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Summary 

 

The goal of the proposed divestment resolution is to respond to the rapidly escalating climate crisis. The 

criteria used in creating the resolution were that it be responsive to the crisis, achievable through a 

sensible process, respectful of the shareholder advocacy position, and mindful of fiduciary 

responsibility. Provisions are as follows: 

 

 A freeze on investment purchases by the UUA’s Common Endowment Fund (UUCEF) of 

securities of the 200 companies identified by the Carbon Tracker Initiative as controlling the 

largest shares of fossil fuel reserves among publicly traded companies (the CT200). 

 Divestment of the UUCEF’s direct holdings of CT200 securities within five years. 

 Negotiation with institutional investment providers to create more fossil fuel-free investment 

options, with the ultimate objective of divestment of the UUCEF’s indirect CT200 holdings 

within five years. 

 Reinvestment in securities that will support the transition to a clean energy economy, such as in 

renewable energy and energy efficiency. 

 Continued shareholder activism with targeted fossil fuel companies on climate-related issues. 

 Continued exercise of UUA’s fiduciary responsibility in management of the UUCEF. 

 Annual reports at General Assembly by the UUA President and Treasurer on the progress of the 

resolution.  

 A recommendation to UU congregations and individual members to consider fossil fuel 

divestment. 

 

Delegates at General Assembly 2014 will consider this proposed Business Resolution if we meet the 

petition requirement to place the resolution on the agenda. The minimum requirement is 250 member 

signatures from at least 25 congregations certified by UUA in 2013; up to 10 signatures per 

congregation count toward the total. 

 

In summary, here are five reasons to divest fossil fuel securities: 

 

1. Get our investments in line with our values. 
 

2. Reduce corporate influence on energy policy. 
 

3. Strengthen the climate movement. 
 

4. Reduce investment exposure to potentially overvalued fossil fuel securities. 
 

5. Reinvest in the solutions. 

 

 

http://divestfossilfuels.files.wordpress.com/2013/11/fossil-fuel-divestment-resolution.pdf
http://greencentury.com/five-reasons-to-divest-from-fossil-fuels/
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Frequently Asked Questions 

 

What is divestment? 

 

Investment is buying stocks, bonds, or other securities that generate income and gains through price 

appreciation. Churches, universities, and retirement funds in the private and public sectors invest billions 

of dollars to fund their work and to pay salary and benefits for their employees. The UUA has a 

Common Endowment Fund (UUCEF), in which individual congregations can invest their own funds. 

Some congregations use the UUCEF for this purpose; others invest on their own or through other 

advisors, and still other, smaller congregations have no investments at all other than cash reserves. 

 

Divestment is simply the opposite of investment; it means selling assets, whether for social, 

environmental, or financial reasons. Currently the UUCEF invests in securities of fossil fuel companies, 

and this resolution would have the committee that manages the fund freeze purchasing and divest 

holdings of 200 major corporations in that sector. We are asking for divestment because these 

companies represent a major risk to the climate and life as we know them.  

 

What is a Business Resolution? 

 

A Business Resolution is a formal expression of the will of a General Assembly (GA) that directly 

affects the administration or structure of the UUA. A Business Resolution may be proposed by districts 

or congregations or by petition of individual UUs. If the proposal meets the required level of support, it 

will appear on the GA agenda to be debated and decided by a vote of the delegates. 

 

Why is divestment necessary? 

 

We are at a critical point in the global response to climate change. Little has been accomplished in the 

two decades since the creation of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, the 

international framework for addressing climate change. Carbon dioxide continues to accumulate in the 

atmosphere, and scientists project off-the-charts warming of the planet in coming decades.  

 

Climate change is real, it is happening now, and real people are being harmed, now, in places such as 

South Asia, Pacific islands, the Alaska coast, and northern Canada, while ice in polar regions melts and 

“megadrought” and wildfires plague areas such as the American Southwest.  

 

We must do everything possible as soon as possible to slow climate change: divestment of interests in 

dirty energy, working within corporations to reduce demand for fossil fuels, investment in clean 

technologies, lobbying for strong public policy, opposing individual fossil fuel projects, reducing energy 

use in our congregational life, and transitioning our own lives to a low-carbon future. Strong action on 

all fronts is needed now; there is no time left to waste. 

 

What fossil fuel investments are targeted, and why? 

 

The Carbon Tracker Initiative, in cooperation with the Grantham Research Institute of the London 

School of Economics and Political Science, does detailed calculations of fossil fuel reserves and 

emissions to estimate climate and investment risk. Carbon Tracker has identified the top 200 publicly 

traded fossil fuel corporations as measured by the size of the coal, oil, and natural gas reserves they 

control. These companies (the CT200) are the targets of the divestment campaign. 

 

http://www.uua.org/uucef/
http://www.investopedia.com/terms/d/divestment.asp
http://www.uua.org/ga/congregations/230984.shtml
http://thinkprogress.org/climate/2013/09/03/2561751/climate-scientist-midnight/
http://www.businessweek.com/ap/2013-09-17/un-official-world-failing-over-climate-change
http://unfccc.int/essential_background/items/6031.php
http://www.esrl.noaa.gov/gmd/ccgg/trends/
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/10/10/science/earth/by-2047-coldest-years-will-be-warmer-than-hottest-in-past.html?hp
http://climaterealityproject.org/2012/03/01/video-sea-level-rise-is-a-reality-in-bangladesh/
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2013/sep/01/pacific-islands-climate-change
http://arstechnica.com/science/2013/05/alaskan-villages-try-climigration-in-the-face-of-climate-change/
http://www.climatechangenunavut.ca/
http://nsidc.org/cryosphere/quickfacts/seaice.html
http://e360.yale.edu/feature/megadrought_in_us_southwest_a_bad_omen_for_forests_globally/2665/
http://www.carbontracker.org/
http://www.lse.ac.uk/GranthamInstitute/Home.aspx
http://gofossilfree.org/companies/
http://gofossilfree.org/companies/
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The core business of the CT200 companies and their state-owned equivalents, such as the national oil 

companies of Venezuela, Mexico, and Saudi Arabia, is extracting and selling the reserves they control 

for burning. However, if all known reserves are burned, the result will be climate catastrophe; this 

business model is a clear and present danger to humanity and Earth as we know it. The numbers are 

unambiguous: 

 

 2 degrees C. (3.6º F.): the United States and 166 other nations have agreed that we must limit the 

global temperature increase to no more than 2º C. over pre-industrial levels to avoid major 

climate disruption. We have warmed 0.8º C. so far, and this level of warming has already 

resulted in harmful impacts around the world. Further, we are committed to additional warming 

from greenhouse gases previously emitted due to the slow release of added heat from the oceans. 

 80%: the approximate percentage of known fossil fuel reserves that must remain in the ground, 

unburned, if we are to keep global warming below the 2º C. threshold. 

 15-25 years: at current levels of greenhouse gas emissions, it will be only 15 to 25 years before 

we are locked into reaching the 2º C. threshold, after which emissions would have to be cut 

immediately and dramatically to avoid dangerous warming. 

 

To become part of the solution instead of the problem, fossil fuel companies would have to pledge to 

leave 80% of their reserves in the ground and stop exploring for more, as well as stop lobbying to 

weaken public policy on climate and stop funding dishonest climate change-denial campaigns. 

 

What are the goals of the campaign as they relate to the fossil fuel industry? 

 

The immediate goal of the growing divestment campaign, as expressed by Rev. Dr. Jim Antal of the 

United Church of Christ, is to “revoke the social license” of fossil fuel companies. As the 350.org 

campaign puts it –  

… we need to loosen the grip that coal, oil and gas companies have on our government and 

financial markets, so that we have a chance of living on a planet that looks something like the 

one we live on now. It’s time to go right at the root of the problem–the fossil fuel companies 

themselves …. 

 

The broad goals are to expose the dangers of continued extraction and burning of fossil fuels, help lead 

citizens, governments, and markets to reject business as usual, and help give humanity a chance of 

moving to an energy economy that does not threaten life as we know it. 

 

What is the broader context of the divestment resolution? 

 

This UUA resolution is part of a larger campaign, begun by the non-profit group 350.org, and involving 

churches, universities, and public and private retirement funds. Though the UUA is a small part of this 

campaign, it is crucial to involve as many of the “roots” as possible in a grassroots campaign like this if 

it is to achieve critical mass and succeed.  

 

As of November 2013, six universities and colleges, 23 local governments, 21 religious institutions, and 

eight foundations and other institutions had made commitments to divest from fossil fuels. The religious 

institutions include one denomination (the United Church of Christ), eight regional associations of 

churches, and twelve individual churches, nine of which are UU congregations. Approximately 500 

other institutions are engaged in divestment campaigns. 

 

https://unfccc.int/meetings/copenhagen_dec_2009/meeting/6295.php
http://www.earth-policy.org/indicators/C51/
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/307/5716/1766.abstract
http://www.carbontracker.org/carbonbubble
http://www.lse.ac.uk/GranthamInstitute/Media/Releases/2013/nicholas-stern-welcomes-emissions-budget-new-climate-change-report.aspx
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2013/oct/08/campaign-against-fossil-fuel-growing
http://blogs.princeton.edu/paw/2013/08/tiger_of_the_we_165.html
http://gofossilfree.org/
http://gofossilfree.org/
http://350.org/en
http://gofossilfree.org/commitments/
http://divestfossilfuels.files.wordpress.com/2013/11/divested-uu-congregations.pdf
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Of several divestment campaigns in recent history, the one that had the greatest impact was the 1980s 

movement against apartheid in South Africa. About 300 public and private entities divested securities of 

multinational companies that did business in the country; this action brought focus on the regime and 

kick-started a broad campaign that eventually brought down the Apartheid government.  

 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu, a leader of the anti-apartheid movement in South Africa, has expressed 

solidarity with today’s fossil fuel divestment movement:  

 

The divestment movement played a key role in helping liberate South Africa. The corporations 

understood the logic of money even when they weren’t swayed by the dictates of morality. 

Climate change is a deeply moral issue too, of course…. Once again, we can join together as a 

world and put pressure where it counts. 

 

What is reinvestment? 

 

Reinvestment simply means using the proceeds from the sale of an asset to pay for a new investment. In 

the context of the divestment campaign, it means using an appropriate share of the funds realized from 

selling carbon-intensive energy holdings to invest in a sustainable energy future. The umbrella term 

“cleantech” encompasses a broad range of these investment opportunities – in clean energy, clean water 

and air, efficiency, transportation, energy storage, agriculture, and cleaner industry in general.  

 

Can shareholders pressure fossil-fuel companies without divesting? 

 

A shareholder who meets certain requirements may file a proposed resolution to reform company policy, 

and voting by shares then takes place on the resolution at the corporation’s annual meeting. In some 

cases, a corporation will agree to reforms to avoid a shareholder vote and the accompanying publicity.  

 

The UUA engages in shareholder action with corporations of all kinds, including fossil fuel companies, 

largely by working within umbrella groups. The UUA has been a leader among religious institutions in 

shareholder action, and this action will continue under the resolution. It is not an either-or proposition; 

shareholder activism and divestment are a strong combination of strategies, one (shareholder action) 

working within corporations, and one (divestment) working outside the corporate structure to help 

change public opinion, the financial industry, and public policy. 

 

Under the resolution, the UUA will focus its shareholder advocacy within fossil fuel companies to speed 

up the transition to clean energy. To be optimally effective, this activism will need to be well planned, 

strong, and rapidly escalating. In addition, we urge UUA to focus shareholder action on companies on 

the demand side of the equation, such as utilities and automakers, on the banks that finance fossil fuel 

operations, and on investment firms, to convince them to provide fossil fuel-free investment options.  

 

What is the difference between direct and indirect investments? 

 

The UUCEF holds securities, such as shares of common stock, in a number of corporations. These are 

called direct investments, because the fund actually owns the securities. Other assets are held in mutual 

funds and other pooled-asset financial products, in which the investment manager, not the UUCEF, 

owns the securities. These are indirect investments; the UUCEF’s investment committee has no direct 

ownership of or control over the securities that make up these investments. 

 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/peter-dreier/obama-and-the-divestment-_b_3520933.html
http://www.thenation.com/blog/171971/fossil-fuel-divestment-campaign-wraps-first-semester-192-campuses
http://www.thenation.com/blog/171971/fossil-fuel-divestment-campaign-wraps-first-semester-192-campuses
http://www.endowmentethics.org/cleantech-redefined
http://www.uua.org/finance/investment/sri/shareholderadvocacy/
http://www.uua.org/uucef/281358.shtml
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We recognize that there are few pooled investments available that exclude fossil fuels, primarily because 

investment managers do not perceive adequate demand for them. The resolution provides that the UUA 

will work with investment managers to create more such choices; we envision the UUA’s joining forces 

with other divesting institutions to make the demand for fossil fuel-free options visible and explicit.  

 

The resolution creates a five-year window for divestment of indirect holdings of CT200 securities, 

allowing time for consultation, negotiation, and due diligence on fossil fuel-free pooled investments. 

 

What is the position of the UUA’s financial group on fossil fuel divestment? 

 

UU Divest discussed and negotiated the language of the resolution over two months’ time with the 

UUA’s legal counsel, Treasurer, Investment Committee, and Committee on Socially Responsible 

Investing (CSRI). As a result, the committees, while not taking a position to either support or oppose the 

resolution, agreed that it does not create legal issues nor impinge on fiduciary responsibilities. The 

resolution as negotiated also allows continued shareholder advocacy, a main concern of the CSRI.  

 

What is fiduciary responsibility? 

 

An investment fiduciary is someone who has a legal responsibility for managing money for other 

people. Boards of directors, investment committees, and certified financial planners are among those 

who are charged with this duty. The basic responsibilities as usually defined are to put the client’s 

interest first and to manage a prudent investment process.  

 

The Responsible Endowments Coalition and other organizations stress that fiduciary responsibility does 

not rule out sustainable and responsible investing. In this view, factoring in the investor’s values and a 

long-term view of the sustainability of the investment is compatible with a fiduciary’s duties.  

 

Will avoiding the top 200 fossil fuel companies affect investment returns? 

 

The investment case for holding securities of fossil fuel companies generally involves these ideas: (1) 

excluding them reduces the diversification and therefore safety of an investment portfolio; and (2) they 

offer investment value. In our opinion, neither of these arguments is compelling, and the need to help 

change our energy future through divestment outweighs any arguable, short-term benefit of holding 

these securities. 

 

Diversification. The assumed size of the forgone opportunity and avoided risk from divesting portfolios 

of the targeted companies depends on the data picked for comparison. According to the Carbon Tracker 

Initiative, the 2013 market value of these 200 global companies is about $4 trillion; the value of the 

stocks traded on the world’s largest exchanges in 2013 is more than $60 trillion, so the CT200 represents 

roughly 7% of global equity market capitalization. As an alternative data point, the 200 companies make 

up a bit less than 3% of the individual constituents of a common index of world stocks.  

 

There are investments that can provide exposure similar to that of reserve-controlling fossil fuel 

companies as appropriate. Fossil fuel corporations that do not control substantial reserves, such as 

service companies and equipment suppliers, are open to investment under the resolution. Materials 

stocks behave similarly to fossil fuel stocks across the business cycle, and most materials companies do 

not hold fossil fuel reserves. “Alternative” investments that include energy commodities are another 

option. 

 

http://www.investopedia.com/articles/08/fiduciary-responsiblity.asp
http://www.investopedia.com/financial-edge/0912/5-misconceptions-about-a-fiduciary.aspx
http://www.investopedia.com/financial-edge/0912/5-misconceptions-about-a-fiduciary.aspx
http://www.endowmentethics.org/
http://www.carbontracker.org/
http://www.carbontracker.org/
http://seekingalpha.com/article/1742882-a-testament-to-the-resilience-of-markets-world-stock-market-capitalization-is-nearly-back-to-pre-recession-pre-crisis-levels
http://www.ftse.com/Indices/FTSE_Global_Equity_Index_Series/
https://www.fidelity.com/viewpoints/how-to-use-business-cycle
https://www.fidelity.com/viewpoints/how-to-use-business-cycle


6 
 

Value. There is evidence that fossil fuel reserve-related securities are not critical to an investment 

portfolio; a recent study has shown that excluding the most carbon-intensive investments neither adds to 

nor subtracts from portfolio value. 

 

There is also an emerging view in finance that the securities of fossil fuel companies with substantial 

reserves are riskier investments than usually acknowledged. The prices of these securities are largely 

based on presumed future profits from selling the fossil fuel reserves the companies control. Current 

prices assume that humanity will do nothing to slow climate change for many years, beyond the point of 

catastrophe. Investors are waking up to the fact that this is not a reasonable assumption, and that 

therefore the stocks of companies with substantial reserves are significantly overvalued.  

 

As governments begin to act to slow climate change, they will be forced to tax or otherwise regulate 

emissions from burning fossil fuels. The reserves will become less valuable, and the related securities 

will fall in value. There is risk in holding fossil fuel stocks now, not just in the long term; for example, 

the stock prices of major coal corporations plunged in reaction to President Obama’s June 25, 2013 

announcement of a relatively modest plan to cut carbon pollution.  

 

The overvaluation of fossil fuel stocks is referred to in financial circles as the “carbon bubble,” and is 

being compared to the mispricing of exotic mortgages prior to the 2008 financial crisis. The implication 

is that losses in these stocks due to revaluation of reserves could trigger “massive financial fallout.”  

 

How can UU congregations and individual UUs eliminate fossil fuels from their investments?  

 

For congregations, if this resolution passes, the funds held in the UUCEF will be divested within five 

years, the targeted time period of the broader divestment campaign. For funds invested elsewhere, it will 

depend on how your congregation handles its assets; consult your investment committee. 

 

For individuals, a good starting point is “Extracting Fossil Fuels from Your Portfolio: A Guide to 

Personal Divestment and Reinvestment,” a paper published by 350.org, Green Century Capital 

Management, and Trillium Asset Management. There are only a few mutual funds available now that 

exclude fossil fuels, but as the dangers of the fossil fuel business model become more widely 

understood, demand for cleaner investment options will increase, and the financial industry is likely to 

provide them. We can speed this process up by asking our investment managers to do so! 

 

What about the moral and ethical dimension? 

 

Respect and caring for the interdependent web of all existence is at the heart of our Seventh Principle. It 

is simply wrong to attempt to profit from activity that will create climate chaos, cause immense human 

suffering, and alter life as we know it. Social justice, the heart of our Second Principle, also calls us to 

action; the brunt of the burden of climate change will fall on the poorest people in the world and on 

future generations -- those who are least responsible for the crisis.  

 

Sincerely, 

UUs for Fossil Fuel Divestment and Sustainable Reinvestment (UU Divest) 

 

** If you are reading this document on paper, the underlined words in the text are links to online 

references available through the web version of the document found here: tinyurl.com/uudivest-info 

http://chronicle.com/blogs/bottomline/divesting-in-fossil-fuels-shouldnt-harm-endowments-report-finds/
http://www.bsr.org/en/our-insights/bsr-insight-article/thinking-the-unthinkable-is-it-time-to-divest-from-unburnable-fossil-fuels
http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052702304655104579163663464339836
http://www.usatoday.com/story/money/markets/2013/06/25/obama-emissions-energy-stocks/2455167/
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2013/apr/19/carbon-bubble-financial-crash-crisis
http://blogs.worldbank.org/climatechange/communicating-climate-risks-investors-next-major-ratings-failure
http://www.trilliuminvest.com/news-articles-category/recent-commentary/extracting-fossil-fuels-from-your-portfolio-a-guide-to-personal-divestment-and-reinvestment/
http://www.trilliuminvest.com/news-articles-category/recent-commentary/extracting-fossil-fuels-from-your-portfolio-a-guide-to-personal-divestment-and-reinvestment/

