policy 
AOWeUQaWiYeV, Zhich cRQcOXded WhaW ³CaQadiaQ SeQViRQ fXQdV aUe e[SRVed WR cOiPaWe SROic\ 
UiVk fURP WheiU hROdiQgV Rf fRVViO fXeOV.´3 
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With 350.org as the main organization providing support to the multiple campaigns and 
campaigners working towards divestment, the majority of campaigns around the world are 
asking institutions to: 

Ɣ Immediately freeze any new investment in fossil fuel companies; 
Ɣ Divest from direct ownership and any commingled funds that include fossil fuel public 

equities and corporate bonds within 5 years; and 
Ɣ End their fossil fuels sponsorship.4 

  
Many of the cities, universities, religious organizations, retirements funds, and other 
institutions use The CaUbon UndeUgUoXnd: The WoUld¶V ToS 200 ComSanieV, Ranked b\ Whe 
Carbon Content of their Fossil Fuel Reserves5 as a basis point to avoid fossil fuel 
investments. Among the different types of divestment, as defined by 350. org, we can find: 
 

³Fossil Free´ is an institution that does not have any investments in fossil fuel 
companies (coal, oil, natural gas) and that has committed to avoid any fossil fuel 
investments in the future. 

³Full Divestment´ An institutions or corporation that made a binding commitment to 
divest direct ownership, shares, commingled mutual funds containing shares, 
corporate bonds or any assets classes from fossil fuels companies (coal, oil, natural 
gas). 

³Partial´ An institution or corporation that made a binding commitment to divest from 
specific asset classes (e.g. direct investments, domestic equity). 

³Coal and Tar Sands´ An institution or corporation that made a binding commitment 
to divest from any coal and tar sands companies. 

³Coal onl\´ An institution or corporation that made a binding commitment to divest 
from any coal companies.6 

In addition to the stranded assets argument, there are other factors institutional investors 
should consider while deciding which divestment approach to make. The Canadian Centre 
for Policy Alternatives identifies commodity price risk, energy innovation risk, carbon liability 
risk, and First Nations and community opposition risk as other risk factors for pension funds 
to consider.7 Furthermore, they should also consider a coherent approach to investment in 
relation to public policy, and take notice of municipal efforts to counter climate change.  
 

Key Term Definition 

Divestment Selling off all of your holdings in a particular company/fund/industry.  

Disinvestment Selling off some of your holdings.  

Exclusion ³Negative screening broadly refers to rejecting companies for failing a 
standard and can occur on moral, religious, environmental, or social 
grounds. Exclusion and divestment are negative screening strategies 
that entail either omitting stocks of particular firms from purchase or 
SXUgiQg SUeYiRXVO\ SXUchaVed VWRckV fURP Whe SRUWfROiR, UeVSecWiYeO\.´8 
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(b) Historical overview of fossil fuel divestment movement  
 
As with most social movements, the push for fossil fuel divestment did not emerge ex nihilo. 
Divestment evolved as a tactic of the broader climate-change movement, and is therefore 
best understood as one front in the multifaceted fight against global carbon emissions. The 
idea of using divestment as a climate-change campaign tactic stretches back at least as far 
as the early 1990s.9 But in spite of these deep roots, fossil fuel divestment really only 
became a social and political force during the second decade of the 21st century. 
 
If we want to identify one inciting incident for the fossil fuel divestment movement, a major 
culprit is the disappointment among environmental activists with the 2009 Copenhagen 
Accord.10 Prior to the COP15 conference in Copenhagen, 350.org activists had pursued a 
strategy of lobbying politicians and pushing for action on climate change through official 
policymaking channels.11 But the failure of COP15 to produce any meaningful framework for 
change prompted activists to revise their strategy and change their focus from government 
actors to the fossil fuel industry itself.12  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Divestment began to gather steam in 2010 and 2011, with a handful of student groups on  
American college campuses (notably Swarthmore College in Philadelphia, sometimes called 
the birthplace of the movement13) demanding that their administrations rid themselves of 
their interests in fossil fuels.14 BXW Whe PRYePeQW¶V ZaWeUVhed PRPeQW caPe iQ AXgXVW 2012, 
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when environmental campaigner Bill McKibben²aXWhRU Rf ³Whe fiUVW SRSXOaU]iQg bRRk RQ 
gORbaO ZaUPiQg´15 and the father of the fossil fuel divestment movement²published an 
article in Rolling Stone with two simple arguments:  

1) If we want to keep the planet from warming more than 2 degrees Celsius, then we 
need to keep 80% of proven oil/gas/coal reserves in the ground.16  

2) If we want to keep fossil fuel reserves in the ground, then we need to stop fossil fuel 
firms from digging them up by dismantling their financial and political power.17 

 
McKibben argued that efforts to change government policy or individual consumer behaviour 
had proven futile. Instead, environmental activists should target the fossil fuel companies 
that have spent billions of dollars actively resisting the global effort to halt climate change: 

³[T]he SaWhV Ze haYe WUied WR WackOe gORbaO ZaUPiQg haYe VR faU 
produced only gradual, halting shifts. A rapid, transformative change 
would require building a movement, and movements require 
eQePieV« [W]haW aOO WheVe cOiPaWe QXPbeUV Pake SaiQfXOO\, XVefXOO\ 
clear is that the planet does indeed have an enemy ± one far more 
committed to action than governments or individuals. Given this hard 
math, we need to view the fossil-fuel industry in a new light. It has 
become a rogue industry, reckless like no other force on Earth. It is 
Public Enemy Number One to the survival of our planetary 
ciYiOi]aWiRQ.´18 

By reframing climate change from a massively complex international coordination problem to 
a struggle against a morally repugnant and flagrantly self-interested adversary, McKibben 
created the bedrock narrative of the divestment movement.  
 
Since 2012, fossil fuel divestment has gained momentum faster than any other divestment 
movement in history.19 In 2012-13, divestment spread to dozens of universities and colleges 
across the United States, with nine post-secondary institutions committing to some form of 
divest from coal and/or oil and gas.20 During the same period, however, numerous 
institutions declined to divest²by the end of 2013, 14 institutions had rejected divestment.21 
This spurred campus divestment groups to pursue gUeaWeU ³eVcaOaWiRQ´ WacWicV iQ 2014-15; 
the efficacy of these tactics is disputed,22 but collegiate divestments have nevertheless 
increased at a steady pace.23 
 
The divestment movement was born on college campuses and it continues to be waged by 
university students across the world. But almost 100 municipal governments have also 
pledged to take some form of divestment action.24  
 

Ɣ In 2012, Seattle became the first city to divest all of its directly controlled investments 
from fossil fuel companies²although a push by Mayor Ed Murray to get the 
PXQiciSaO ePSOR\eeV¶ SeQViRQ fXQd ZaV XOWiPaWeO\ XQVXcceVVfXO.25  

Ɣ IQ 2013, SaQ FUaQciVcR¶V BRaUd Rf SXSeUYiVRUV YRWed XQaQiPRXVO\ WR XUge iWV SeQViRQ 
board to divest,26 bXW Whe $24 biOOiRQ SaQ FUaQciVcR EPSOR\eeV¶ ReWiUement System 
(SFERS) did not follow this recommendation until 2018, when it voted to partially 
diYeVW fURP a VeOecW OiVW Rf Whe ³ZRUVW´ fRVViO fXeO cRPSaQieV.27  

ż Numerous other small American cities voted to divest in 2013, including Ann 
Arbor, Michigan;28 Berkeley, California;29 Madison, Wisconsin;30 Providence, 
Rhode Island;31 and Santa Monica, California.32 Most of these cities either 
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had only very small amounts to divest, or they did not have any investments 
in fossil fuels to begin with. 

ż Boxtel, Netherlands became the first European municipality and the first city 
outside of North America to make a divestment commitment.33 

Ɣ In 2014, the divestment movement continued to gain traction outside of the United 
States.   

ż in Europe, Örebro became the first city in Sweden to divest34 and Oxford City 
Council became the first UK municipality to divest.35 

ż In Oceania, Fremantle, Australia36 and Dunedin, New Zealand37 became the 
first two municipalities in those countries to make divestment commitments.  

ż 2014 also saw the notable divestment from fossil fuels by the Rockefeller 
Foundation.38  

Ɣ 2015 is the year that divestment really took off on a global scale. A large number of 
global cities announced divestment decisions, including: 

ż Canberra39 
ż Melbourne40 
ż Oslo became the first capital city41 
ż Munster became first German city42 
ż Paris and 18 other French municipalities announced divestment at the 

COP21 climate talks43 where nearly all national governments signed the Paris 
Agreement to keep global temperature under 1.5 degrees Celsius.44 

Ɣ In 2016, Washington DC became the first city to fully divest its pension fund from 
fossil fuels.45 The movement continued to grow in Europe and Australia, with some 
major global cities joining the list:  

ż Berlin46 
ż Copenhagen47 
ż Stuttgart48 
ż Stockholm49 
ż London50 
ż Sydney51 

Ɣ In 2017, the movement grew further still, with cities like Auckland52 and Pittsburgh53 
making moves to divest. The most notable event in 2017 was that Cape Town 
became the first city in Africa²and the first city in the global south/in a developing 
country²to announce a divestment commitment.54 

 
NeZ YRUk CiW\¶V diYeVWPeQW aQQRXQcePeQW aW Whe beginning of 2018 attracted a huge 
amount of attention to the movement, with some commentators speculating that its status as 
Whe ZRUOd¶V SUe-ePiQeQW fiQaQciaO hXb cRXOd ³VSXU [a] gORbaO VhifW.´55 Other analysts claim that 
2018 is the year that divestment iV ³fiQaOO\ gRiQg PaiQVWUeaP.´56  
 
GiYeQ Whe UeOaWiYe UeceQc\ Rf Whe fRVViO fXeO diYeVWPeQW PRYePeQW, iW¶V VWiOO WRR eaUO\ WR 
deWeUPiQe ZheWheU iW ZiOO haYe iWV deViUed iPSacWV, if aQ\. ThiV iV Zh\ iW¶V YaOXabOe WR ORRk aW 
Apartheid as a case study of other divestment movements²their impacts and their 
effectiveness at achieving their stated objectives. The following section will delve into the 
Apartheid divestment movement to see what lessons can be learned from this earlier 
historical example.  
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(c) Apartheid as a model of divestment movements 
 
Divestment campaigns in the 20th century have targeted industries such as tobacco, 
munitions, corporations in apartheid South Africa, provision of adult services, and gaming.57 
One of the most studied campaigns has been the anti-Apartheid movement, which some 
consider to have been a successful component in the end of the Apartheid regime. However, 
there is no consensus about exactly how much the anti-Apartheid divestment campaign 
influenced change in the country. A comparative analysis of the anti-Apartheid and fossil fuel 
divestment campaigns by Weber, Hunt and Dordi sheds some light into how these two 
movements have operated in order to achieve different goals.58 The study found that there 
are five common themes in the literature of both campaigns: political action, financial action, 
reputational action, fiduciary approach, and business approach. The table below 
summarizes the differences and similarities: 
 

 
Figure 1: A comparison of Apartheid and fossil fuel divestment movements:59 

 
Under these five themes, both campaigns have seen different outcomes. Some aspects that 
are important to highlight are that both campaigns have succeeded in raising public 
awareness. This is key to pressure governments to implement policy that can have greater 
impact; this is essential for the fossil fuel divestment campaign, which faces bigger 
challenges by the simple fact of being a global campaign that hopes to bring change to the 
core business of energy companies. These movements have also been recognized by public 
figures; in the case of the Anti-Apartheid movement Nelson Mandela thanked students and 
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XQiYeUViWieV fRU WheiU acWiRQV Zhich he UegaUded ³aV a VigQificaQW PiOeVWRQe iQ Whe campaign 
agaiQVW ASaUWheid.´60  
 
Some of the studies that have tried to measure the impacts of divestment in South Africa 
have shown no effects on the targeted companies, and have thus questioned the impact of 
divestment as a tool for social change. These studies fail to account is for increased public 
engagement. In another study, the authors RbVeUYed WhaW ³Whe SXOOiYaQ PUiQciSOeV (cRdeV Rf 
conduct promoting social responsibility) were introduced as a compromise between 
advocates for divestment and thRVe SURPRWiQg eQgagePeQW ZiWh SRXWh AfUica.´61 
 
Similar to the anti-Apartheid campaign, there is no overall consensus in the literature about 
the magnitude of the impact divestment is having on fossil fuel companies. An early study on 
the anti-Apartheid movement looked at the performance of 105 companies from Standard 
aQd PRRU¶V 500 WhaW had acWiYe iQYeVWPeQWV Rf $1 PiOOiRQ RU PRUe beWZeeQ JaQXaU\ 1984 aQd 
March 1986. It determined that there was no significant change in the share price for those 
firms.62 However, there is growing evidence that suggests that selling fossil fuels holdings 
can provide a comparable or surplus benefit when reinvested in sectors with higher income 
SRWeQWiaO aQd OeVV YROaWiOiW\´63 (see Section 2f). An important limitation to divestment 
campaigns is that the impact is further reduced when it comes to privately held (not publicly 
traded) firms. This was an important factor that limited the impact of the anti-Apartheid 
movement.64 Although the financial consequences for the fossil fuel industry are still not 
clear, we cannot expect for the divestment campaign alone to restrain capital. More stringent 
policy is needed to encourage action on climate change. 
 
Another factor we can learn from looking at previous divestment campaigns is its path of 
development. We can identify three main waves as identified from the tobacco and South 
African experiences (Figure 2). In the first phase, only a small amount of divestment 
happens, but there is a rise on public awareness about the issue. This is usually led by 
religious groups and industry-related public organizations. The second phase sees 
divestment by more prominent institutions such as universities, cities and public institutions. 
The third wave reaches the wider market, and targets large pension funds and market norms 
like social responsibility investment funds.67 
 

              
Figure 2: The 
three stages of 
divestment 
movements68 
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(d) Divestment and its relationship with ESG screening 
 
Environmental, social, and governance screening for investment decisions (ESG) has a 
complex relationship with the divestment movement. Some jurisdictions have used ESG as 
an alternative to full divestment; others have used ESG as a complement to divestment, or 
as the vehicle through which divestment is enacted. This section will discuss the relationship 
between ESG and divestment, looking at a specific example where an emboldened ESG 
policy was used as an alternative to full and immediate divestment. 
 
ESG as an Alternative to Divestment: U of T Case Study 
 

³...WhiV ESG facWoU-based approach is the most practical and promising means by 
Zhich Wo inflXence fiUmV¶ behaYioXU and XlWimaWel\ Wo helS UedXce GHG emiVVionV 
and move us towards a low-carbon economy: it is fully aligned with the 
UniYeUViW\¶V fidXciaU\ dXWieV; iW SUoYideV a fUameZoUk WhaW accommodaWeV a 
comprehensive range of factors in addition to those most directly related to 
climate change; it addresses the practices of fossil-fuel consumers as well as 
producers; it is supported by the growing body of data and analytical tools to 
evaluate potential investments in terms of climate-related risk; and it could 
XlWimaWel\ be aSSlied Wo indiUecW (oU µSooled¶) aV Zell aV diUecW inYeVWmenWV.´69 

 
- Meric Gertler, University of Toronto President 

 
One of the best examples of the relationship between ESG screening and the divestment 
movement comes from close to home. In March 2016, University of Toronto President Meric 
Gertler released a report outlining how the univeUViW\¶V ESG SUiQciSOeV ZRXOd be XSdaWed iQ 
OiQe ZiWh hiV adYiVRU\ cRPPiWWee¶V UecRPPeQdaWiRQ WR diYeVW.70 
 
President Gertler struck the advisory committee in response to a petition from Toronto350, 
Whe XQiYeUViW\¶V chaSWeU Rf Whe OaUgeU 350.RUg diYeVWPeQW movement.71 The committee was 
cUeaWed XQdeU Whe XQiYeUViW\¶V 2008 PROic\ RQ SRciaO aQd PROiWicaO IVVXeV WiWh ReVSecW WR 
University Divestment,72 which requires that responses to divestment petitions consider: 

1) Prudent investment and fiduciary duty obligations; 
2) Social injury caused by a company; and 
3) Actions taken by the federal government or other bodies.  

 
In December 2015, the advisory committee came back with a report recommending that 
XQiYeUViW\ adPiQiVWUaWiRQ SXUVXe ³WaUgeWed aQd SUiQciSOed diYestment from companies in the 
fRVViO fXeOV iQdXVWU\.´73 ThiV diYeVWPeQW ZRXOd WaUgeW fRVViO fXeO cRPSaQieV WhaW ³eQgage iQ 
egregious behaviour and contribute inordinately to social injury. These are the fossil fuels 
companies whose actions blatantly disregard the international effort to limit the rise in 
average global temperatures to not more than one and a half degrees Celsius above pre-
iQdXVWUiaO aYeUageV b\ 2050.´74  
 
The advisory committee recommended that the university establish clear criteria for 
ideQWif\iQg WheVe cRPSaQieV. NRWabO\, Whe cRPPiWWee UePaUked WhaW ³a bOaQkeW diYeVWPeQW 
VWUaWeg\ ZRXOd be XQSUiQciSOed aQd iQaSSURSUiaWe.´75 Instead, the committee suggested three 
key forms76 Rf ³egUegiRXV behaYiRXU´ WhaW ZRXOd PaUk a cRPSaQ\ fRU diYeVWPeQW:  
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1) FiUPV WhaW deUiYe PRUe WhaQ 10% Rf WheiU UeYeQXe fURP ³QRQ-conventional or 
aggUeVViYe e[WUacWiRQ´ VXch aV RSeQ-pit bitumen mining, Arctic drilling, or thermal 
coal mining. 

2) Firms that knowingly lie and spread misinformation about climate change, or that 
attempt to distort climate science and policy.  

3) Firms that derive more than 10% of their revenue from coal extraction for power 
generation, or power generators who derive more than 10% of their revenue from 
burning coal.  

The committee identified ConocoPhillips, ExxonMobil, and several coal companies as 
examples of firms that should be divested from under these guidelines.77 
 
Ultimately, the report put forth both a moral argument and an instrumental argument (that is, 
that the university could send a signal that would change public opinion and the social 
licence of fossil fuel firms, which could drive broader environmental public policy). Its 
targeted-diYeVWPeQW PRdeO ZaV WRXWed aV eVWabOiVhiQg a ³TRURQWR PUiQciSOe´ WhaW RWheU 
universities could follow.78  
 
The XQiYeUViW\ adPiQiVWUaWiRQ chRVe QRW WR diUecWO\ iPSOePeQW Whe cRPPiWWee¶V 
UecRPPeQdaWiRQV. IQVWead, PUeVideQW GeUWOeU¶V UeSRUW Rf MaUch 2016 ideQWified VWUeQgWheQed 
ESG VcUeeQiQg aV aQ aOWeUQaWiYe WR diYeVWPeQW, VWaWiQg WhaW ³Ze haYe ePbUaced Whe VSiUiW 
aQd fROORZed Whe ORgic Rf Whe CRPPiWWee¶V UecRPPeQdaWiRQV, ZhiOe WakiQg ZhaW Ze beOieYe WR 
be a broader ± and ultimately, even more impactful ± approach to the question of investment 
aQd fRVViO fXeOV.´79 
 
The approach outlined in the Gertler Report identifies six advantages80 of an active ESG 
factor-based investment strategy:  

1) It is compatible with fiduciary duty requirements, as there is a growing consensus 
among financial experts that ESG factors are correlated with improved investment 
performance. 

2) ESG casts a wider net than just climate-related risk when it comes to environmental 
policies, such as with water use and air pollution.  

3) ESG also considers social factors related to environmental exploitation, such as the 
rights of Indigenous communities. 

4) ESG allows U of T to screen direct investments not only in producers, but in major 
consumers of fossil fuels. Here the report highlights (as it does many times 
eOVeZheUe) WhaW ³fRVViO-fXeO SURdXceUV accRXQW fRU RQO\ 25 SeUceQW Rf CaQada¶V GHG 
ePiVViRQV.´81 

5) Using standardized ESG criteria obviates the need for U of T to have to develop its 
own definitions and screening criteria.  

6) An ESG screen can be applied to indirect investments (in pooled or indexed funds) 
as well as direct investments.  

 
Additionally, the Gertler Report instructs University of Toronto Asset Management (UTAM) to 
evaluate the feasibility of becoming a signatory to the Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP), the 
United Nations Principles of Responsible Investing (UNPRI), and the Montreal Carbon 
Pledge.82 All three of these international initiatives require investors or corporations to 
measure and disclose the carbon footprints of their investments or activities, and include 
commitments to uphold ESG principles. President Gertler also mandated that UTAM, if 
possible, include a section on the impacts of this new ESG policy in its annual reports.  
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UTAM iPSOePeQWed PUeVideQW GeUWOeU¶V iQVWUXcWiRQV iQ Whe VecRQd haOf Rf 2016. IQ iWV 2016 
Annual Report, it noted that U of T had become a signatory to UNPRI in December 2016 and 
incorporated its six principles as part of its new ESG criteria.83 UTAM¶V iQaXgXUaO 
Responsible Investing Report elaborated upon this, describing the mechanisms for selecting 
and monitoring asset managers.84 As of 2016, the University of Toronto had roughly CAD 
$6.5 billion under long-term management to which these criteria applied.85 We contacted 
UTAM to ask if they have negatively screened (i.e. divested or excluded) any firms as a 
result of this new policy, but we were unable to receive a response.  
 
ESG as a Complement to Divestment: Best-of-class engagement 
 
The University of Toronto method can broadly be described as using ESG as an alternative 
to divestment. But ESG screening can also function as a complement to divestment, such as 
when an investor integrates targeted divestment into a best-of-class engagement strategy.86 
 
Best-of-class engagement is when an investor uses well-defined ESG criteria to build a 
portfolio with only the highest-ranking firms in each field/sector.87 The fundamental logic 
behind best-of-class engagement is that by rewarding the firms with the highest ESG scores, 
investors will incentivize laggards within the same industry to improve their ESG 
performance.88 This logic follows one of the key arguments against blanket divestment: that 
investors will have a greater impact on GHG emissions reduction if they maintain their 
investments in fossil fuel firms and use both their voice as a shareholder and their wallet to 
influence corporate behaviour. 
 
IW¶V eaV\ fRU divestment campaigners to dismiss this argument by pointing out that 
institutional investors²let alone individual investors²are generally too small to have any 
iPSacW RQ a cRPSaQ\¶V deciViRQV. BXW CedUic DaZkiQV Rf DaOhRXVie¶V RRZe SchRRO Rf 
Business argues that divestment and engagement must function as complements to each 
RWheU: ³diYeVWPeQW aQd beVW-of-class engagement can be melded into a composite approach 
that employs an exclusionary SRI strategy for inviolable dealbreaker issues at its base and 
best-of-cOaVV eQgagePeQW fRU iVVXeV WhaW aUe OeVV cUiWicaO RU XUgeQW.´89 
 
DaZkiQV¶ PaiQ aUgXPeQW iV WhaW diYeVWPeQW giYeV Whe ESG VcUeeQiQg aSSURach Rf beVW-in-
cOaVV eQgagePeQW WeeWh. He aUgXeV WhaW eYeU\ SRI VWUaWeg\ haV a ³gURXQd fORRU Rf abVROXWe 
and unimpeachabOe VWaQdaUdV;´90 if a fiUP¶V ESG VWaQdaUdV faOO beQeaWh WhaW fORRU, WheQ iWV 
stock should be divested and excluded from future purchase.  
 
Dawkins cites a number of pension funds in the Netherlands, Sweden, Norway, and New 
Zealand that have taken this approach.91 In the case of cities, Sydney, Melbourne, Seattle, 
and Vancouver have taken this approach to divestment, which will be described in greater 
detail in Section 3c. 
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(e) Litigation in the Fossil Fuel Divestment Movement  
 
Some cities have taken divestment a step further and sued oil companies, attempting to 
trace WheVe fiUPV¶ responsibility for global warming and make them incur the costs of both 
damages and efforts to protect cities from climate change. New York City is one of the latest 
examples to take that route, and it will be discussed in more detail later on (Section 3a). To 
understand why some cities have pursued litigation, we need to remember that one of the 
PaiQ RbjecWiYeV Rf Whe diYeVWPeQW caPSaigQ iV WR XQdeUPiQe Whe ³VRciaO OegiWiPac\´ Rf Whe 
fossil fuel industry. This is also an important step in PakiQg WhiV a ³jXVW WUaQViWiRQ.´ As argued 
by Professors Noel Healy and John Barry: 
 

³Whe chaOOeQge iV WhaW PaQ\ eQeUg\ cRQVXPeUV, aQaO\VWV aQd 
policymakers frame energy and climate risks in a de-ethicized and 
depoliticized vacuum, silent on issues of social (in)justice or 
dePRcUaWic SURceVVeV« DiYeVWPeQW, iQ caOOiQg fRU a fXOO µOife/c\cOe¶ 
political economy analysis of energy draws attention to the full range 
of actors, dynamics and interests that are behind energy extraction, 
SURdXcWiRQ aQd fiQaO XVe, iQcOXdiQg eQYiURQPeQWaO e[WeUQaOiWieV.´ 92 

 
Since the litigation process between cities and fossil fuel companies is ongoing, we decided 
to look at a case brought against Harvard University where seven law students tried to 
compel the university to divest its endowments from fossil fuel companies. One of the 
plaintiffs, BeQjaPiQ FUaQWa, eVWabOiVheV WhaW Whe ³SXUSRVe Rf cOiPaWe OiWigaWiRQ iQ geQeUaO iV WR 
SaUVe cOiPaWe chaQge¶V caXVeV, identify agency and responsibility and offer routes for 
justiciability and the alleviation of harm. In the context of fossil fuel divestment litigation, such 
SaUViQg iQYROYeV OiQkiQg iQYeVWPeQW deciViRQV aQd cOiPaWe chaQge iPSacWV.´93 The case was 
ultimately dismissed by the court, RQ Whe gURXQdV WhaW Whe ³chaiQ Rf caXVaWiRQ´ beWZeeQ the 
actions of fossil fuel firms and climate change could not be established with enough 
evidence.  
 
Cities face an uphill battle to prove the chain of causation which includes ³fRVViO fXeO 
financing, production, transport, possible export, and end use. Establishing responsibility for 
cOiPaWe chaQge iPSacWV aW aQ\ giYeQ SRiQW iQ Whe chaiQ caQ SURYe difficXOW.´94 But whatever 
the verdict, there can be positive results. The impact of litigation in the fossil fuel divestment 
PRYePeQWV VhRXOd aOVR cRQVideU WhaW ³Whe SURdXcWiRQ Rf SXbOic debaWe Pa\ be aV (RU eYeQ 
PRUe) iPSRUWaQW WhaQ Whe OegaO RXWcRPeV Rf OiWigaWiRQ.´95 This can be compared to the use of 
courts by social and political PRYePeQWV fURP Whe abROiWiRQiVW aQd ZRPeQ¶V UighWV 
movements of the nineteenth century to the civil rights movements of the twentieth century. 
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(f) Measuring impacts of divestment:  
     Financial, environmental, economic, and social factors 
 
 
Does divestment work?  
 
PeUhaSV XQVXUSUiViQgO\, iW¶V difficXOW WR aQVZeU WhiV VeePiQgO\ ViPSOe TXeVWiRQ. IQ RUdeU WR 
address it, in this section we will break down this question into six related sub-questions: 

1) What are the core goals of the divestment movement?  
2) Has the divestment movement achieved any of these goals, or at least made strides 

toward achieving them?  
3) Is it possible to measure the impacts of divestment decisions?  

a) What impact, if any, have divestment decisions had on the financial returns 
of investors?  

b) What impact, if any, have divestment decisions had on environmental 
outcomes?  

c) What impact, if any, have divestment decisions had on broader economic 
outcomes (including the value of fossil fuel stocks, decisions by fossil fuel 
firms, potential reinvestments of divested funds, etc.)?  

This section will end with a discussion of the social impact of divestment, emphasizing 
throughout how divestment, as a social movement, ultimately aims to revoke the social 
license to operate of fossil fuel companies.96 
 
Core Goals of the Divestment Movement 
 
The fossil fuel divestment movement follows a cellular organizational structure (with chapters 
of 350.org pushing for divestment in jurisdictions around the world) and, as such, we can 
expect that the goals of individual chapters will vary depending on local contexts. But for the 
purposes of this report, we assume that most of these individual cells (and any divestment 
campaigners who are not affiliated with 350.org) share the following core goals, which are 
articulated on the About page of 350.org:  
 

 
Figure 3: The core goals of 350.org97 
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Has the movement achieved its goals?  
 
Following the framework established by 350.org above, a preliminary analysis suggests that 
the movement has not achieved the central objective of Goal 1 (Keep carbon in the 
ground)²although it has countered industry/government narratives by attracting widespread 
media attention. The movement has also had some successes at Goals 2 (Help build a new, 
more equitable zero-carbon economy) and 3 (Pressure governments into limiting emissions). 
As will be described below in greater detail, the primary accomplishment of the divestment 
movement thus far has been to produce spillover effects into environmental policies. 
 
Is it possible to measure impacts?  
 
As will be repeated many times below, because of the small scale of divestment (when you 
account for the magnitude of total funds invested in fossil fuels)²and because of the way 
that investment works generally, with many investments held indirectly through pooled 
funds²it is difficult to measure any direct impacts of divestment with certainty.  
 
Furthermore, because fossil fuel divestment is such a recent phenomenon, it is difficult to 
find academic literature describing its impacts. Most of the peer-reviewed sources we have 
identified and included below only touch on the early years of the divestment movement 
(2012-2015); iQ geQeUaO, iW¶V WRR eaUO\ WR PeaVXUe ORQg-term impacts. We have therefore 
included numerous statements from non-traditional sources, including popular media and 
institutional reports. Many of these statements are fundamentally speculative (i.e. how 
investors would be expected to behave, how markets are expected to react, etc.).  
Nonetheless, divestment has had a clear social impact and we believe that, as the 
movement grows, there will be more data to demonstrate the financial, environmental, and 
economic impacts of divestment decisions. 
 
Financial Impact 
 
Does divestment have any impact on the financial portfolios of investors?  
 
The answer to this question mainly depends on what is done with the funds that are being 
divested. With both positive and negative impacts being reported, one report that looked at 
³XQiYeUViW\ eQdRZPeQWV fURP 2010 WR 2014 VXggeVWV WhaW VeOOiQg fRVViO fXeO hROdiQgV caQ 
provide a comparable or surplus benefit when reinvested in sectors with higher income 
potential and less volatility, fixed-income green bonds, and even by mitigating energy and 
ZaWeU iQefficieQcieV RQ caPSXV.´98 It would be wrong to generalize this finding since the 
impact on financial portfolios is very much dependent on the structure, size, and type of 
investments of each institution.  
 
Richie and Dowlatabadi note that different types of institutional investors have different 
capacities for divestment. They sort universities into two gURXSV: ³GUaVVhRSSeUV,´ RU 
institutions that rely upon investment income from their endowments to finance their 
RSeUaWiRQV, aQd ³AQWV,´ RU iQVWiWXWiRQV WhaW UeiQYeVW aQ\ eQdRZPeQW iQcRPe RU XVe iW fRU 
capital projects as opposed to operations. Ants are more capable of divesting than 
Grasshoppers, because they have a higher risk tolerance. Thus, institutions with large 
endowments and small operating budgets (like Swarthmore College) are more capable of 
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and more likely to divest.99 This model suggests that institutions that rely on investment 
iQcRPe fRU WheiU RSeUaWiRQV (iQcOXdiQg SeQViRQ fXQdV, aQd ciWieV¶ diUecWO\ cRQWUROOed 
investments if they are expected to contribute to the bottom line of municipal budgets) will 
face higher barriers to divestment.  
 
In addition, a 2017 annual report by Genus Fossil Free, a Vancouver-based investment firm, 
argued that ³DiYeVWiQg fURP fRVViO fXeOV fRU Whe WhUee-year period ending December 31, 2016 
haV SURdXced beWWeU UeVXOWV WhaQ Whe UeWXUQV Rf Whe fXQd¶V beQchPaUk, aQd the overall 
Canadian stock market index, both of which include coal and major carbon producing 
iQdXVWUieV, ZhiOe aOVR dePRQVWUaWiQg ORZeU UaWeV Rf YROaWiOiW\.´100 As of 2017, Genus has CAD 
$1.3 billion under management. 
 
It is also important to note that one of the repeated arguments in the divestment campaign is 
to address the stranded asset risk. However, since there is a wide range of environmental 
factors and an uncertainty as to how fast those risks can materialize, we can argue that 
institutional investors are limited in their ability to react to these risks if they do not monitor 
their fossil fuel exposure closely. Ritchie and Dowlatabadi also argue that divesting only 
provides a small reduction on the overall exposure to carbon.101 OYeUaOO, ³SeQViRQ funds can 
also take on stranded asset risks through their investments in bond markets (primarily 
corporate bonds issued by major energy companies, but also government debt), commodity 
markets, and fossil fuel infrastructure (such as pipelines, equipment, aQd e[SRUW faciOiWieV).´102 
 

Environmental Impact 
 
As stated above, one of the main goals of the 
fRVViO fXeO diYeVWPeQW PRYePeQW iV WR ³keeS iW iQ 
Whe gURXQd.´103 As such, achieving environmental 
impact is cUiWicaO WR Whe PRYePeQW¶V VXcceVV.  
 
One of the PRYePeQW¶V PaiQ environmental 
goals haV beeQ WR VWiPXOaWe ³UeVWUicWiYe 
OegiVOaWiRQ´ fURP gRYeUQPeQWV (Vee GRaO 3 
above). According to Caldecott and Tilbury, ³ThiV 
aSSURach iV OikeO\ WR faiO« a baQ RQ dUiOOiQg iV 
akin to forcing governments to outlaw the 
smoking of cigarettes or drinking of alcohol. 
Despite a near-consensus that tobacco 
contributes to premature death, no government 
has seriously considered such a ban. When the 
manufacture and sale of alcohol was made 
illegal during Prohibition in 1920s America a vast 
iOOiciW WUade TXickO\ ePeUged.´106  

 

While it is true that the divestment movement is 
unlikely to stop the consumption of fossil fuels 
altogether, the movement has achieved spillover 
effects on environmental legislation such as 
carbon caps and taxes. This will be described 
below in greater detail.  
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Figure 4: 
Publicly listed 
vs. State-owned 
fossil fuel firms 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Another obstacle WR diYeVWPeQW¶V eQYiURQPeQWaO iPSacW is the state-
owned-enterprise (SOE) factor.104 SiPSO\ SXW, ³WhRVe fRVViO fXeO 
companies which the divestment campaign can hope to influence 
via government lobbying are minor players compared to the national 
RiO cRPSaQieV, VXch aV SaXdi AUaPcR RU IUaQ¶V NIOC.´105 The 
Oxford Smith School report includes the follow graphic to illustrate 
the magnitude of the disparity between reserves held by private 
fossil fuel firms and SOEs. Although there are plenty of publicly 
listed state-owned oil companies, the key point is that even if every 
penny was divested from every fossil fuel company, there is a huge 
majority of firms that would still be able to operate. Divestment will 
never shut down the fossil fuel industry²and keep oil in the 
ground²by starving it of funds.  
 
Finally, the divestment movement primarily targets the top 200107 
publicly listed fossil fuel companies²100 coal producers and 100 oil 
& gas producers²based on the estimate carbon emissions of their 
burnable reserves.108 This means that the movement is only 
targeting firms upstream in the fossil fuel value chain (see Figure 3), 
when in fact firms downstream (and even heavy fossil fuel 
consumers in other industries) may be much more carbon intensive.  
 
 

Figure 5: The 
fossil fuel 
industry 
production 
chain109 
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Despite these discouraging considerations, if we consider the fossil fuel divestment 
movement as mainly a tactic in the larger strategy of environmental campaigning, divestment 
can produce spillover effects into better environmental policies in both state regulation and 
internal corporate governance. DaZkiQV QRWeV WhaW ³[eYeQ] a faiOed diYeVWPeQW caQ haYe 
spillover effects on reputation, and some proponents have described divestment as an initial 
VWeS iQ VWigPaWi]iQg aQd µVRciaOO\ baQkUXSWiQg¶ fiUPV WhaW haYe SRRU ESG SeUfRUPaQce (BeeOeU 
2015).´110 When universities have rejected divestment, they have almost universally chosen 
to implement some other kind of environmental action, be it adding ESG factors to their 
investment policies, reducing institutional carbon emissions, or funding research into 
renewable energy.111  
 
Thus, although divestment has significant obstacles when it comes to producing direct 
eQYiURQPeQWaO iPSacWV WhURXgh ceaViQg fRVViO fXeO cRPSaQieV¶ RSeUaWiRQV, iW caQ VWiOO SURdXce 
some impacts through concessions by non-divesting institutions. In terms of environmental 
activism, divestment can therefore be coded as a bargaining chip in a negotiation²the high 
opening bid, from which campaigners can negotiate down. The following two sections, 
identifying economic and social impacts of divestment, will elaborate upon this idea.  
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Economic Impact 
 
This section will explore whether divestment has had any impact on the broader economy, 
particularly on the valuation of fossil fuel assets and stock prices for fossil fuel firms.  
 
The short answer is that the divestment campaign has had limited-to-no impact on these 
facWRUV. AV CaOdecRWW aQd TiObXU\ (2013) QRWe: ³EYeQ if Whe Pa[iPXP SRVVibOe caSiWaO ZaV 
divested from fossil fuel companies, their shares prices are unlikely to suffer precipitous 
decOiQeV RYeU aQ\ OeQgWh Rf WiPe.´112 Their report, published through the University of 
O[fRUd¶V SWUaQded AVVeWV PURgUaPPe Rf Whe SPiWh SchRRO Rf EQWeUSUiVe aQd Whe 
Environment, elaborated a theoretical model that established that fossil fuel divestment by 
university endowments and public pension funds would have little impact on stock prices 
unless ³Whe QeW SUeVeQW YaOXe Rf Whe WaUgeW fiUP¶V caVh fORZV iV QRW PeaQiQgfXOO\ affecWed.´113 
Furthermore, Caldecott and Tilbury note that divested assets could easily make their way to 
investors who might take advantage of the ³VhRUW WeUP diVcRXQW.´114 This is one of the most 
common arguments against any potential economic impact of divestment. As Oxford 
SURfeVVRU WiOOiaP MacAVkiOO SXWV iW: ³AV ORQg aV WheUe aUe ecRQRPic iQceQWiYeV WR iQYeVW iQ a 
certain stock, there will be individuals and groups²most of whom are not under any 
pressure to act in a socially responsible way²willing to jump on the opportunity...As soon as 
aQ eWhicaO iQYeVWRU VeOOV a VhaUe, a QeXWUaO RU XQeWhicaO iQYeVWRU ZiOO bX\ iW.´115 Environmental 
journalist MaUc GXQWheU ZUiWeV WhaW ³[it] would take an extraordinarily large amount of 
diYeVWPeQW WR acWXaOO\ hXUW a cRPSaQ\¶V VWRck SUice. AQd if iW did, OeVV VcUXSXORXV iQYeVWRUV 
might see a deal on the undervalued stock and just prop it back up. As long as there is 
money to be made in fossil fuels, someone will make it. No policy expert thinks that 
diYeVWPeQW ZiOO SXVh fRVViO fXeO cRPSaQieV RXW Rf bXViQeVV.´116 
 
Despite this phenomenon surrounding divestment from oil and gas stock, Caldecott and 
Tilbury found that divestment from coal has a greater impact. As coal stocks are less liquid, 
divestment announcements have a more significant effect on coal stock prices.  
 
Ultimately, the indirect impact of divestment could be more significant than any direct impact 
from UePRYiQg eTXiW\ fXQdiQg. The diYeVWPeQW PRYePeQW cRXOd ³cUeaWe ORQg-term impact on 
the enterprise value of a target firm if the divestment campaign causes neutral equity and/or 
debW iQYeVWRUV WR ORZeU Whe VXbjecWiYe SURbabiOiW\ Rf WaUgeW fiUP¶V QeW caVh fORZV.´117 This 
argument relies upon the divestment campaign attaching a social stigma to the practice of 
hROdiQg VhaUeV iQ fRVViO fXeO fiUPV. AV CaOdecRWW aQd TiObXU\ aSWO\ SXW iW: ³The RXWcRPe Rf Whe 
stigmatisation process, which the fossil fuel divestment campaign has now triggered, poses 
the most far-reaching threat to fossil fuel companies and the vast energy value chain. Any 
diUecW iPSacWV SaOe iQ cRPSaUiVRQ.´118 The biggest economic threat to fossil fuel firms is 
therefore stigmatization. This will be discussed in detail in the following section on the social 
impact of divestment.  
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Social Impact 
 
Fossil fuel divestment has limited financial, environmental, and economic impacts. But, as 
we continue to reiterate, divestment is first and foremost a social movement. This is why, 
despite its negligible impacts on financial, environmental, and economic metrics, divestment 
campaigners have characterized the movement as a huge success. ³PXW ViPSO\, Whe 
diYeVWPeQW PRYePeQW iV QRW eYeQ a bOiS RQ Whe ZRUOd¶V caSiWaO PaUkeWV. YeW McKibbeQ Va\V 
Whe caPSaigQ iV VXcceediQg µbe\RQd RXU ZiOdeVW SRVVibOe dUeaPV.¶´119  
 
The fossil fuel divestment campaign is the fastest-growing in history.120 Even if the USD $6.1 
trillion figure claimed by 350.org is of dubious accuracy (or, at least, difficult to understand 
and fully account for), and even if some of the jurisdictions identified as divesting by 350.org 
have not technically divested any funds (as will be described in our case studies below), the 
fact that these jurisdictions even see value in declaring their intention to divest points to the 
PRYePeQW¶V VRciaO VXcceVV. Divestment announcements receive widespread media 
coverage, almost all of it congratulatory; we have not tabulated the data on how many 
articles are pro-divestment versus anti-divestment, but after three months of research we are 
hard-pressed to come up with examples of critical reactions to divestment announcements.  
 
Furthermore, as described above, even announcements rejecting divestment almost always 
bring statements of other policy changes. The fossil fuel stigmatization process described by 
Caldecott and Tilbury may be only just beginning, but the authors note that ³IQ aOPRVW eYeU\ 
divestment campaign we reviewed from adult services to Darfur, from tobacco to South 
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Africa, divestment campaigns were successful in lobbying for restrictive legislation affecting 
VWigPaWiVed fiUPV.´121 Though attempts to secure anti-drilling or anti-exploration legislation 
have largely failed (as described above), the divestment movement has indeed shifted public 
discourse on climate change and brought alternative policies like carbon taxes into the 
PaiQVWUeaP. BeQ AdOeU aVkV: ³is divestment just a diversion from the work that matters most 
² convincing governments to adopt carbon caps or taxes? Not according to the activists 
who are working on both causes at once. They argue that divestment campaigns aid the 
cOiPaWe PRYePeQW b\ cUeaWiQg RSSRUWXQiWieV ZiWhiQ iQVWiWXWiRQV WR diVcXVV cOiPaWe chaQge.´122  
 
There is indeed evidence that the divestment campaign has had an impact on climate 
change discussions within institutions. Schifeling and Hoffman (2017) find that the 
diYeVWPeQW PRYePeQW haV had a ³UadicaO fOaQk effecW´ RQ cOiPaWe chaQge diVcRXUVe iQ Whe 
United States.123 The radical flank effect describes how a small group of vocal campaigners 
on the fringe of a social issue can draw more moderate supporters further towards their 
position in the debate²eVVeQWiaOO\ VhifWiQg ZhaWeYeU iV SeUceiYed aV ³Whe ceQWUe´ RU Whe 
moderate position on an issue. Bill McKibben, 350.org, and the divestment movement as a 
whole have become this radical flank for the climate change activist movement. Schifeling 
and Hoffman performed a network text analysis of over 42,000 American news articles and 
fRXQd WhaW ³as these new actors and issue entered the debate, liberal policy ideas (such as a 
carbon tax), which had previously been marginalized in the U.S. debate, gained increased 
attention and legitimacy while the divestment effort itself gained OiPiWed WUacWiRQ.´124 The 
aXWhRUV cRQcOXded WhaW ³Whe acWXaO iQfOXeQce Rf BiOO McKibbeQ RQ Whe U.S. cOiPaWe debaWe 
goes beyond the precise number of schools that divest to include a shift in the social and 
SROiWicaO diVcRXUVe.´125  
 
Though stigmatization has yet to impact the price of fossil fuel stocks, the movement is on 
the radar of industry leaders as well as government officials. In 2017, the CEO of Shell 
stated that ³µThiV iV Whe biggeVW chaOOeQge aV Ze haYe aW Whe PRPeQW aV a cRPSaQ\... The 
fact that VRcieWaO acceSWaQce Rf Whe eQeUg\ V\VWeP aV Ze haYe iW iV jXVW diVaSSeaUiQg.¶´126 
 
Ultimately, as Marc Gunther states, ³Whe gRaO Rf Whe diYeVWPeQW caPSaigQ iV QRW, aQd haV 
never been, to do financial harm to fossil fuel companies by causing investors to sell their 
VhaUeV« The diYeVWPeQW caPSaigQ aiPV, fiUVW, WR bXiOd a biggeU aQd VWURQgeU cOiPaWe 
movement, and, second, to put the fossil fuel industry on the defensive by attacking its 
reputation and challenging the long-term viability of its business in a climate-constrained 
ZRUOd.´127 Though its financial, environmental, and economic impacts may be indirect and 
hard to measure²if they even exist at all²iW¶V XQdeQiabOe WhaW Whe fRVViO fXeO diYeVWPeQW 
movement has had a social impact.  
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(3) Divestment in Eight Global Cities  
 

(a) Overview 
 
In order to understand how cities have approached the divestment movement, we analyzed 
the process by which eight cities around the world decided to divest and implemented this 
decision in their investment policies. The case studies below form a representative sample of 
the dozens of municipalities that have announced divestment commitments. We selected 
these cities because of their similar population size, economic dynamism, regional 
importance, and global reputation as Toronto.  
 
Our Methodology 
 
In order to fully evaluate the process by which cities decided to divest and implemented this 
decision, we created an evaluation matrix with 17 key questions (see Appendix A for the full 
list). We performed desktop research (using news articles, and press releases, council 
UecRUdV, aQd SROic\ dRcXPeQWV aYaiOabOe RQ ciWieV¶ ZebViWeV) WR fiOO iQ WhiV PaWUi[ aV beVW Ze 
could. We then spoke to city staff at the different municipalities to fill in the gaps (see 
Appendix B for contact information). 
 
It should be noted that it has been very difficult to find relevant, up-to-date, and accurate 
information on these cities. In most cases, divestment announcements were met with 
enthusiastic media coverage, but little follow-up reporting. Put more baldly: as far as we can 
tell, with one notable exception (see London section below), nobody has really checked up 
on these cities to see if they have actually followed through on their divestment 
commitments.  
 
General trends in our case studies 
 

Investment 
Types 

Reaction to 
divestment 

Legal constraints Market constraints 

Pension 
Funds 

- Incremental 
 
- Targeted 

Fiduciary duty 
obligations (in some 
cases, ROI is the only 
criterion that pension 
boards are allowed to 
consider) 

- Insufficient supply of 
fossil free funds for 
reinvestment 
 
- Fossil free funds too 
small for volume of 
municipal investments 
 
- Immaturity of the 
market 

Directly 
Controlled 
Investments 

- Exclusion 
 
- ESG Policy Based 

Legislated constraints 
on equity investment 

 
Our first major observation was that cities have reacted differently to divestment based on 
the type of fund they are examining. There are two general categories of funds that are of 
interest to municipalities: pension funds and directly controlled investments.  
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Pension Funds 
 
Pension funds tend to be controlled by independent boards of trustees who make investment 
decisions independently from either council or city administration. These trustees are legally 
bound by fiduciary duty responsibilities²that is, legislated requirements that they must act in 
the best interest of the pension-holders that they represent. This can mean different things in 
different jurisdictions, but generally it means that pension trustees must make decisions that 
deliver the maximuP UeWXUQ RQ iQYeVWPeQW (ROI) fRU SeQViRQeUV¶ PRQe\. PeQViRQ WUXVWeeV 
are very risk-averse because of this legal constraint, and the fiduciary duty requirement is 
the number one cited reason for pension funds to reject calls for divestment.  
 
Pension funds that have opted for divestment have been very careful with the way they 
implement this decision, choosing to target specific types of firms (notably coal producers) 
before considering further divestment from oil and gas companies. In many cases, pension 
funds have also enacted ESG screening policies to exclude future investments, both as a 
complement and as an alternative to divestment.  
 
Two of our four pension fund cases (London and Oslo) represent partial divestments; 
Washington, D.C. was the only city we cRXOd fiQd WhaW haV fXOO\ diYeVWed iWV SeQViRQ fXQd. IW¶V 
worth noting that in two other cities we looked at (Seattle, San Francisco), a political leader 
or body made a divestment pledge before being shut down by their pension board. It 
remains to be seen whether New York will follow the path of the first two or the latter two 
ciWieV; aOWhRXgh SROiWicaO OeadeUV aQQRXQced diYeVWPeQW iQ JaQXaU\ 2018, WZR Rf Whe ciW\¶V fiYe 
pension boards have already voted not to divest, citing fiduciary duty responsibilities.  
 
Directly controlled investments 
 
Directly controlled investments are funds that cities maintain to generate additional revenues 
with their cash on hand (and to meet other short-term payments). These investments are 
controlled by city staff and are subject to investment policies created directly by city councils. 
There is thus more leeway for divestment here than for pension funds, but curiously none of 
the cities we studied had divested any funds from these investment pools. Instead, the trend 
is to create ESG policies that exclude any future investments in fossil fuels.  
 
IW¶V ZRUWh QRWiQg WhaW QRQe Rf Whe fRXU ciWieV Ze VWXdied (S\dQe\, MeObRXUQe, SeaWWOe, aQd 
Vancouver) had direct investments in fossil fuel equities. In the cases of Sydney and 
Melbourne, Australian federal law prohibits them from investing in anything other than an 
Australian financial institution. During their divestment announcements, political leaders in 
both cities vowed to divest any assets in banks which fund fossil fuel firms, but instead both 
cities implemented exclusionary ESG screens. In the cases of Seattle and Vancouver, these 
ESG screening policies were implemented without reference to divesting indirect holdings.  
 
Market constraints 
 
For both types of funds, pension fund managers and city investment managers have cited 
the insufficient supply of fossil free funds for reinvesting any divested funds²particularly for 
the large sums they possess. The immaturity of the fossil free investment market is therefore 
holding back many divest/reinvestment actions.  
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Summary of findings 
 
The table below provides a high-level overview of the eight cities we researched in our 
study.   
 

Cities divesting their pension funds 

City Date 
divestment 
announced 

Total 
assets 

Amount 
divested 
(%) 

Implementation 
timeline 

Type of 
divestment1
28 

City 
pop. 

New York January 
2018 

USD 
$189 
billion 

USD $5 
billion 
(2.65%) 

Next five years 
(2018-2023) 

Full, 
pension 
fund 

8.5 
million 

London March 
2015 

GBP 
£5.3 
billion 

£61 
million 
(1.15%) 

2015-2020 Partial, 
pension 
fund 

8.6 
million 

Oslo October 
2015 

NOK 
85kr 
billion 

N/A 2015-2030 Partial, 
pension 
fund 

666,759 
 

Washington, 
D.C. 

June 2016 USD 
$6.4 
billion 

USD $6.5 
million 

Complete Fossil Free, 
pension 
fund 

693,972 

Cities divesting their directly controlled investments 

City Date 
divestment 
announced 

Total 
assets 

Amount 
divested 
(%) 

Implementation 
timeline 

Type of 
divestment 

City 
pop. 

Sydney August 
2016 

AUD 
$630 
million 

N/A Complete Exclusion, 
not 
divestment 

5 million 

Melbourne October 
2015 

AUD 
$95 
million 

N/A Complete Exclusion, 
not 
divestment 

4.5 
million 

Seattle December 
2012 

USD 
$2.85 
billion 

N/A Complete Exclusion, 
not 
divestment 

704,352 

Vancouver Not 
announced 

CAD $2 
billion 

N/A Complete Exclusion, 
not 
divestment 

2.2 
million 
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(b) Cities divesting their Pension Funds 
 
New York 
 

New York City, United States 

Date 
announced 

Total 
assets 

Amount 
divested (%) 

Implementation 
timeline 

Type of 
divestment 

City 
population 

10 January 
2018 

USD $189 
billion 

USD $5 
billion 
(2.65%) 

Next five years 
(2018-2023) 

Full, pension 
fund 

8.5 
million129 

 
New York City is perhaps the most famous municipal government to have made a 
divestment commitment, announcing with huge fanfare earlier this year that it would divest 
the USD $5 billion in its pension funds that are currently invested directly in fossil fuel 
companies.130 The City has marked 194 companies for divestment, using two GIC codes 
(Global Industry Classification standard)²Integrated Petroleum Companies and Exploration 
& Production²to identify these firms.  
 
A QXPbeU Rf facWRUV Oed WR NeZ YRUk¶V diYeVWPeQW deciViRQ. The CiW\ had beeQ ORbbied b\ 
activists for five years,131 including providing briefings to . According to City staff, the impetus 
to divest now came froP Whe Ma\RU¶V deciViRQ WR OaXQch a OaZVXiW agaiQVW fiYe PajRU fRVViO 
fuel companies; the rationale behind the lawsuit is that these firms are responsible for having 
misled the public about climate change for decades, and now the City has to pay huge costs 
from extreme weather events like Hurricane Sandy.132 The divestment decisions was also 
dUiYeQ b\ Whe US PUeVideQW¶V JXO\ 2017 deciViRQ WR ZiWhdUaZ Whe UQiWed SWaWeV fURP Whe PaUiV 
AgUeePeQW, aQd b\ GRYeUQRU AQdUeZ CXRPR¶V DecePbeU 2017 aQQRXQcePeQW WhaW Whe 
State of New York would be divesting its pension fund from fossil fuels. 
 
On the same day as the Mayor announced divestment, City Comptroller Scott Stringer 
VXbPiWWed a UeVROXWiRQ WR Whe CiW\¶V fiYe SeQViRQ bRaUdV XUgiQg WheP WR begiQ VWXd\iQg Whe 
divestment process.133 The implementation process is separate for each of the five boards. 
This poses some challenges for the Mayor; although he and the Comptroller sit on all the 
pension boards, they do not have a controlling vote on any of them. As Politico reSRUWV: ³de 
BOaViR¶V SURSRVaO ² which was not actually to divest, but to simply study its effects ² 
iPPediaWeO\ dUeZ VkeSWiciVP fURP NeZ YRUk CiW\¶V fiYe SeQViRQ bRaUdV, Zhich ZRUUied WhaW 
dURSSiQg RiO aQd gaV VWRckV ZRXOd hXUW WheiU UeWiUeeV¶ fiQaQciaO fXWures. The police pension 
bRaUd TXickO\ UejecWed Whe idea. The fiUefighWeUV¶ bRaUd WabOed Whe QRWiRQ. TUXVWeeV RQ Whe 
RWheU WhUee bRaUdV aSSURYed Whe VWXd\, bXW VWiOO e[SUeVVed ZaUiQeVV.´134 Our interview 
contact noted that the he did not expect the firefighWeUV¶ bRaUd WR cRQWiQXe ZiWh Whe VWXd\, aV 
QeiWheU Whe SROice QRU fiUefighWeUV¶ bRaUd YRWed WR diYeVW fURP WheUPaO cRaO ZheQ Whe RWheUV 
did in 2015.135 In addition to the receiving reports from consultants on the divestment 
process they could undertake, the boards will also seek a legal opinion on whether they can 
divest, given their fiduciary duty obligations.  
 
UOWiPaWeO\, iW iV VWiOO YeU\ eaUO\ RQ iQ NeZ YRUk CiW\¶V diYeVWPeQW SURceVV. IW UePaiQV WR be 
seen whether the three pension boards that have moved ahead with studying divestment will 
actually withdraw funds from any of the 194 companies identified by the City.  
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London 
 

London, United Kingdom - London Pension Fund Authority 

Date 
announced 

Total 
assets 

Amount 
divested (%) 

Implementation 
timeline 

Type of 
divestment 

City 
population 

March 
2015 

£5.3 billion £61 million 2015-2020 Full, pension 
fund 

8.6 million 

 
The campaign to divest the London Pension Fund Authority (LPFA) gained momentum in 
2016, when mayoral candidates from all major political parties promised to divest should 
they be elected.136  
 
After the election of Sadiq Khan, the LPFA introduced a new investment strategy, which had 
already incorporated the principles of both the UK Stewardship Code and to the UN-backed 
Principles of Responsible Investment (UNPRI), to include ESG principles. It established that 
ESG facWRUV PXVW be cRQVideUed ³ZiWhiQ iQYeVWPeQW aQaO\ViV aQd deciViRQ PakiQg.´137 
 
Subsequently, the LPFA announced in 2017 that it was going to partially divest in a 
statement addressing climate change; stating that where fiduciary duty allows, they will no 
ORQgeU cRQVideU ³QeZ acWiYe iQYeVWPeQWV iQ fRVViO fXeO cRPSaQieV diUecWO\ eQgaged iQ Whe 
extraction of coal, oil, and natural gas as sources of energy which are ignoring the risks of 
cOiPaWe chaQge.´138 Environmental activists have pointed out that this vague statement 
provides an opportunity for the LPFA to retain and make new investments in fossil fuel firms. 
 
In March 2018, Mayor Sadiq Khan issued a press release calling on other local authorities 
from across the capital to join the fight against climate change and to divest their pension 
funds from fossil fuel companies. He also noted that in the coming months he will release the 
plans to divest City Hall. The statement also included a review of the LPFA, which says that 
GBP 59 million (2% of the Fund) remain invested in fossil fuel companies. That is below the 
market benchmark of 6%, and emphasizes the increasing level of investment in renewable 
energy projects.139 
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Oslo 
 

Oslo, Norway - Oslo Pensjonsforsikring 

Date 
announced 

Total 
assets 

Amount 
divested (%) 

Implementation 
timeline 

Type of 
divestment 

City 
population 

October 
2015 

NOK 85kr 
billion 

N/A 2015-2030 Partial, 
pension fund 

666,759 
 

     
FRU OVOR, PRVW Rf Whe ciW\¶V iQYeVWPeQWV cRQViVW Rf iWV SeQViRQ fXQdV. The CiW\ Rf OVOR haV iWV 
own pension insurance company called Oslo Pensjonsforsikring AS (OPF) which manages 
the portfolio.  
 
In early 2015, OPF announced that it was divesting from coal.140 Later that year, the 
iQcRPiQg CiW\ CRXQciO fXUWheU cRPPiWWed WR UedXce Whe ciW\¶V hROdiQgV fURP Whe RiO aQd gaV 
sector.141  
 
OPF follows the exclusion list of The Government Pension Fund Global (the Norwegian oil 
fund) for those companies that receive 30 percent or more of their income from the 
SURdXcWiRQ Rf fRVViO fXeOV aQd WhRVe WhaW caXVe ³VeYeUe eQYiURQPeQWaO daPage, aQd acWV RU 
omissions that on an aggregate company level lead to unacceptable greenhouse gas 
ePiVViRQV.´142  
 
Furthermore, a request of information made to OPF states that they have their own strategy 
for sustainable investments based on an ESG approach. It is based on analyzing the carbon 
footprint of the companies invested in, and it mandates to divest from those with high level of 
carbon intensity. The objective is to reduce the carbon emissions in the portfolio by 40 
percent by 2030.143 As part of their system to measure climate risk, they also include stress 
WeVWV b\ Zhich Whe\ PeaVXUe cRPSaQ\'V abiOiW\ WR ³ZiWhVWaQd a VhaUS faOO in prices of fossil 
eQeUg\ aQd/RU UegXOaWRU\ WighWeQiQg.´144 
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Washington, D.C.  
 

Washington, D.C., United States - DCRB 

Date 
announced 

Total 
assets 

Amount 
divested (%) 

Implementation 
timeline 

Type of 
divestment 

City 
population 

June 2016 USD $6.4 
billion 

USD $6.5 
million (1%) 

Complete Fossil Free, 
pension fund 

693,972 

 
Washington D.C. faced a lot of pressure by activists to divest early on in the movement. It 
was not until June 2016 that the city announced that it had fully divested from fossil fuels.145  
Following this press release, the District of Columbia Retirement Board (DCRB) made a 
public announcement explaining that since the adoption by the Board of an ESG Policy in 
November 2013, the Board started evaluating the risk factors of its fossil fuel investments. 
OQe cUiWeUia SRiQW iQ Whe fUaPeZRUk, eVWabOiVhed WhaW ³Whe ESG IQiWiaWiYe PXVW WaUgeW UiVk-
adjusted, market-rate returns and provide net returns equivalent to or higher than other 
available investments at commensurate levels of risk. Social benefits of the ESG Initiative 
will not justify lower risk adjusted returns or higher investment risk for the Retirement Fund or 
aQ\ aVVeW cOaVV ZiWhiQ Whe ReWiUePeQW FXQd SRUWfROiR.´146 SiQce WheQ, Whe BRaUd¶V diUecW 
holdings in public companies on the Carbon Tracker 200 List was reduced from USD $20 
million (.33% of portfolio) to 0%.147  
 
We interviewed DC Divest, who lobbied for this cause. They explained how there was 
opposition from unions for fear on how this might impact their returns back in 2013 when the 
matter was discussed at the City Council. Another argument put forth against divestment 
was that it would be better to engage with the fossil fuel companies to influence change. It is 
also relevant to note that in Washington D.C. the City Council has a mandate over the 
DCRB.  
 
Since divestment was achieved, the campaign has now turned to divest from Wells Fargo for 
their financing of the Dakota Access Pipeline.148 
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(c) Cities divesting their directly controlled investments 
 
Sydney 
 

Sydney, Australia149 

Date 
announced 

Total 
assets 

Amount 
divested (%) 

Implementation 
timeline 

Type of 
divestment 

City 
population 

August 
2016 

AUD $630 
million 

N/A Complete Exclusion, not 
divestment 

5 million150 

 
Clover Moore, Lord Mayor of the City of Sydney, aQQRXQced heU ciW\¶V iQWeQWiRQ WR diYeVW iQ 
August 2016. This decision was supported unanimously by the city council. The Lord Mayor 
iQVWUXcWed CiW\ VWaff WR e[SOiciWO\ iQcOXde cRaO, gaV, aQd RiO SURdXcWiRQ iQ S\dQe\¶V ESG 
screening process.151 The CiW\¶V investment policy (as of October 2017) now includes the 
OiQe ³SURdXcWiRQ Rf SROOXWaQWV, WR[iQV aQd gUeeQhRXVe gaVeV (cRaO, RiO aQd gaV)´ XQdeU iWV 
environmentally harmful activities definition.152 There were thus no great practical or political 
obstacles to implementing divestment in Sydney.  
 
The Lord Mayor stressed that ViQce S\dQe\ had fXQdV iQYeVWed iQ AXVWUaOia¶V Big 4 BaQkV²
and since these banks had collectively invested over AUD $5.5 billion into fossil fuel 
companies in 2015²these banks would be the PaiQ WaUgeW Rf Whe CiW\¶V diYeVWPeQW.153 Under 
Australian law, cities are not allowed to invest directly in equities.154 This focus on the 
divestment of indirect investments (i.e. pooled funds managed by financial institutions) is 
quite unique, and represented a vanguard stance by the City of Sydney. However, City staff 
have informed us that Sydney has not withdrawn any funds from these banks, nor has it 
aSSOied iWV e[cOXViRQ SROic\ WR aOO iQYeVWPeQWV. S\dQe\¶V iQYeVWPeQW SROic\ aPRXQWV OeVV WR a 
divestment and more to a statement of preference for socially and environmentally 
UeVSRQVibOe iQYeVWPeQWV: ´if Ze caQ fiQd a SURdXcW fURP a fRVViO fUee iQVWiWXWiRQ, Ze ZiOO giYe 
WhaW SUefeUeQce. BXW Ze ZRQ'W Wake OeVV UeWXUQ WR giYe iW SUefeUeQce.´155  
 
Activists from Go Fossil Free blogged about how they pushed the city council into adopting 
divestment after two years of engagement.156 City staff dispute this narrative, suggesting that 
the City was already on its way to updating its ESG screening policy before activists got 
involved²and they only ended up changing one word in the investment policy as a result of 
350¶V iQYROYePeQW. The LRUd Ma\RU¶V diYeVWPeQW PRWiRQ dReV QRWe, hRZeYeU, Whe 
presentations that 350.org activists had given to council.157 
 
The City of S\dQe\¶V iQYeVWPeQW WeaP PeeWV UegXOaUO\ ZiWh fiQaQciaO iQVWiWXWiRQV, PRVW RfWeQ 
ZiWh WeVWSac (RQe Rf Whe Big 4 aQd Whe CiW\¶V WUaQVacWiRQaO baQkeU). BRWh Whe LRUd Ma\RU 
aQd Whe CiW\¶V iQYeVWPeQW VWaff PeQWiRQ WhaW, aW WheVe PeeWiQgV, Whe CiW\ e[SUeVVeV iWs desire 
fRU fRVViO fUee iQYeVWPeQW RSWiRQV. The LRUd Ma\RU¶V diYeVWPeQW PRWiRQ iQcOXdeV a OeWWeU WR 
the CEO of Westpac as an attachment.158 The typical response from these banks is that 
there is a lack of companies for them to invest into.  
 
The City of Sydney is one of 35 local government authorities within Greater Sydney. Some 
of the other local councils in the metropolitan region (including Marrickville159 and 
Randwick160 local councils) have made their own divestment commitments.  
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Melbourne 
 

Melbourne, Australia161 

Date 
announced 

Total 
assets 

Amount 
divested (%) 

Implementation 
timeline 

Type of 
divestment 

City pop. 

27 October 
2015 

AUD $95 
million162 

N/A Complete Exclusion, not 
divestment 

4.5 
million163 

 
The City of Melbourne completed its divestment action in October 2015 when Councillor 
AUURQ WRRd¶V NRWice Rf MRWiRQ RQ COeaQ EQeUg\ IQYeVWPeQWV ZaV SaVVed XQaQiPRXVO\ b\ 
the city council.164 ThiV UeVROXWiRQ, Zhich fXQcWiRQV aV Whe ciW\¶V iQYeVWPeQW SROic\, ³cRPPiWV 
to not directly investing in any fossiO fXeO RU fRVViO fXeO aOigQed cRPSaQieV iQWR Whe fXWXUe.´165 
The UeVROXWiRQ aOVR VWaWeV WhaW ZheQ Whe ciW\¶V WUaQVacWiRQaO baQkiQg VeUYiceV aUe XS fRU 
tender (i.e. when the city needs to select a new bank to manage its investments), candidates 
³ZiOO be UeTXeVWed WR cRPSOeWe a TXeVWiRQQaiUe RQ WheiU e[SRVXUe aQd VXSport to the fossil 
fuel sector. These responses are to be taken into consideration when deciding to award the 
WUaQVacWiRQaO baQkiQg VeUYiceV cRQWUacW.´166 The City will use the Carbon Underground 200 to 
negatively screen its future investments.167 
 
Like Sydney, Melbourne is prohibited under Australian law from investing directly in equities. 
As such, the City did not have any direct investments in fossil fuel firms when it announced 
iWV diYeVWPeQW. The ciW\¶V SUiPaU\ iQYeVWPeQW VWUXcWXUe iV iWV VXSeUaQQXaWion fund; this fund is 
similar to a pension, but as it is directly controlled by the City we include it in this sample set 
and not the other (where pensions are managed by independent boards of trustees). 
CRXQciOORU WRRd¶V UeVROXWiRQ caOOed fRU Whe CiW\ WR request a fossil free investment option 
from Vision Super; this request was made, but according to City staff, as of 2018 Vision 
Super does not offer such a fund. Ultimately, the City of Melbourne has not 
divested/withdrawn any funds as a result of its new investment policy.  
 
The City of Melbourne is one of 32 local councils in Greater Melbourne. Of the other 31, we 
cRXOd RQO\ fiQd iQfRUPaWiRQ RQ Whe CiW\ Rf MRUeOaQd¶V diYeVWPeQW; iW SOedged WR diYeVW/e[cOXde 
AUD $36 million from direct investments in fossil fuel firms (even though, like Sydney and 
Melbourne, it had no such investments and was never legally allowed to) and to start 
developing a strategy to move away from indirect investments held by financial institutions 
that fund fossil fuel firms.168 
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Seattle 
 

Seattle, United States 

Date 
announced 

Total 
assets 

Amount 
divested (%) 

Implementation 
timeline 

Type of 
divestment 

City 
population 

December 
2012 

USD $2.85 
billion 

N/A Complete Exclusion, not 
divestment 

704,352 

 
In 2012, Seattle Mayor Mike McGiQQ fRUPaOO\ UeTXeVWed WhaW Whe ciW\¶V WZR SeQViRQ fXQdV 
³UefUaiQ fURP fXWXUe iQYeVWPeQWV iQ fRVViO fXeO cRPSaQieV.´169 At the same time, McGinn 
decOaUed WhaW Whe ciW\¶V caVh SRRO ZaV QRW iQYeVWed iQ fRVViO fXeOV aQd he diUecWed Whe ciW\ WR 
refrain from doing so in the future.170 AOWhRXgh Whe ciW\¶V diUecW iQYeVWPeQWV haYe ViQce 
e[cOXded aQ\ SRWeQWiaO iQYeVWPeQW iQ fRVViO fXeOV, Whe SeaWWOe CiW\ EPSOR\eeV¶ ReWiUePeQW 
S\VWeP (SCERS) haV UefXVed WR diYeVW Whe ciW\¶V SeQViRQ fXQdV. IW haV YRWed agaiQVW iW in 
subsequent years based on a board-commissioned report that argues that divestment would 
hurt the pension fund portfolio.  
 
In 2013, SCERS adopted ESG principles which were updated in 2016. They must 
demonstrate that they will not negatively affect the return on investment before making any 
changes.171 The board-cRPPiVViRQed UeSRUW VWaWed WhaW aV Rf JXQe 2014 Whe PeQViRQV¶ 
exposure to the Carbon Underground 200 was USD $116 million (5% of the portfolio).172 It 
ZaV aOVR UeSRUWed WhaW aV Rf 2016, Whe ciW\¶s pension fund still held USD $16 million worth of 
holdings invested in coal. In February 2015, the Board of Administration directed SCERS to 
XQdeUWake a ³SRViWiYe acWiRQ VWUaWeg\´ WR addUeVV cOiPaWe chaQge cRQceUQV aQd PeeWV 
fiduciary responsibilities. In WhiV UegaUd ³SCERS VWaff SURYideV a TXaUWeUO\ XSdaWe WR Whe 
BRaUd RQ EQYiURQPeQWaO, SRciaO aQd GRYeUQaQce (³ESG´) iVVXeV, VSecificaOO\ UeOaWed WR 
cOiPaWe chaQge, aQd Whe SRViWiYe acWiRQ VWUaWeg\.´173 By the end of 2017 SCERS reported to 
have USD 86.1 million (3.1% of portfolio) in fossil fuel companies.174 
 
IQ Whe OaWeVW aWWePSW WR diYeVW, a OaZ\eU fRU Whe SeQViRQ bRaUd, ³ePShaVi]ed Whe bRaUd¶V 
paramount fiduciary duties and described legal limits the board faces to taking any action 
that compromises financiaO UeWXUQ WR SXUVXe eQYiURQPeQWaO, VRciaO RU gRYeUQaQce gRaOV.´175 It 
is worth mentioning that in 2017 Seattle City Council voted to end its relationship with Wells 
FaUgR ZhR PaQaged Whe ciW\¶V RSeUaWiQg accRXQW RQ Whe baViV WhaW Whe\ aUe fiQaQciQg Whe 
Dakota Access pipeline.176  
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Vancouver 
 

Vancouver, Canada177 

Date 
announced 

Total 
assets 

Amount 
divested (%) 

Implementation 
timeline 

Type of 
divestment 

City pop. 

Not 
announced 

CAD $2 
billion178 

N/A Complete Exclusion, not 
divestment 

2.6 million179 

 
The City of Vancouver is unique in our case studies in that it did not make any kind of 
divestment commitment or announcement, nor was it featured in any media stories about 
divestment. We include it in our samples because, after a request from Council about how 
iQYeVWPeQWV aOigQed ZiWh Whe CiW\¶V VWaWed PiVViRQ aQd YaOXeV, adPiQiVWUaWiRQ iPSOePeQWed a 
SROic\ WR VcUeeQ VaQcRXYeU¶V iQYeVWPeQWV XViQg a VcRUecaUd Rf ESG cUiWeUia. ThiV VcRUecaUd 
iQcOXdeV Whe TXeVWiRQ: ³DReV Whe cRPSaQ\ cXUUeQWO\ iQYeVW diUecWO\ or indirectly in fossil 
fXeOV?´180  
 
This scorecard, which is based on the UN Principles of Responsible Investment, is used to 
VcUeeQ Whe fiQaQciaO iQVWiWXWiRQV WhaW ZiOO PaQage Whe CiW\¶V iQYeVWPeQWV. TheVe iQVWiWXWiRQV 
are subject to an annual screening process where they will be reviewed on their ESG 
policies and company practices. If an institution that currently holds City investments 
receives a score below 70%, it will be put on a one-year notice that funds will be withdrawn if 
its score does not improve. If a new institution is being evaluated and falls below 70%, it will 
be e[cOXded fURP Whe CiW\¶V OiVW Rf aSSURYed iQYeVWPeQW iQVWiWXWiRQV. AV Rf 2018, QR iQVWiWXWiRQ 
has been divested or excluded based on this scorecard.   
 
IW¶V iPSRUWaQW WR QRWe WhaW, XQdeU Whe BC SURYiQciaO gRYeUQPeQW¶V VaQcRXYeU ChaUWeU, 
investments are very limited (and do not include equities).181 So, much like all of the other 
examples in this section, Vancouver did not have any direct investments in fossil fuel 
cRPSaQieV. IW¶V XQcOeaU ZheWheU aQ\ Rf VaQcRXYeU¶V iQdiUecW iQYeVWPeQWV WRXched Whe fRVViO 
fuel industry.  
 
IW¶V aOVR ZRUWh QRWiQg WhaW Whe TXeVWiRQ abRXW diUecW/iQdiUecW iQYeVWPeQWV iQ fRVViO fXeOV iV RQO\ 
one of 30 questions²an institution that invests in fossil fuels could receive a zero on this 
section but still be above 70%, and therefore not be divested or excluded from.  
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(4) Divestment and the City of Toronto 
 
Having reviewed these eight case studies, we now turn to the City of Toronto: what are its 
investment structures? How could it react to the fossil fuel divestment movement? The 
fROORZiQg VecWiRQ bUiefO\ RXWOiQeV Whe CiW\¶V hROdiQgV aQd a SRWeQWiaO SaWh fRUward.  
 

(a) Toronto¶s investments 
 
Legacy pensions 
 
Current City of Toronto employees have pensions through OMERS, the Ontario Municipal 
Employee Retirement System.182 As this pension system is managed independently of the 
City, it is outside the scope of our study. The City does hold four legacy pension plans for 
employees who predated the OMERS system:  

Ɣ Toronto Civic Employee Pension Plan 
Ɣ Toronto Fire Department Benefit Fund 
Ɣ Metropolitan Toronto Pension Plan 
Ɣ Metropolitan Toronto Police Benefit Fund 

Together, these funds control approximately CAD $1.63 billion in holdings. Of this, 
approximately CAD $700 million (or 43%) are invested in equities.183  
 
Directly controlled investments184  
 
The City of Toronto holds approximately CAD $6.5 billion in directly controlled investments, 
PaQaged b\ Whe CiW\¶V CaSiWaO MaUkeWV SecWiRQ. TheVe iQYeVWPeQWV aUe VXbjecW WR OQWaUiR¶V 
City of Toronto Act (2006), which states that the City iV eOigibOe WR iQYeVW iQ ³fi[ed-income 
VecXUiWieV VXch aV bRQdV aQd chaUWeUed baQk deSRViW QRWeV.´ AOVR, XQdeU WhiV SROic\, Whe 
SUiPaU\ RbjecWiYeV Rf Whe CiW\¶V iQYeVWPeQW SROicieV PXVW be WR eQVXUe Whe VafeW\ Rf SUiQciSaO, 
maintain adequate liquidity to fXQd Whe CiW\¶V caVh QeedV, aQd Pa[iPi]e Whe UaWe Rf UeWXUQ. 
The CiW\¶V diUecWO\ cRQWUROOed iQYeVWPeQWV aUe diYided iQWR WZR fi[ed-income portfolios:  

1) General group of funds:  
a) Bond Fund, focused on long-term cash reserves. 
b) Money Market Fund, focused on liquidity and supplying short-term needs. 

2) Sinking fund: an account established to ensure that there are adequate funds for the 
repayment of debentures that the City issues. 

 
Fossil fuel e[posure in Toronto¶s investments 
 
One of the key questions that we sought to answer throughout our interviews ZaV: ³WhaW 
SeUceQWage Rf \RXU iQYeVWPeQWV aUe Wied WR fRVViO fXeO aVVeWV?´ MRVW Rf Whe ciWieV WhaW Ze 
spoke to were unable to answer this question, because their funds are invested through 
third-party financial institutions. We assume that the situation is the same for the City of 
TRURQWR¶V diUecWO\ cRQWUROOed iQYeVWPeQWV (i.e. Whe GeQeUaO fXQdV aQd ViQkiQg fXQd). IW¶V ZRUWh 
aVkiQg ZhaW SRUWiRQ Rf Whe CiW\¶V Oegac\ SeQViRQ fXQdV aUe connected to fossil fuel assets, in 
order to understand the degree of exposure for these funds (should fossil fuels become 
stranded assets) and the magnitude of implementing divestment. 
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Toronto¶s NeZ Investment Polic\, 2018 
 
The Ontario provincial government recently amended the City of Toronto Act (2006) to allow 
the City to invest in equities under the provincial prudent investor standard; these changes 
came into effect on 1 January 2018.185 The City responded by beginning the process of 
establishing a new Investment Board and a policy to govern its conduct.186 On 5 December 
2017, council voted to adopt a Statement on Investment Policies and Procedures.187 
 
ThiV SROic\ dRcXPeQW VWaWeV WhaW: ³The IQYeVWPeQW BRaUd VhRXOd iQcRUSorate ESG factors 
into its investment decision making through its due diligence processes when choosing 
Investment Managers. As such, when a prospective investment manager is assessed, or an 
existing Investment Manager is reviewed, the Investment Board will consider the Investment 
MaQageU¶V ESG SROicieV.´188 FXUWheUPRUe, Whe SROic\ iQdicaWeV WhaW: ³The CiW\ haV chRVeQ WR 
monitor the developments of ESG factors and will reconsider its approach as and when 
aSSURSUiaWe WR dR VR.´189  
 
This report exists as an instrument to inform the City of developments of ESG factors as they 
relate to the fossil fuel divestment movement. As such, in the final section of our report, we 
will provide a brief recommendation of how the City could follow the path of other 
jurisdictions that have incorporated divestment/exclusion language into their ESG policies.  
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(b) Applying conclusions to the City of Toronto  
 
If the City of Toronto wishes to follow the divestment/exclusion model used by other cities 
identified in this report, we propose a simple, three-step process:  
 

1) Update ESG criteria in the new investment policy using the UNPRI scorecard 
method developed by the City of Vancouver. If the City wanted to make a stronger 
statement of principle²and identify itself as the first Canadian city to make a 
divestment commitment²it could follow the lead of the City of Sydney and the City of 
Melbourne and include explicit language in its ESG policies stating that it will not 
invest in coal, oil, or gas companies.  

 
2) Assess assets using the ESG scorecard, including both new investments under 

consideration and any assets currently under management. Include ESG scoring 
during SeUiRd/aQQXaO UeYieZV Rf iQYeVWPeQWV, aQd SXW aQ\ ³faiOiQg´ iQYeVWPeQWV (Whe 
City of Vancouver uses a lower threshold of 70%) on notice that they will be divested 
from if they do not improve their performance within a certain window of time.  

 
3) Invest, divest, or exclude based on ESG scoring. 

 
BecaXVe Ze dR QRW kQRZ Whe CiW\ Rf TRURQWR¶V cXUUeQW hROdiQgV iQ eiWheU iWV SeQViRQ fXQdV RU 
its directly controlled investments, we cannot estimate what percentage of funds might 
presently be invested (either directly or indirectly) in fossil fuel stock. Given the restrictions 
up until 2018 on directly controlled investments²which are the funds that the new 
Investment Board will manage²we imagine that the City either has no funds indirectly 
invested in fossil fuels, or that it has very limited amounts. Implementing this new 
exclusion/divestment policy will therefore be very easy from a practical perspective.   
 
We must note, however, that we see two obstacles to implementing this decision: the 
ongoing legal requiremeQWV WR fROORZ Whe SURYiQce¶V SUXdeQW iQYeVWRU VWaQdaUd aQd Whe 
political risk of making a divestment announcement in the current Canadian political 
environment. The first obstacle means that the City, like a pension board, must make 
investment decisions wiWh UegaUd WR Whe facW WhaW Whe\ aUe PaQagiQg RWheUV¶ PRQe\²and 
they must try to maximize income and minimize risk to the principal. This could promote the 
similar fiduciary duty logic that keeps many municipal pension funds invested in fossil fuels. 
 
The new Toronto Investment Board and City policymakers should bear in mind the current 
state of pipeline politics in Canada. At the time of writing, there is an ongoing trade dispute 
between Alberta and British Columbia over the Kinder Morgan Trans Mountain Pipeline 
Zhich WhUeaWeQV WR VSiOO RYeU iQWR a cRQVWiWXWiRQaO cUiViV iQYROYiQg Whe fedeUaO gRYeUQPeQW¶V 
jurisdiction to approve oil pipelines. Any divestment decision²especially a loud, flashy 
announcement of Toronto being the first city in Canada to commit to divestment²would be 
interpreted in this context. If Toronto wanted to pursue the complementary ESG screening 
route and avoid the controversy, it would be best to follow the Vancouver model of quietly 
updating investment policies, without making a public commitment to divestment, but de 
facWR diYeVWiQg/e[cOXdiQg Whe CiW\¶V iQYeVWPeQWV.  
 



36 

(5) Conclusion  
 
We will conclude by revisiting our three key research questions, this time providing an 
answer for each.  
 

1) What is the current status of the global fossil fuel divestment movement, 
particularly in the public sector? 

 
Currently, the divestment campaign has prompted nearly 100 municipalities to make 
divestment commitments. The divestment movement is therefore somewhere between the 
mid-second wave (public institutions) and early third wave (wider market) in the divestment 
model described above (Section 2c). As the movement grows and matures, we expect more 
and more municipalities to make commitments to divest. Furthermore, as the movement 
expands into the wider market, we expect to see more options for green bonds and fossil 
free funds, which in return will make it easier to divest and have a stable return for investors. 
Thus, in the future, pension fund boards may no longer be able to say that they cannot 
divest due to fiduciary duty constraints. The movement will continue to evolve, provoking 
more aggressive action²like lawsuits against fossil fuel companies²and expanding its 
focus from the Carbon Underground 200 to include indirect investments²like the citizens 
who put pressure on governments to stop sponsoring the industry through banks like Wells 
Fargo.  
 

2) What is the process by which public sector municipalities have 
assessed their exposure, chosen to divest, and implemented this 
decision? 

 
Looking at our eight case studies, it seems that most cities do not have a specific method to 
assess their exposure to fossil fuel assets beyond knowing how much is invested directly in 
fossil fuel companies (which, most often, amounts to nothing). Divestment is almost always 
fUaPed aV SaUW Rf a ciW\¶V OaUgeU eQYiURQPeQWaO SROicieV, aQd Whe deciViRQ WR diYeVW haV beeQ 
driven both by external advocacy and internal interest in aligning investments with the 
broader sustainability values of the city. Although the implementation of divestment for 
pension funds has faced significant hurdles²with fiduciary duty requirements as the primary 
obstacle±the implementation of exclusionary ESG policies has been relatively simple and 
straightforward for cities to accomplish.  
 

3) What has been the impact of divestment²financial, environmental, and 
economic?  

 
Divestment has had limited financial, environmental, and economic impacts. However, we 
should not disregard the social impact that the divestment campaign is having²nor how 
social impacts could spill over into policy and market impacts. The social license once held 
by the 200 targeted fossil fuel companies is being steadily eroded. No matter what impacts 
divestment may or may not be having, the fact that an increasing number of institutions see 
value in declaring themselves part of the movement is remarkable, and represents a seismic 
shift from just five years ago. Ultimately, we expect the movement to grow from here, and 
will be curious to see how mainstream fossil fuel divestment has become iQ fiYe \eaUV¶ WiPe.  
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Appendix A: Interview questions  
 
These are the 17 key questions which we included in our evaluation matrix for each city we 
studied. We answered each question to the best of our ability with desktop research, then 
used them as the basis of our interviews with city staff and divestment campaigners. 
 

1) What are the next steps/major milestones for these cities? 
2) Where did the initial drive for divestment come from? 

a. external pressure/advocacy from civil society? 
b. taken up as a political cause by mayor/councillor/council faction? 
c. internal/staff-led initiative? 

3) What were the major obstacles to divestment? 
a. fiduciary duty requirements? 
b. resistance by stakeholders (e.g. pensioners)? 
c. any political factors? 

4) Was it total divestment or partial divestment? 
a. just coal? 
b. oil and gas too? 

5) How did the city decide which firms were "carbon-intensive" and which were not? 
a. just primary extraction/refinement? 
b. what about direct suppliers to O&G industry? 
c. upstream analysis? 

6) What are the specific measures that the city undertook to implement its divestment 
decision? 

7) How long did it take to implement the divestment decision? 
a. If divestment hasn't been fully completed, then what is the timeline for 

divestment going forward? 
8) What sort of investment structures does the city have? 

a. pension funds 
b. municipal directly controlled investments/endowments 

9) Who is ultimately responsible for investment decisions in the city? 
10) How much was the total value of the divestment? 
11) What did the city do with its divested money? How was alternative investment 

prioritized? 
12) Does the city include ESG principles in its investment evaluation/divestment 

decision? 
13) Did the city pursue any other action against fossil fuel firms (i.e. litigation)? 
14) How was divestment announced/framed? 

a. loud or quiet divestment? 
b. framed within existing city sustainability policies/initiatives? 

15) How was the environmental impact of divestment assessed/measured? Was it 
assessed at all? 

16) What has been the impact of divestment on financial performance of investment 
portfolio? 

17) Has city's divestment directly inspired any private sector actors to divest as well? 
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Appendix B: Contact information for interview subjects 
 

City Contact information 

New York John Adler, Director 
Ma\RU¶V Office Rf PeQViRQV & 
Investments 
NYC Department of Finance 
(212) 602-7111 
adlerj@finance.nyc.gov 
 
Arranged interview through his 
e[ecXtiYe assistant ൺ  

Michele Scilla, Special Assistant 
Ma\RU¶V Office Rf PeQViRQV & 
Investments 
NYC Department of Finance 
1 Centre Street 
North Tower, Suite 500 
New York, NY 10007 
(212) 602-7028 
ScillaM@finance.nyc.gov 

Oslo Øystein Sagelvmo, Treasurer 
Department of Finance 
Oslo 
post@opf.no  

Eirik Ese, Adviser 
Department of Finance 
Oslo 

Washington, 
D.C. 

Max Broad 
DC Divest 
https://www.facebook.com/dcfossilfree/  

Sydney Chris Derksema 
Sustainability Director 
City of Sydney 
cderksema@cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au 
Skype: cderksema 

Bob Wallace 
Manager of Financial Planning & 
Reporting 
City of Sydney 

Melbourne Judith Landsberg  
Team Leader I Low Carbon Future 
Urban Sustainability I City of Melbourne | Council House 2, 240 Little Collins Street 
Melbourne 3000 | GPO Box 1603 Melbourne 3001 
T: 03 9658 8455 l M: 0427 448 913 | E: judith.landsberg@melbourne.vic.gov.au 

Seattle Nina Melencio 
Office Administrator 
SeaWWOe CiW\ EPSOR\eeV¶ Retirement System 
Nina.Melencio@seattle.gov 

Vancouver Tim Leung, Treasurer 
City of Vancouver 
453 West 12th Avenue 
Vancouver, B.C.  V5Y 1V4 
Direct:  604-873-7250;  Fax:  604-873-7404 
Email:  tim.leung@vancouver.ca 

Toronto Richard Brooks  
Iconic Divestment Campaigns Coordinator | 350.org 
Toronto, Canada | 416.573.7209 | @richbrooks350 | skype: r_c_brooks  
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Appendix C: Photo credits 
 

Page Description Author 

Cover 
Abandoned railroad Antoine Beauvillian 

https://www.pexels.com/photo/abandoned-forest-industry-nature-34950/ 

3 
Overgrown refinery Michael Gaida 

https://pixabay.com/en/architecture-industry-1640001/ 

5 
Divestment activists at University of Wisconsin Madison Joe Brusky 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/40969298@N05/13637521105 

15 
Smoke stack Patrick Hendry 

https://unsplash.com/photos/K0b_8golPNE 

18 
Forest Jerzy Gorecki 

https://pixabay.com/en/forest-forests-tucholski-poland-1973952/ 

20 
Divestment marchers 350.org 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/350org/14125821070 

26 
Big Ben, London Bruce Mars 

https://www.pexels.com/photo/queen-elizabeth-tower-london-769041/ 

28 
Washington D.C. cherry blossoms Kyaw Tun 

https://unsplash.com/photos/EcuErgxbAY0 

31 
Seattle skyline Jerry Meaden 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/sworldguy/15248037137/in/album-
72157649858530652/ 

32 
Vancouver skyline  Bert Kaufmann 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/22746515@N02/16346799566/in/album-
72157645466111383/ 

34 
Toronto City Hall Scott Webb 

https://www.pexels.com/photo/high-rise-buildings-on-low-angle-photography-24924/ 
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