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Wednesday, March 23, 2022 at 6:30 P.M. ● Virtual Meeting 

 

 
This meeting is compliant with the Ralph M. Brown act as amended by California Assembly Bill 
No. 361 effective September 16, 2021 providing for a public health emergency exception to the 
standard teleconference rules required by the Brown Act.  The purpose of this is to provide a safe 
environment for the public, staff and committee members, while allowing for public participation. 
The public may address the committee using exclusively remote public comment options. The 
Committee may take action on any item listed in the agenda. 

PUBLIC MEETING VIDEOS 
Members of the public may view the Open Space and Ecology Committee meeting by logging 
into the Zoom Meeting listed below. Open Space and Ecology Committee meetings can also be 
viewed live and/or on-demand via the City’s YouTube Channel, www.youtube.com/brisbaneca, 
or on Comcast Channel 27. Archived videos can be replayed on the City’s 
website, http://brisbaneca.org/meetings.  

TO ADDRESS THE COMMITTEE 
The Open Space and Ecology Committee (OSEC) Meeting will be an exclusively virtual meeting. 
The OSEC agenda materials may be viewed online at www.brisbaneca.org at least 24 hours prior 
to a Special Meeting, and at least 72 hours prior to a Regular Meeting.  

Remote Public Comments: 
Meeting participants are encouraged to submit public comments in writing in advance of the 
meeting. Aside from commenting while in the Zoom meeting, the following email and text line 
will be also monitored during the meeting and public comments received will be read into the 
record during Oral Communications or during an Item. 

Email: aetherton@brisbaneca.org 
Text: 415.203.8897  

Join Zoom Meeting: www.brisbaneca.org/zoom-osec  
Meeting ID: 976 4295 0160 
Passcode: 544511 
Call In Number:  669.900.9128  

SPECIAL ASSISTANCE 
If you need special assistance to participate in this meeting, please contact Adrienne Etherton at 
aetherton@brisbaneca.org or (415) 508-2118.  Notification in advance of the meeting will enable 
the City to make reasonable arrangements to ensure accessibility to this meeting. 

Open Space and Ecology Committee 

Meeting Agenda 
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_______________________________________________________________________________ 

MEETING SETUP AND INTRODUCTION 

CALL TO ORDER 

ROLL CALL  

ADOPTION OF THE AGENDA 

ANNOUNCEMENTS 

ORAL COMMUNICATIONS 

APPROVAL OF THE MINUTES 

A. Minutes of February 23, 2022 

NEW BUSINESS 

B. Budget – Carolina Yuen, Finance Director  

C. Divestment – Stuart Schillinger, Assistant City Manager 

OLD BUSINESS 

D. Discuss Work Plan 

STAFF UPDATES 

SUBCOMMITTEE REPORTS & REORGANIZATION 

CALENDAR ITEMS 

CHAIR AND COMMITTEE MEMBER MATTERS 

NEXT MEETING: April 27, 2022 

ADJOURNMENT 
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File Attachments for Item:

A. Minutes of February 23, 2022
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CITYof BRISBANE 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Wednesday, February 23, 2022 at 6:30 P.M. ● Virtual Meeting 
 

MEETING SETUP AND INTRODUCTION 

CALL TO ORDER – 6:35 PM 

ROLL CALL & WELCOME NEW MEMBER 
Committee members present: Becker, Calmes, Ebel, Fieldman, Nunan, Rogers, Salmon  

Staff members present: Deputy Director of Public Works, Kinser; Sustainability Manager, Etherton; 
GIS Manager, Sage; Public Works Director, Breault; PW Deputy Director – Utilities, Flanagan 
(through item B) 

ADOPTION OF THE AGENDA 

Nunan moved to adopt the agenda and Fieldman seconded; the motion was adopted unanimously 
by roll call vote. 

ANNOUNCEMENTS – none. 

ORAL COMMUNICATIONS – none. 

APPROVAL OF THE MINUTES 

A. Minutes of January 26, 2022 – Ebel asked to correct the minutes to note that a single 
council member, not council members, stated the Tree Committee was an overreach. 
Salmon asked for a correction that her comments about the invasive species ordinance 
represented the committee’s desires not just her own. Rogers moved to approve the 
amended minutes, Calmes seconded; the motion was adopted with Becker abstaining. 

NEW BUSINESS 

B. Drought update – Jerry Flanagan, PW Deputy Director – Utilities 

Discussion included precipitation and reservoir statistics, drought declaration and 
restrictions, breakdown of the water use in the city and low per capita residential water 
usage compared to other water districts in the region, focus on commercial and 
landscape water use, coordinating to ensure Building Efficiency Program participants 
were aware of the opportunity to participate in the Waterfluence program, rebates 
available for high-efficiency toilets and rain barrels, and educational programs in 
partnership with BAWSCA. 

Salmon encouraged continuation of the deep root watering program, extension of the 
rain barrel program to commercial, and grey-water use in city facilities. Rogers 
expressed thanks for the high-efficiency toilet program, which she participated in and 
said was great and very beneficial. Becker encouraged folks to consider the rain barrels 

Open Space and Ecology Committee 
Meeting Minutes 
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as “condensation barrels” due to the local climate, and consideration of a city program 
for in-line on-demand water recirculation pump incentives, which Nunan seconded. Ebel 
encouraged more messaging about the drought rules in city communications. 

C. Cal-IPC Membership or Symposium – Kinser asked about putting the limited budget 
resources either towards renewing the membership or attendance by one or two 
members at  the annual symposium. Salmon moved and Nunan seconded that we renew 
the membership. Members asked to see the committee’s budget and expenditures. 

STAFF UPDATES 
Sage: shared that he has been promoted to GIS Manager with the City so he will no longer be 
directly involved with OSEC. Committee members thanked Sage for his contributions. 
 
Kinser: Preparing RFQ for Vegetation Management work in Brisbane Acres using maps of prior 
areas addressed. Will get quotes from new bidders as On Point Land Management has closed. 
 
Etherton: 
• Making progress on heat pump water heaters for City Hall and the Pool with Willdan. 

Received confirmation that the pool project can utilize On Bill Financing; a number of 
steps remain, but if all goes according to plan the installation could begin in August with 
minimal disruptions to operations. 

• Building Efficiency Program: a few more buildings have moved into compliance for 2020; 
we previously reported that 79% of buildings had complied and are now up to ~87%. 
Notifications for 2021 reporting should be going out in the next couple weeks.  

• Disposable Foodware Amendment will be on the Council’s consent agenda for March 3; 
it will align with new state regulations and enforcement will be pushed back to October. 

• Peninsula Clean Energy is recruiting for their Citizen’s Advisory Committee. 
• Council reviewed accomplishments & work plan on Feb 3. Salmon insisted that the work 

plan be titled OSEC Work Plan rather than Sustainability Work Plan, and requested the 
invasive species ordinance item be updated to be broader than just the Brisbane Acres. 
It was decided to re-agendize the Work Plan discussion for next month. 

SUBCOMMITTEE REPORTS (*ad hoc) 
• Climate Action Plan (Ebel, Fieldman) – Etherton would like to schedule a meeting with 

the RICAPS consultants on the forecasting progress. Ebel needs to meet in the evenings 
after 5:45; Etherton will follow up to schedule on a Mon – Wed. 

• Events (Rogers, Salmon, Nunan) – Etherton will confirm the Earth Day habitat event date 
with Mountain Watch. 

• Education and Outreach (Fieldman, Nunan, Rogers) – Fieldman asked and Etherton 
reported working with library staff to get the first display on dark skies ready. Rogers 
noted the signboard regarding film plastic recycling at the post office; Communications 
Manager Cheung had posted that and is also working on better signage for the bin. 

• Baylands (Rogers) – no meeting. 
• *Open Space Plan Update (Rogers, Salmon) – Kinser noted receiving a positive response 

from the liaisons and working to get it on the Council’s agenda. 
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• *Crocker Trail Frog Habitat (Rogers, Salmon, Calmes) – Rogers will work with Salmon and 
Calmes to begin drafting a proposal. 

• *Invasive Species Ordinance (Calmes, Salmon, Fieldman) – Salmon asked Kinser to send 
materials from previous meetings so the subcommittee members can begin organizing. 

• *Dark Skies Ordinance (Ebel, Salmon) – Etherton reported that she is still awaiting 
Planning staff comments, she will follow up before next meeting. Fieldman reported 
requesting Brisbane Hardware to carry shields and limit the ultra-bright LEDs for sale. 

• *Tree Issues (Calmes, Ebel, Salmon) – Kinser can set up a meeting. 
• *Lipman Science Fair Judging (Ebel, Rogers) – Judging is underway; Rogers and Ebel are 

reviewing submissions and there are three times as many as before. Rogers will send 
Etherton names for certificates. 

• Becker noted she has watched/listened to OSEC meetings for the last 18 months so is up 
to speed and ready to jump into subcommittees; we will agendize subcommittee 
reorganization for next month. 

CALENDAR ITEMS – The group briefly reviewed the calendar.  

CHAIR AND COMMITTEE MEMBER MATTERS  
• Noted a new team photo is needed. 
• Salmon and Fieldman thanked former member Dykes for his contributions over the last 

four years, particularly on the CAP Subcommittee.  
• Becker introduced herself: Brisbane resident for 1.5 years after looking for a home in 

town for nearly 4 years, aerospace engineer at NASA that travels a lot for work, lifelong 
environmentalist and pragmatic about capacity for some to take actions; proud OSEC 
exists and to be a part of it.   

NEXT MEETING: March 23, 2022 

ADJOURNMENT – 8:44 PM 
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C. Divestment – Stuart Schillinger, Assistant City Manager
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Open Space and Ecology Committee Memo re: state divestment bill 

OSEC member Glenn Fieldman requested the committee consider recommending to City 
Council a resolution expressing the City of Brisbane’s support for SB 1173 introduced by 
Senator Lena Gonzalez which would require that the state’s pension funds, CalPERS and 
CalSTRS, divest from fossil fuels. 

Background 
Upon OSEC’s recommendation, the City Council passed Resolution No. 2014-19 on June 19, 
2014 encouraging the state’s pension funds to divest from fossil fuels. The resolution followed a 
presentation by Fieldman to the City Council on April 21, 2014. Meeting pages and videos: 

• archive.brisbaneca.org/city-council/2014-06-19
• archive.brisbaneca.org/city-council/2014-04-21

Divestment efforts have grown since the City’s previous consideration of this issue, but more 
recently some advocates have suggested that engagement may be a more effective strategy for 
meeting climate goals. Attachments include a two-part series from Forbes laying out the pros 
and cons of divestment versus engagement strategies, as well as an article from the Guardian 
which specifically references CalPERS’ position on the issue. 

Attachments 
1. Template resolution to support SB 1173
2. SB 1173 (Gonzalez) Fossil Fuel Divestment Fact Sheet
3. City of Brisbane Agenda Report on Fossil Fuels Divestment from June 19, 2014, including

attached letter to CalPERS and Resolution No. 2014-19
4. City of Brisbane Agenda Report on Fossil Fuels Divestment from April 21, 2014, without

attachments (full packet: archive.brisbaneca.org/sites/default/files/Fossil%20Fuels.pdf)
5. Forbes article “The Case for Fossil Fuel Divestment”, posted Feb 20, 2021
6. Forbes article “The Case for Fossil Fuel Engagement”, posted Mar 2, 2021
7. The Guardian article “The climate advocates who say Harvard’s oil divestment is a

mistake”, posted Sept 14, 2021
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Municipal template resolution in support of SB 1173 (Gonzalez) Fossil
Fuel Divestment Act

WHEREAS, climate change, through rising sea levels, drought, heat waves, and increased
wildfires is already negatively affecting human wellbeing, ecosystems and biodiversity; and

WHEREAS, climate change is an issue of environmental justice, disproportionately impacting
Indigenous communities, communities of color, and low income communities due to historical
oppression, inequity of power, and lack of access to resources for prevention and relief; and

WHEREAS, the International Panel on Climate Change concluded in 2018 that we have 12 years to
make dramatic cuts in the use of fossil fuels (coal, oil, gas and tar sands) if we are to keep warming to
1.5o C and avoid more catastrophic change; and

WHEREAS, the fossil fuel industry is the single most powerful obstacle to addressing climate change,
using their immense lobbying power in Washington D.C. and Sacramento to block climate legislation;
and

WHEREAS, fossil fuel companies' own scientists knew their products were causing climate change,
but the companies kept it secret.

WHEREAS, to effectively address climate change, most fossil fuel reserves must remain in the
ground, never to be used. This makes fossil fuel stocks a risky investment; and

WHEREAS, a Corporate Knights study found if CalPERS and CalSTRS had divested in 2010 they
would have gained $11.9 and $5.5 billion respectively by 2019.

WHEREAS, independent studies by financial consulting firms Blackrock and Meketa found
divestment reduces risk, and improves, not weakens, investment returns; and

WHEREAS, divestment in specific segments or business operations by CalPERS and CalSTRS is
already standard practice and is specifically allowed by the California Constitution; and

WHEREAS, divestment means selling directly held or commingled assets including fossil fuel public
equities and corporate bonds; therefore be it

RESOLVED, that the _______________ strongly supports SB 1173 (Gonzalez) the fossil fuel
divestment act. And upon passage, a copy of this resolution will be sent to Senator Lena Gonzalez’s
office requesting that  _________________ be listed as an official supporter of the bill.

2
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SB 1173 (Gonzalez) Fossil Fuel Divestment

SUMMARY 

Senate Bill (SB) 1173 will prohibit the California Public 
Employees Retirement System (CalPERS) and the 
California State Teachers’ Retirement System (CalSTRS) 
from investing in fossil fuel companies, and require that 
they divest any current investments by 2027. 

BACKGROUND/PROBLEM 

Californians, along with states and nations around the 
globe, are facing the real and immediate threats of 
climate change and its ever-growing impacts on our 
health, safety, environment, and our ability to pass on a 
livable planet to future generations.  

California has been a world leader in taking steps to 
combat the causes of climate change, and have set 
historic carbon reduction goals and taken meaningful 
actions to help prevent environmental destruction and 
protect communities who bear the overwhelming brunt 
of carbon emissions. 

Despite these forward-thinking actions, California’s multi-
billion dollar retirement pension funds are actively 
investing billions of dollars in the very fossil fuel 
companies that are causing climate change.  

CalPERS and CalSTRS, which invest the pension funds of 
state employees and teachers, have an investing power 
of $469 billion and $327 billion, respectively. A recent 
report estimates that out of these funds CalPERS invests 
$5.5 billion in fossil fuel companies and CalSTRS invests 
$3.4 billion.1 

1
https://climatesafepensions.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/CSPN-The-Quiet-

Culprit.pdf

With the explosion of investment and development in 
carbon-free technologies, and consumer choice and 
governmental regulation driving markets away from fossil 
fuels, it has become clear that the fossil fuel industry may 
be a risky and myopic financial investment. Major 
investment management firms, BlackRock and Meketa, 
have concluded that divestment from fossil fuels actually 
improves, not weakens, investment returns.2 A further 
study has shown that if CalPERS and CalSTRS had divested 
from fossil fuels in 2010 they would have gained $11.9 
and $5.5 billion in returns by 2019.3 

Many of the beneficiaries and union members whose 
retirement futures are invested by CalPERS and CalSTRS 
have passed resolutions calling for the divestment of 
fossil fuels, including the United Teachers of Los Angeles, 
the California Federation of Teachers, and the California 
Faculty Association.  

An estimated 1,500 institutions with over $39 trillion in 
assets have already committed to divestment, including 
the University of California, the California State 
University, the State and City of New York, the State of 
Maine, the Vatican, and the province of Quebec.  

The Legislature already began the work of divesting from 
dangerous carbon emitting companies through the 
passage of SB 185 (De Leon, Chapter 605, Statutes of 
2015), which required CalPERS and CalSTRS to liquidate 
their investments in thermal coal companies. Further, 
Governor Newsom also recently issued an Executive 
Order on Climate Change (EO N-19-19) which called on 
CalPERS and CalSTRS to “leverage the state’s $700 billion 
investment portfolio to advance California’s climate 
leadership." 

2
https://ieefa.org/major-investment-advisors-blackrock-and-meketa-provide-a-

fiduciary-path-through-the-energy-transition/ 
3

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1k27W2oTzaqueEZrvit4RLfve6pvakqMI/view

3
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SB 1173 · (Lena Gonzalez) Fact Sheet · 02/17/22 

SOLUTION 

SB 1173 seizes the momentum of the worldwide 
divestment movement and continues the bold and 
progressive actions that California must take to address 
climate change. SB 1173 ends the contradictory and 
incongruous polices that position the state as a leader in 
the fight against climate, while simultaneously investing 
billions in the fossil fuel companies that are causing 
climate change.  

Specifically, SB 1173 will prohibit CalPERS and CalSTRS 
from investing in the top 200 fossil fuel companies, and 
require that they divest any current investments in those 
fossil fuel companies by 2027. Additionally, SB 1173 will 
require CalPERS and CalSTRS to annually report, 
beginning in 2024 on their divestment progress.  

SUPPORT 

California Faculty Association (Sponsor) 
Fossil Free California (Sponsor)  

CONTACT 

Trevor Taylor, Legislative Director 
(916) 651-4033
Trevor.Taylor@sen.ca.gov
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3/16/22, 1:58 PM The Case For Fossil Fuel Divestment

https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidcarlin/2021/02/20/the-case-for-fossil-fuel-divestment/?sh=2b48bfd576d2 1/5

Sustainability

Helping you to understand and thrive in our changing world

Follow

The Case For Fossil Fuel

Divestment

Feb 20, 2021, 12:11pm EST | 10,047 views

David Carlin Contributor

Listen to article 5 minutes

Citizens demand divestment from fossil fuels in a climate action protest in New York City.

LIGHTROCKET VIA GETTY IMAGES

C
oo

ki
e 

Pr
ef

er
en

ce
s

12

Attachment 5

19

C.

https://www.forbes.com/sustainability
https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidcarlin/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidcarlin/
https://policies.google.com/privacy


3/16/22, 1:58 PM The Case For Fossil Fuel Divestment

https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidcarlin/2021/02/20/the-case-for-fossil-fuel-divestment/?sh=2b48bfd576d2 2/5

This piece highlights the merits of the fossil fuel divestment approach. My

next piece covers an alternative view, evaluating the advantages of

engagement with fossil fuel companies.

A decade ago, noted environmentalist Bill McKibben had a radical-sounding

idea. To save the planet, we needed to “revoke the social license of the fossil

fuel industry.” His comprehensive vision of fossil fuel divestment would

require financial institutions and civil society to stand shoulder-to-shoulder.

This plan was audacious; in 2011 Exxon Mobil was the largest company in

the world, and nearly every foundation and academic endowment invested

in fossil fuels.

However, divestment has gained remarkable traction in recent years, going

from a fringe strategy to a $14.5 trillion movement with over a thousand

major investors, pension plans, and endowments committed. Today, as

institutional and retail investors pour money into environmentally

conscious funds, it is time to consider the financial and social benefits of the

movement.

The divestment movement changed the conversation around fossil fuel

finance. Investors and banks are increasingly questioning the long-term

viability of the entire sector. Divestment seeks to stigmatize fossil fuels and

raise uncertainty around their continued use, to reduce the financial

desirability of fossil assets. Fossil fuel mining, exploration, and extraction all

are capital intensive activities that demand constant access to capital. If

capital costs rise or the supply of capital is reduced, projects can become

uneconomical and fossil fuel companies can see their valuations fall. This

process is well underway in financial markets for the most polluting and

least efficient fossil fuel, coal. Even for oil and gas, a study across thirty-

three nations indicates that increased divestment pledges are associated

with decreased debt and equity capital flows to fossil fuel firms.

Unsurprisingly, the effectiveness of divestment is amplified in countriesC
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with strong environmental policies and diminished in those that subsidize

fossil fuels.

Proponents of divestment may seek to starve fossil fuel producers of capital,

but they are also making a savvy business decision. Over the past decade,

the fossil fuel supermajors (e.g., Exxon, Chevron, Shell, BP) have tumbled

from their perch as the planet’s largest companies. In 2020, Exxon was

booted from the Dow. The once mighty energy sector is now the smallest

sector in the S&P 500. Since its inception in 2012, the S&P 500’s Fossil Fuel

Free Total Return Index has consistently outperformed the S&P 500 overall.

As fossil fuel equity prices plummet, holding onto these companies has been

value-destroying for many shareholders, leading market commentator Jim

Cramer to declare “I’m done with fossil fuel stocks.”

MORE FOR YOU

Is Carbon Capture Another Fossil Fuel Industry Con?

Sustainable Fashion Wants Brands To Redefine Business Growth

Trouble With Predicting Future Of Transportation Is That Today Gets In

The Way

Fossil fuel debt has also proven a risky proposition. The raft of bankruptcies

last year among fracking companies (including fracking pioneer Chesapeake

Energy) revealed the volatility, capital-intensity, and unsustainability of

their business models. Even larger companies are feeling the pain. Exxon,

Shell, and Sonoco all saw their credit ratings cut this month.
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Fundamentally, fossil fuel companies are valued on their reserves. Climate

science tells us that to maintain a safe climate, most of those reserves must

remain in the ground. Unexploitable reserves become worthless, stranded

assets. Write-down the value of these potentially stranded assets and fossil

fuel companies are looking at a grim financial future. Financial institutions

can choose divestment to avoid major losses and gain the opportunity to

reinvest in more promising industries.

READ MORE

Forbes Innovation

Technology Skills Needed For The 2020s: A

Dean’s‑Eye View
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Despite the accelerating growth of the divestment movement, capital has

continued flowing into fossil fuels since the 2015 Paris Climate Agreement.

Some might argue that these continued inflows indicate that divestment has

not worked. However, considering only immediate financial impacts of

divestment misses the wider effects of the movement. An Oxford study

made this point, stating, “the most far-reaching threat to fossil fuel

companies” comes from increased social and political stigmatization of their

activities and the resultant uncertainties around their long-term viability.

Within finance, government, and civil society, the divestment movement has

forced a fundamental reckoning with the future of the global energy system.

Divestment has its share of critics. Many of them look at the continued

financing of fossil fuels and see divestment as a blunt, or perhaps, naïve

approach to addressing a complex problem. While the divestment

movement alone may not solve the climate crisis, divestment must be

considered within the broader ecosystem of climate action. Although it sits

at one end of the climate finance spectrum, divestment has shifted the

discourse around climate considerations in finance, which empowers other

climate actors.

In terms of avoided emissions, the divestment movement’s impact will

continue to grow, but it has already succeeded in putting the fossil fuel

sector on notice.

Follow me on Twitter or LinkedIn. 

David Carlin Follow

I lead a UN program for global �nancial institutions identify, measure, and manage their

climate risks and opportunities. I believe the... Read More

ADVERTISEMENT

Reprints & Permissions
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Sustainability

Helping you to understand and thrive in our changing world

Follow

The Case For Fossil Fuel

Engagement

Mar 2, 2021, 03:16pm EST | 1,983 views

David Carlin Contributor

Listen to article 5 minutes

Engagement with fossil fuel companies can help support the low-carbon transition while supporting
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Fossil fuel divestment has grown into a socially influential and impactful

movement. It has unquestionably succeeded in changing the conversation

around the future of fossil fuels. However, when considering direct financial

impacts and avoided emissions, divestment’s effectiveness has been less

clear. Since the Paris Climate Agreement, global banks have provided over

$3 trillion in fossil fuel funding.

Limits to divestment?

A coordinated divestment movement has the potential to increase the cost of

capital for emitters. However, for individual financial institutions seeking to

accelerate decarbonization, a pure divestment approach may have

limitations. In largely efficient securities markets, for every seller there is a

buyer at the right price. Thus, a firm may dump their fossil fuel shares only

to see them snapped up by a less climate-conscious investor. This issue

occurs in debt financing too, for when larger banks divest from international

extraction projects, national banks often step in. These state-run banks are

often less transparent and less accountable to environmental stakeholders.

Likewise, divestment from private sector fossil fuel firms may advantage

national oil companies (NOCs), who already hold the majority of global

hydrocarbon reserves.

How �nance can drive client transitions

These concerns have led many financial institutions to argue that engaging

fossil fuel clients can be more impactful than simply divesting. As the world

moves away from fossil fuels, financial engagement can promote economic

and energy continuity by helping businesses effectively transition a low-

carbon world. With a financial stake in emitting companies, climate-focused

financial institutions have leverage to demand decarbonization. Investors

can bring shareholder resolutions on climate disclosures and climate

strategy. In recent years, the number of these resolutions has increased

markedly. In addition, investors can vote against management decisions

that are not aligned with societal climate goals. Banks often have even
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greater influence with their fossil fuel clients, as debt financing is required

for capital-intensive exploration and production activities. Lenders can

apply covenants to restrict certain environmentally damaging activities. In

addition, they can tie future financing to decarbonization plans and verify

progress through emissions data.

Across the financial sector, such engagement initiatives are gathering steam.

Cambridge University is working with banks to develop a tool to help

financial institutions “design and execute transition plans, assess decisions,

and monitor progress.” Specific metrics on client progress are a critical

consideration for any credible engagement program. Late last year, JP

Morgan launched its Center for Carbon Transition to help their clients

constructively manage the risks and opportunities of a low-carbon future.

The center will aim to improve data and reporting on client emissions.

Likewise, Aviva Investors started its Climate Engagement Escalation

Programme, with a focus on the largest emitters in its portfolio. This

initiative will require companies to provide a roadmap on immediate

climate action and reach net-zero emissions by 2050.

MORE FOR YOU

Is Carbon Capture Another Fossil Fuel Industry Con?

Sustainable Fashion Wants Brands To Redefine Business Growth

Trouble With Predicting Future Of Transportation Is That Today Gets In

The Way

Sincerity is essential

Despite the financial sector’s increasing focus on decarbonization, the

impacts of many engagement strategies may take years to fully evaluate.

Emitters will need to fundamentally reorient their business models to a low-

carbon world. Furthermore, it is no guarantee that all of today’s emitters

have a place in that world. Without hard commitments to emissions

reductions, client engagement can look suspiciously like business as usual.
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Divestment activists are right to be skeptical, since business as usual is

unsustainable both for the climate and the economy. Genuine financial

engagement demands a genuine commitment to moving clients and society

towards societal climate goals. Engagement strategies that fail to

contemplate transformative change should be rightly condemned as

greenwashing.

Expand the �nancial toolkit

Ultimately, climate action in the financial sector is far more complex than a

choice between divestment and engagement. Institutions can use their

financial leverage to push clients onto a more sustainable path through

shareholder actions and lending requirements. Financial institutions can

also be valuable long-term partners for clients looking to transition to a role

in a low-carbon economy. However, financial institutions must also be

willing to divest from companies who remain unwilling or unable to align

with climate goals.
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Beyond engagement and divestment, there are other ways for financial

institutions to accelerate the net-zero transition. They can provide capital at

critical stages in the development and deployment of green technologies.

They can lobby for stronger public sector climate policies on issues such as

efficiency standards, carbon pricing, and climate-resilient infrastructure.

Ambitious climate action can be a boon to financial institutions, as capital

markets benefit from certainty around strong future demand for green

assets.

The financial sector has a wide range of tools for confronting the climate

challenge, and given the size and urgency of that challenge, they must be

willing to consider all of them.

Follow me on Twitter or LinkedIn. 

David Carlin Follow

I lead a UN program for global �nancial institutions identify, measure, and manage their

climate risks and opportunities. I believe the... Read More
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Climate crimes
The climate advocates who say Harvard’s oil
divestment is a mistake
As the university sheds its fossil fuel investments, some argue
it’s dangerous to limit leverage over oil and gas companies
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E ven as climate activists celebrated Harvard University’s promise to cleanse
its multibillion-dollar investment fund of holdings in fossil fuel companies
last week, others dedicated to the fight against the climate crisis wondered if
the real winner was the oil industry.
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Harvard bowed to pressure from students and advocacy groups who likened their
campaign to the push to divest from apartheid South Africa in the 1980s. The group,
Fossil Fuel Divest Harvard, described the decision as a “massive victory” and “proof
that activism works, plain and simple”.

That victory drew widespread praise from within the environmental movement,
including from the former vice-president Al Gore.

But other major oil industry investors, who are also committed to addressing the
climate crisis, regard the dumping of shares as a mistake. They say it removes a key
area of leverage over fossil fuel companies.

“If big investors divest their holdings, we lose the base of ownership, which is going to
be able to drive change,” said Anne Simpson, who leads the sustainable investment
strategy for the $400bn California Public Employees’ Retirement System, CalPers. “If
we sell our shares in oil and gas companies, we’re losing an opportunity to have an
influence.”

The difference over strategies hinges on sharply opposing views of the future of oil and
gas firms. The Harvard activists, alongside national environmental groups such as
350.org, want to see the fossil fuel companies put out of business as quickly as
possible.

Simpson and other institutional investors say the oil and gas industry will remain
essential to the US economy for some time and will probably contribute to the
transition to green energy, and so it is more important to force the business to change
the way it operates.

Morgan Whitten, an environmental science and public policy student at Harvard who
was one of the organizers of the divestment campaign, is skeptical.

“There’s no evidence right now that fossil fuel companies can be changed. If
engagement is an effective strategy, why hasn’t it already worked?” she said. “There
are plenty of studies that show that no major fossil fuel company is aligned with the
Paris climate accords. Investors like Harvard have had a seat at the table for decades,
and companies have not changed course at all.”

CalPers, the combined pension and health scheme for 2 million public workers in
California, is experimenting with new approaches toward changing oil and gas
companies from within. In May, it was a key player in helping the activist investor fund
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Engine No 1 force three new directors on to the board of ExxonMobil to press the
company to take the climate crisis seriously.

CalPers was also instrumental in bringing together hundreds of large investors to
identify the worst polluters in their portfolios. Out of about 10,000 firms, the funds
found about 100 responsible for about 85% of greenhouse emissions, ranging from
from oil and gas to steelmakers, shipping and cement manufacturers.

The investors formed a group, Climate Action 100+, to press
change on those companies. The group looked at where it had leverage, principally
over elected members of the boards of directors, and set out to require that those
boards take charge of addressing pollution instead of leaving it to managers.

Climate Action 100+ demanded that the worst carbon emitters commit to specific
actions – about half agreed – and pressed for full disclosure of carbon emissions by
each firm. Support for Climate Action 100+ has expanded from a few dozen
institutional investors to more than 600, with combined holdings of $55tn.

Harvard University last week announced its divestment from fossil fuel holdings. Photograph:
Xinhua/Rex/Shutterstock

“If we can team up with other investors who also have exposure to these companies,
we can begin to not just request but require that companies do these things,” said
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Simpson. “If we sold our shares in order to comply with the divestment mandate, we
wouldn’t be in a position to do this.”

Simpson said the group had won commitments to reduce emissions from Chevron and
BP, among other changes. Even Exxon, which remains committed to increasing its oil
output in the coming years, was forced to reveal its carbon emissions under the threat
of a shareholder vote.

“You have to be in it to win it. Mitigating the risk of climate change driven by emissions
requires that we drive business action to bring these down,” said Simpson.

Bill McKibben, a founder of 350.org, said this was all too little, too late and risked
providing cover for the fossil fuel industry to appear to take the climate crisis seriously
while dragging its heels. He said that shareholder engagement could be effective in
getting a company to pay its workers more or adapt its business model – but that was
not what was at stake with the oil and gas industry.

“The problem with fossil fuel is that it’s not like there’s a flaw in an excellent business
plan. The business plan is that these are companies that essentially exist for one
purpose, which is to dig stuff up and burn it. That’s all they know how to do,” he said.
“Their track record, both as companies and as political actors over the last three
decades, has been that they will do whatever they can maintain that business model,
even in the case of the planet breaking.”

McKibben said that far from divestment relinquishing leverage, it had added to the
pressure on fossil fuel companies.

“Shell oil announced that divestment had become a material risk to its business,” he
said.

CalPers did stop investing in coal under pressure from the California state government
and because it was hard to see any kind of future for coal companies. Simpson argues
that oil and gas producers are different because, like it or not, they will remain
important fuels for years to come.

Some institutional investors also fear that a rush to kill oil and gas risks collapsing parts
of the economy if there are insufficient sources of green energy for large industries
such as steel, with a knock-on effect for other manufacturers, such as car makers.

They want to see the fossil fuel firms pouring resources into solving the problem, not
dying out. McKibben, like others, doubts that Exxon and Chevron will ever commit to
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… we have a small favour to ask. Tens of millions have placed their trust in the
Guardian’s fearless journalism since we started publishing 200 years ago, turning to
us in moments of crisis, uncertainty, solidarity and hope. More than 1.5 million
supporters, from 180 countries, now power us financially – keeping us open to all,
and fiercely independent.

Unlike many others, the Guardian has no shareholders and no billionaire owner. Just
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little as $1 – it only takes a minute. Thank you.
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Whitten sees another benefit of divestment: stigma.

“It clearly points to who the villain is. Companies for decades have been trying to
shape the narrative on climate change and make individuals feel like they’re
responsible and the fossil fuel companies are honest actors in this fight. But they’re
not,” she said.

“They were undermining science. Exxon was attacking scholars, including at Harvard.
So when divestment makes clear who is perpetrating the harms, we think that there’s
got to be a financial impact to them as well.”

 This article was amended on 24 September 2021. An earlier version misspelled
Morgan Whitten’s name.

This story is published as part of Covering Climate Now, a global collaboration of news
outlets strengthening coverage of the climate story
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