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ABSTRACT 

Fossil fuel divestment has been a growing movement in the fight for climate justice, with 

college and university campuses as a key platform for the movement. While a great deal of 

literature has studied various aspects of fossil fuel divestment, none thus far has considered why 

certain institutions divest while others do not. Through a comparative case study of four 

Canadian universities, I found that their arguments fell into similar categories: ‘Social Injury’, 

‘Supply and Demand’, ‘Engagement’, ‘Financial Risk’, ‘Sustainability Initiatives’ and ‘Risk of 

Losing Funding and/or Donations’. Investigative research and interviews at each university 

brought forward evidence of the types of influences on each institution by the fossil fuel 

industry.  Fewer direct influences on the institution that has committed to divestment brought 

about an interesting comparison. The results from this research provide some evidence to suggest 

that the reasons institutions present for not divesting are not the whole story, and that donor and 

alumni influence deserves further attention.  
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INTRODUCTION  

The fossil fuel divestment movement has gained significant momentum in recent years, 

especially on university and college campuses. Globally, divestment campaigns have been 

making considerable progress, with about $14.14 billion divested thus far (Go Fossil Free: 

Commitments, n.d.). However, campaigns at Canadian universities have been considerably less 

successful with only six universities in Canada partially or fully divested from fossil fuels, 

compared to 89 educational institutions in the United Kingdom and 48 in the United States. (Go 

Fossil Free: Commitments, n.d.).  

 

There is a growing amount of literature on fossil fuel divestment. Past literature has 

explored the basic concepts of divestment, the history of divestment (especially in relation to 

South African Apartheid and/or Tobacco), the benefits and drawbacks of divestment, and the 

financial implications of divestment. No research thus far has attempted to explain why certain 

institutions divest while others do not. Additionally, the majority of research has focused on 

divestment campaigns in the United States and Australia, leaving a large gap in the literature to 

study the Canadian situation. This thesis aims to take a first step in filling this gap in the 

literature though an examination of responses to divestment campaigns at four universities.  

 

I examined these responses through a political economy lens, which considers the power 

dynamics that exist in all debates about climate policy. Examples of such power dynamics would 

be direct influences such as donations from companies and alumni, job opportunities for students 

and professors, academic research funding, etc. Indirectly, the fossil fuel industry may influence 

university divestment decisions simply because they represent a large and powerful industry 
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backed by the Canadian government. Considering the question of why certain institutions divest 

while others do not, I examined whether those influences may be stronger at universities that 

have rejected divestment compared to the universities that have committed to divestment. 

Responses to divestment campaigns at four universities were studied, with their arguments 

against divestment and their connections to the fossil fuel industry analyzed. Results from 

studying a university that has recently committed to full divestment offered an interesting 

comparison, especially in contrasting their statements before and after their decision to divest.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW   

What is Divestment?  

Divestment is defined as the act of “getting rid of stocks, bonds, or investments that are 

unethical or morally ambiguous” (Go Fossil Free: Divestment, n.d.). The fossil fuel divestment 

movement has been modelled, to a certain extent, after previous successful divestment 

movements such as anti-apartheid in South Africa and tobacco (Dordi, 2016). During the 

movement to end apartheid in South Africa, media coverage led to global exposure of the human 

rights violations occurring which led to massive participation in the divestment campaign, along 

with other tools that eventually led to political action and the end of apartheid (Apfel, 2015). 

This is comparable to one of the core pillars of the fossil fuel divestment campaign, as media 

coverage on climate change has increased in recent years and many people have empathy for the 

damages caused by climate change, such as severe weather events leading to death and injury 

and island nations disappearing from rising sea levels. In the case of tobacco, increasing 

knowledge of the negative impacts on human health from tobacco led public health and medical 

organizations to divest from the tobacco industry as they saw that the consequences of smoking 
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contradicted their promotion of public health (Ansar et al., 2013). Similarly, increasing 

knowledge of the harm caused by climate change, as well as the many scandals involving climate 

denial and fossil fuel companies has ignited activists in the fossil fuel divestment movement.  

 

 The fossil fuel divestment movement began in 2010 at Swarthmore College in the United 

States, which at the time was focused specifically on divestment from coal companies extracting 

in Appalachia (Lenferna, 2018). In 2012, the international non-profit 350.org, along with writers 

Bill McKibben and Naomi Klein, went on tour in the United States promoting the carbon bubble 

theory and launching the fossil fuel divestment campaign (350.org, n.d.). By 2013, the fossil fuel 

divestment movement had been growing at a rate faster than any previous divestment campaign 

(Ansar at al., 2013). The goal of the fossil fuel divestment movement is to not only financially 

harm fossil fuel companies, but also to remove their “social license” to operate, through a 

process of reputational damage and stigmatization (Ayling & Gunningham, 2017). Similar to 

tobacco and anti-apartheid, the idea is to create an ideology of the industry as generally accepted 

as bad, an industry that any politician wouldn’t stand up for, for risk of damaging their reputation 

(Ayling & Gunningham, 2017). One distinct feature of the fossil fuel divestment movement is 

that it also aims to expose the underlying financial risks of continued investments in the fossil 

fuel industry, also known as the “carbon bubble”.  

 

The Carbon Bubble  

To avoid a catastrophic runaway greenhouse effect, the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change has stated we must stay below 1.5℃ of warming (IPCC, 2018). In 2012, the 

amount of carbon in proven oil and gas reserves was about 2795 gigatons, almost five times 
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greater than the 565 gigaton maximum of carbon that can be emitted to stay below the IPCC 

recommended guideline (McKibben, 2012). To stay below even 2oC of warming about “a third 

of oil reserves, half of gas reserves, and over 80 percent of current coal reserves should remain 

unused from 2010 to 2050” (Ekins & McGlade, 2015). If governments continue to take 

combative action on climate change, fossil fuel companies risk being forced to leave a majority 

of their reserves (their primary financial asset) in the ground. This can lead to those assets 

becoming “stranded”, which is defined by the Carbon Tracker Initiative as “fossil fuel supply 

and generation resources which, at some time prior to the end of their economic life, are no 

longer able to earn an economic return, as a result of changes associated with the transition to a 

low-carbon economy” (The Carbon Tracker Initiative, 2017). This scenario is referred to as the 

“carbon bubble” because if the mining or burning of these reserves is restricted, the reserves 

could become unsaleable “stranded assets” which would ultimately lead to the bursting of the 

“carbon bubble” (Alexander et al., 2014).  

 

This is a massive financial risk to both fossil fuel companies and their investors, 

especially those which are not beginning a transition towards a low-carbon future. The risk is 

even higher in Canada because Canadian oil sands are the highest cost crude oil in the global 

commodity market (Kurz, 2019). Many notable financial institutions are starting to recognize 

this risk; in 2019, the Bank of Canada stated climate change as one of the top six vulnerabilities 

to the Canadian financial system, highlighting that “investor and consumer preferences are 

shifting toward lower-carbon sources” and that the most carbon-intensive sectors (such as oil and 

gas) are most at risk for experiencing high transition costs (Bank of Canada, 2019). They further 

acknowledge the risk of stranded assets, stating “if some fossil fuel reserves remain unexploited, 
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assets in this sector may become stranded, losing much of their value. At the same time, other 

sectors such as green technology and alternative energy will likely benefit” (Bank of Canada, 

2019). Even fossil fuel companies themselves have started to take notice; between 2017 and 

2018 major companies such as Shell, Norway’s Statoil, and Marathon Oil sold off either a 

majority or all of their assets in the Canadian oil sands (Kurz, 2019).  

 

The divestment movement addresses the risk of stranded assets and the carbon bubble. 

From a financial standpoint, an institution holding no fossil fuel investments lowers their risk of 

being directly financially harmed from the bursting of the carbon bubble. Most divestment 

activists would agree that divestment has little immediate impact on the financial viability of 

fossil fuel companies. However, with the goal of stigmatization and uncertainty among 

shareholders, the divestment movement aims to have long-term and far-reaching impact (Ansar 

et al., 2013).  

 

METHODS 

A focus on Canadian Universities  

Since the conception of the fossil fuel divestment movement, there has been a particular 

emphasis on universities to divest (Apfel, 2015). This is in part because universities have a social 

connection to their students, faculty, and staff which can leave them more open to calls for 

change. Additionally, many universities have at least some form of government that is dominated 

by students, giving young people greater access to the decision-making process than they would 

likely have in other institutions (Ayling & Gunningham, 2017). The stigmatization factor of the 

fossil fuel divestment movement also works particularly well in the higher education sector 
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because universities are very sensitive about preserving their reputations. While divestment 

activism is present on almost every Canadian university campus, as of March 2020, only four 

Canadian universities have committed to full divestment: Concordia University, the University 

of Montreal, Laval University, and the University of British Columbia.  

 

Study Design 

To investigate the responses of Canadian universities to divestment campaigns, a 

comparative case study design was selected. Comparative case studies “involve the analysis and 

synthesis of the similarities, differences, and patterns across two or more cases that share a 

common focus or goal” (Goodrick, 2014). Four universities were chosen for this research: 

Queen’s University, the University of British Columbia, Dalhousie University, and McGill 

University. Queen’s and Dalhousie were selected as examples of respected mid-sized 

universities, as both are in Maclean’s top 20 universities ranked by reputation (Maclean’s, 2019). 

The University of British Columbia (UBC) was chosen as it is the largest university in Canada 

that has committed to divestment. Finally, McGill was chosen as another large university in 

Canada, but one that has actively refused divestment thus far. Additionally, each university is 

located in a different province in Canada, offering geographic diversity between the schools. 

Proximity was also a factor in these decisions, as I was able to conduct in-person interviews at 

two of the universities (Queen’s and McGill).  

 

The study was conducted by first analyzing any statements and/or reports made by each 

university regarding divestment in recent years. Additionally, analysis of available data from the 

universities regarding donation records, investments, sources of research funding, and other 
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financial ties between the universities and fossil fuel companies was completed. Interviews were 

also a major source of information for the study. After gaining ethics approval through the 

General Research Ethics Board (GREB), I conducted either in-person or skype/phone interviews 

with professors, members of the administration, and student activists at each university. A 

standard set of interview questions was composed for each group, as well as customized for each 

university. The main aim of these interviews was to get updated statements about divestment 

from those within the university, especially information that they may have been willing to share 

under anonymity and not publicly. Each participant was given an information sheet with the 

necessary information about the goals of the study, the potential risks to their participation in the 

study, and details on how the data would be collected and stored to maintain anonymity.  

 

Limitations 

There were numerous limitations to the study. Many university officials and professors 

refused to be interviewed for fear that it could impact their reputation or career. Others stated 

that they didn’t want to add anything to the conversation and directed me back to their respective 

university’s official statement on divestment. Within the interviews I did conduct, there were 

also issues with the framing of certain questions to ensure anonymity. To solve this, with certain 

interviews I offered to submit any quotes from their interview for approval before publication in 

the study. Student activists at each university were generally all willing to speak with me. 

However, at the time many campus environmental groups were busy with actions relating to the 

Wet’suwet’en Protest of the Coastal GasLink Pipeline and unable to participate in the study. 

Another issue that arose was gaining access to financial data from the universities, particularly 

donation records and research funding records. I was able to access some of this data through 
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certain interviewees, but most of it was considered confidential. Finally, the COVID-19 

pandemic significantly disrupted my research and limited the amount of primary data that I was 

able to collect. Travel restrictions halted my trips to both McGill (Montreal) and the University 

of British Columbia (Vancouver), as well as all of my remaining in-person interviews at 

Queen’s. Additionally, most professors, students, and university administration officials had to 

cancel any planned Skype interviews, as they needed to prioritize actions to respond to the crisis 

and the move to remote learning for the remainder of the Winter Term.  

 

RESULTS  

History of Divestment at Universities Studied 

Queen’s University  

The student group Queen’s Backing Action on Climate Change (QBACC) has been 

campaigning on Queen’s campus for more than a decade and has made formal requests for 

divestment to the Board of Trustees three times in 2012, 2014, and 2019 (QBACC: Divestment 

Information, n.d.). In 2014, QBACC submitted an official ‘Expression of Concern’ to the 

Principal, which led to the creation of the Principal’s Advisory Committee on Divestment from 

Fossil Fuels in January 2015. In November 2015, the advisory committee presented their official 

recommendations to the Principal, concluding that Queen’s did not have any grounds for 

divestment based on their Statement on Responsible Investing policy (Tomlinson, 2015). Due to 

Queen’s policy, QBACC had to wait five years until making another formal request for 

divestment in 2019, which called on Queen’s to:  

1.   Freeze all fossil fuel investments immediately; 

2.   Create a separate, fully divested opt-in endowment fund; and  
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3.   Divest the Queen’s investment fund by 2025 (QBACC, 2019).  

This was followed by the momentum of Queen’s own Alma Mater Society (AMS) divesting all 

of its holdings in fossil fuel companies in September of 2019. In March 2020, the Queen’s Board 

of Trustees approved the recommendations of the Climate Change Action Taskforce which 

includes reducing the carbon intensity of Queen’s investments, however, since this is such a new 

decision, the implications for divestment are still unclear (Svonkin, 2020).  

 

Dalhousie University 

Divestment has a long history at Dalhousie University, championed by the student 

activist group Divest Dal. The process began in November 2013, when the Dalhousie Students 

Union unanimously agreed on a motion to call on the Board of Governors to divest from fossil 

fuels (Ad hoc Committee of Senate, 2016). In 2014, Divest Dal made a formal request to the 

Board of Governors for fossil fuel divestment. Although the Investment Committee 

recommended to the Board that Dalhousie should not divest (in 2014), the Senate created an ad 

hoc Committee on Fossil Fuel Divestment to research further in 2016 (Ad hoc Committee of 

Senate, 2016). In 2018, the Investment Committee was tasked with a follow-up fossil fuel review 

of the university’s fossil fuel investments, which was published in February of 2019. All three 

reports were based on the same three actions requested by Divest Dal in 2014:  

1.   Freeze all new investments from entering the fossil fuel industry 

2.   Increase the transparency of the endowment investment policy and structure  

3.   Divest from fossil fuels within four years (“fossil fuels” in this request referred to 

companies listed on the Carbon Tracker 200) (Ad hoc Committee of Senate, 2016). 
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Dalhousie’s Investment Committee has maintained its stance on fossil fuel divestment, arguing 

that their current sustainability initiatives and ESG (Environmental, Social, Governance) 

principles are sufficient.  

 

McGill University  

Student activists at McGill have also requested divestment from their Board of Governors 

on several occasions (in 2013, 2015, and 2019). In 2015, the group Divest McGill submitted an 

expression of concern to the Committee to Advise on Matters of Social Responsibility 

(CAMSR). Divest McGill was advocating for McGill to divest from any investments in the top 

200 fossil fuel companies which fail to meet the following criteria:  

1.   End exploration for fossil fuels in accordance with the internationally recognized 2℃ 

warming limit;  

2.   Cease attempts to prevent action on climate change through all direct and indirect 

lobbying and campaign contributions to that effect, and by ending any funding of biased 

climate change studies; 

3.   Pledge to keep the unburnable portion of their fossil fuel reserves underground; and  

4.   Meet national and international standards for obtaining free prior and informed consent 

from indigenous communities on whose land they operate (Divest McGill, 2015). 

 

The Board of Governors rejected Divest McGill’s request (following the recommendations of 

CAMSR) in March 2016. Divest McGill and others continued to campaign, and along the way, 

both the McGill Association of University Teachers (MAUT) and the Students’ Society of 

McGill University divested their own holdings in fossil fuels (Adamian, 2017). Additionally, in 
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September of 2018, McGill’s own Senate (the university’s largest representative body) voted 

overwhelmingly in favour of divestment (Barney & Nystrom, 2019). In my interview with one 

McGill Professor, they stated this as a huge victory “Every faculty, student, and staff 

organization that has considered it has been strongly in favour of it, and we even got our senate, 

which is virtually impossible to make that kind of thing happen because it's controlled with an 

iron grip by the administration” (Montreal, February 2020). In CAMSR’s most recent 

memorandum on divestment to the Board of Governors in 2019, they maintained their rejection 

of divestment and instead made recommendations for decarbonization, impact investing, 

engagement, and ESG integration (CAMSR, 2019). Divest McGill and their supporters are still 

advocating for full divestment.  

 

The University of British Columbia  

The University of British Columbia (UBC) is one of the largest schools in Canada, with 

64,798 students across its two campuses (UBC, 2019) and an equally large endowment fund of 

about $1.71 Billion (VPFO, 2020). The Divestment movement began on UBC’s campus in 2013, 

and the Board of Governors has considered it since 2014 after both the student union and the 

faculty association voted in favour of divestment (Hyslop, 2016). The UBC Board of Governors 

rejected divestment in 2016, instead, offering a compromise by putting $10 million into a low-

carbon fund, however, divestment activists at UBC did not see this as a victory and pushed for 

the university to do more (Hager, 2016). In 2018, UBC 350 made another request to the Board of 

Governors for divestment, but this was quickly shut down by UBC’s administration after a third-

party review of the divestment proposal was completed. Instead, the Board concluded that 

“setting up the Sustainable Future Pool, continuing to use [environmental, social and corporate 
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governance] principles to manage the main endowment fund, and engagement through the 

Canadian Coalition for Good Governance would influence corporate behaviour more 

meaningfully” (Nguyen & Vescera, 2018). One year later in November 2019, after continued 

campaigning on campus, UBC’s Board of Governors voted to divest $380 million of its 

investment portfolio from fossil fuels and into a “sustainable fund” (Nelms, 2019). In January 

2020, the university announced that it would fully divest its $1.7 billion Main Endowment Fund 

from fossil fuel investments as soon as possible (VPFO, 2020). In addition to committing to full 

divestment, UBC has also declared a climate emergency and has stated that they are moving 

towards achieving divestment as soon as possible (VPFO, 2020). For the purposes of this 

research, the focus will be on the failed divestment campaigns at UBC, with the implications of 

their successful campaign discussed later.  

 

Responses to Divestment Campaigns 

Social Injury  

Two of the first divestment campaigns at Queen’s and McGill, respectively, were largely 

based on the argument that fossil fuel companies cause social injury. Interestingly, this argument 

was not prominent in any of UBC’s or Dalhousie’s campaigns. Queen’s Responsible Investment 

Process outlines the criteria for ‘Special Action’ to be taken regarding a divestment concern as 

“an investment that causes social injury”. In 2014, QBACC was arguing for divestment by 

asserting the claim that coal, oil, and gas companies cause social injury. The definition of social 

injury used by Queen’s at the time was “the injurious impact which the activities of a company 

are found to have on consumers, employees, or other persons, particularly including activities 

which violate, or frustrate, the enforcement of, rules of domestic or international law intended to 
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protect individuals against deprivation of health, safety, or basic freedoms” (Broe et al., 2014). In 

2015, The Principal’s Advisory Committee on Divestment responded but did not refute any of 

QBACC’s claims that fossil fuel companies cause social injury, instead, they argued that the 

term ‘social injury’ does not consider the social, economic, and financial benefits of fossil fuel 

use (Principal’s Advisory Committee on Divestment: Fossil Fuels, 2015). The committee lists 

numerous examples of the benefits of fossil fuels such as improved automation and job creation. 

However, none of the examples are supported by any quantitative data or scientific research as to 

how the benefits outweigh the costs. Additionally, the committee uses a technicality in the social 

injury definition to defend fossil fuels, but while doing so they admit the negative effects it has 

on society, stating “many forms of economic and industrial activity may have negative, though 

lawful, impacts on society. Such negative impacts in those circumstances should not be viewed 

as injurious impacts” (Principal’s Advisory Committee on Divestment: Fossil Fuels, 2015). 

Essentially, they are arguing that although fossil fuel companies’ industrial activities may be 

harmful, since it’s legal it doesn’t count as social injury.  

 

Similar to the Queen’s 2015 report on divestment, McGill’s Committee to Advise on 

Matters of Social Responsibility (CAMSR) in 2016 was also mainly looking at the criteria of 

social injury. CAMSR’s mandate is to review investments where “social injury” is alleged to 

have occurred, and then provide recommendations on those investments to the Board of 

Governors (Divest McGill, 2015). Under CAMSR’s Terms of Reference, social injury is defined 

as “the grave injurious impact which the activities of a company is found to have on consumers, 

employees, or other persons, or on the natural environment” (CAMSR, 2016). Divest McGill 

argued that fossil fuel companies did indeed cause social injury because their business model of 
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constant exploration and exploitation exacerbates climate change, disputes and damages the 

environment, and violates the rights of indigenous peoples and local communities (CAMSR, 

2016). Similarly to Queen’s, CAMSR very briefly acknowledges the harm done by fossil fuel 

companies but then quickly uses a loophole in the definition to justify that harm. CAMSR states 

that since global warming has not yet reached that 1.5℃ warming threshold (where the grave 

injurious impact is likely), then “the most pronounced and harmful effects of climate change 

have not yet been experienced, and may not happen if the Paris agreement goal is achieved” 

(CAMSR, 2016). Essentially, they are arguing that since the effects of global warming are 

proven to get worse, the current effects aren’t “grave” enough. A group of 12 McGill professors 

also pointed out the flaws in this argument in a letter to CAMSR, noting that CAMSR doesn't 

even care to consider the already grave impacts of climate change such as the 150,000 people 

who die each year from causes such as malnutrition, heat waves, floods, storms, fires, droughts, 

diarrhea, and malaria that are all exacerbated by climate change (Brown, et al., 2016). In an 

interview, a McGill professor noted that CAMSR’s “own logic was confusing. One of their 

arguments was that global warming is going to get worse, and then a couple of sentences later 

they conclude that therefore it's reasonable to suppose that it’s not grave already. It’s clear they 

never took it seriously” (Montreal, February 2020). The committee goes even further to state that 

“continuing to explore or refusing to keep unburnable reserves underground does not directly 

have grave injurious impact on individuals or the natural environment” (CAMSR, 2016). This 

logic directly conflicts with the IPCC’s warning that continuing to burn carbon past the 1.5℃ 

limit will result in several grave impacts such as flooding, droughts, species extinction, food 

insecurity, and destruction to low-lying regions globally (IPCC, 2018). It should be noted that 

the social injury argument was only used in Queen’s and McGill’s earlier campaigns (2014 and 
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2015, respectively), and was not the main argument in each of their most recent divestment 

campaigns.  

 

Supply and Demand 

Another major argument used by the institutions was that divestment only addresses the 

“supply” side of fossil fuel production and not the “demand” side of fossil fuel consumption. 

Queen’s committee uses this argument and reiterates the legality of the industry, stating “The 

advisory committee recognizes that it is the consumption of fossil fuels that is most closely 

linked to climate change, and further recognizes that fossil fuel industries are lawful industries 

operating under legislation and regulation around the world” (Principal’s Advisory Committee 

on Divestment: Fossil Fuels, 2015). Dalhousie’s Investment Committee makes a similar 

argument in their Report to the Board of Governors, stating that “Our economy, if not our 

society, remains tied to carbon-based fuels. Can and will an effort aimed only at the supply side 

change global warming? Is it fair? Isn’t change also required on the demand side?” (Dalhousie 

University Board Investment Committee, 2014). McGill’s committee also uses a similar 

argument to support its lack of social injury argument, stating that impacts from climate change 

cannot be primarily attributed to fossil fuel companies because “80-90% of total greenhouse gas 

emissions emanate from the end-use of products in the industry” i.e from companies and 

individuals’ consumption (CAMSR, 2016). Although this may be true, that same group of 

McGill professors points out the flaws in this logic as well. Absolving fossil fuel producers from 

the harm caused by the consumption of their products would be like if tobacco companies were 

absolved from the harm caused by smoking (Brown, et al., 2016). Using the same definition of 

social injury, McGill divested from tobacco in 2007, so theoretically the same responsibility for 
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harm caused by consumption should still apply (Adamian, 2017). Economists have also argued 

for restrictive supply-side policies, as they are proven in economic theory and practice (for 

example, tobacco) (Lazarus & van Asselt, 2018). In the case of climate change, research has 

found that targeting the supply side would slow down investments in fossil fuel production, 

limiting the over-production of fossil fuels and minimizing future dependence on fossil fuels 

which is essential in achieving climate goals (Lazarus & van Asselt, 2018). 

 

Engagement  

Engagement with fossil fuel companies is one of the most commonly used arguments I 

found while researching. The argument is that if the institution were to divest its shares, the 

institution would lose any power it has as a shareholder to influence the company (in this case 

ideally pushing for climate action within fossil fuel companies). The failed campaigns of all four 

universities included something about engagement in their respective committees' response. It’s 

important to note that none of the reports by any university had any concrete plans on how they 

would engage, and further no updates or reports on any effective engagement over the past five 

years.  

 

McGill stated that divestment would reduce or remove any influence McGill could have 

on fossil fuel companies (CAMSR, 2016), however, Divest McGill was quick to point out that 

they believe shareholder engagement won’t work with the fossil fuel industry. Divest McGill 

found that engagement is unlikely to be successful “as it would require that the industry adopt an 

entirely new core business model, focused on a transition to renewable energy and cessation of 

all exploration” (CAMSR, 2016). Dalhousie argued that although “Dalhousie can only divest its 
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“carbon” holdings once, it can advocate for positive change year-after-year as an engaged 

shareholder” (Dalhousie University Board Investment Committee, 2014). However, one 

professor I spoke with said that isn’t happening “we would be happy to engage with any of those 

companies around sustainability issues or you know conservation issues or whatever if there was 

an opportunity to do so. They're not engaging with us, they have no interest at least to date in 

terms of engaging with us on those issues” (Phone, March 2020). Queen’s committee also argued 

that engagement in the form of academic curriculum and research is a better way to find 

solutions to climate change rather than divestment (Principal’s Advisory Committee on 

Divestment: Fossil Fuels, 2015). When I asked one Queen’s professor if any engagement was 

occurring (now five years since Queen’s rejected divestment) they said: “There’s very little 

evidence of that happening on a larger scale, I'm not aware of any at Queen’s” (Kingston, March 

2020). The professor further pointed out that even if engagement were to work and all fossil fuel 

companies would begin to adopt environmental practices, it’s not enough given the carbon 

budget situation we are in:  

 

These companies are corporations, they're responding to shareholders, and so it's about 

the market and about profit. And therefore, they do seem to be making initiatives to move 

towards more green research and that's all good, but I think it's primarily driven by trying 

to remain attractive to consumers, and extending their validity as they continue the 

actions that they're doing. We need to keep the carbon in the ground (Kingston, March 

2020). 
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Engagement was one of the core arguments made by UBC’s Finance Committee in their 

previous recommendation against divestment, stating that “we believe that engaging is more 

effective in seeking to initiate change than divesting” (Smailes & Loh, 2019). A student activist 

at UBC 350 pointed out however that the committee has not been transparent about how they 

plan to engage with fossil fuel companies, particularly because UBC does not invest directly, but 

through several fund managers (Anderson, 2019). In an op-ed written by two professors at UBC 

and Simon Fraser University (also in British Columbia), they argued that engagement is 

ineffective, writing 

 

The fossil fuel industry is one of the wealthiest in world history. Through direct lobbying 

or participation in industry groups like the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers, 

fossil fuel companies have a track record for wielding their vast power to lobby against 

legislation that is required to avoid catastrophic climate change. The time for asking 

nicely has passed. Climate action has already been dangerously delayed thanks to the 

climate change denial and legislative obstruction funded by the industry (Dempsey & 

Rowe, 2016). 

 

Financial Risk  

Possibly the most important argument used by the universities is that divestment would 

result in a financial loss and would, therefore, violate their fiduciary duty as an institution. In 

Dalhousie’s case, the Investment Committee argued that divesting would reduce the diversity of 

the university’s fund holdings, and they would also lose financial benefits such as lower 

transaction fees and access to investments through pooled funds (Dalhousie University Board 
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Investment Committee, 2014). The Investment Committee does bring up the risk of a carbon 

bubble and stranded assets (in response to Divest Dal’s research) but claims that these risks are 

not imminent because “many of the 200 listed companies are making efforts to advance 

alternatives” (Dalhousie University Board Investment Committee, 2014). In their 2019 updated 

report, the committee further addresses how climate-related financial risks are real, but maintains 

that fossil fuels still benefit society and that their current ESG policies are more effective than 

divestment (Dalhousie University Investment Committee, 2019).  

 

McGill similarly argued that “Divestment could increase the risk to capital and to the 

generation of optimal returns" (CAMSR, 2016). The committee does not refer to any studies or 

financial analysis to back up this claim and does not acknowledge or refute Divest McGill’s 

numerous evidence, such as one study done by S&P Capital IQ and commissioned by the City of 

Seattle, which showed that “over the past ten years, investment in the S&P 500 excluding fossil 

fuel companies would have received marginally higher returns (30 bases points) than a portfolio 

including them” (CAMSR, 2016). Additionally, one study done by the Corporate Knights in 

2015 found that McGill’s endowment (approx. $990,520,302 USD at the time) could have 

actually gained $32,330,177 USD if it had divested in 2012 (Heaps, 2015). CAMSR also does 

not acknowledge or refute Divest McGill’s argument that divesting could reduce financial risk 

from fossil fuel companies that may be left with stranded assets (CAMSR, 2016). When I asked 

one McGill Professor why they think CAMSR brushed aside Divest McGill’s financial evidence 

in this report, they said: “They take us for fools and they don’t care what we want or what we 

think and they don't even bother making decent arguments, and I think maybe the real reason is 

they think they are going to continue to get donations from Suncor and Shell” (Montreal, 



	   22	  

February 2020). In 2018, CAMSR did end up acknowledging the financial evidence, however, 

they claimed that “while a global or U.S equity portfolio can screen out certain investments in 

fossil fuels without the likelihood of material consequence on long-term results, the same cannot 

be said with respect to a Canadian Equity portfolio due to the relative weight of the energy sector 

in the Canadian Economy” (CAMSR, 2019). The importance of fossil fuels in the Canadian 

economy is often used as an argument against divestment, but it should be noted that while 

Natural Resources Canada claims that in 2018 energy accounted for 10.6% of GDP or $221 

billion, 3.0% of that or $62 billion came from environmental and clean technology (Natural 

Resources Canada, 2020), and a study by the International Monetary Fund found that the 

Government subsidized the fossil fuel industry by $60 billion in 2015 (Gray & Sandborn, 2019). 

This brings the total “weight” of the fossil fuel industry in Canada’s economy to below 10% of 

total GDP, while renewable energy actually produces more jobs than the oil sands (Clean Energy 

Canada, 2019).  

 

UBC’s Finance Committee also cited its “fiduciary duty” in its recommendation to 

remain invested in fossil fuels, however, as the price of oil dropped in 2016 their endowments 

invested in fossil fuels decreased from about $110 million to $85 million, while the overall 

endowment grew to $1.46 billion from $1.3 billion (Hager, 2016). The Vice President also 

pointed out that the endowment fund is in various pooled funds (like Queen’s, McGill, and 

Dalhousie) which would make it hard to divest (Sutcliffe, 2016). Again, in their 2019 report, 

UBC argues that engagement is their preference over divestment, as divestment “may 

compromise our investment strategy, increase risks and costs, and negatively affect our 

investment returns” (Smailes & Loh, 2019). This is interesting that they continued to believe that 
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there was a financial risk when the UBC investment management trust (IMANT), which 

manages the endowment fund reported in 2019 that the Sustainable Future Pool fund had out-

performed the main endowment pool (Anderson, 2019). 

 

Interestingly, in Queen’s 2015 report they don’t explicitly state anywhere that divestment 

would financially harm their endowment, only stating the goal of the Pooled Endowment Fund 

which is “to maximize risk-adjusted returns in furtherance of two competing goals; the goal of 

releasing substantial income to support current operations and the goal of preserving the 

purchasing power of assets for future generations” (Principal’s Advisory Committee on 

Divestment: Fossil Fuels, 2015). The group Queen’s Backing Action on Climate Change 

performed an analysis using the decarbonizer investment calculator and found that Queen’s 

could have earned an additional $100.275 million if it had divested back in 2012 (QBACC, 

2019). In a conversation with a student activist at Queen’s, they said they didn’t get many 

refutations from the Board of Trustees on their financial arguments, saying that “The financial 

argument for our safety and the risks associated with fossil fuel investments was pretty much 

heard and accepted because it's so valid and so common sense”. It should be noted, however, that 

Queen’s has never publicly agreed with QBACC on this issue. Additionally, when Queen’s own 

AMS divested, the President of the AMS, Auston Pierce, noted the financial benefits their funds 

would gain, stating in an interview with the Queen’s Journal that “it would have been financially 

irresponsible for us not to divest” and called it a “no-brainer” (Ko & Svonkin, 2019). 
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Sustainability Initiatives  

All four universities also had something in common in their responses, after claiming that 

divestment is ineffective each university outlined all of their sustainability initiatives, such as 

Dalhousie having the first College of Sustainability in Canada (Dalhousie University Board 

Investment Committee, 2014) and McGill having their Office of Sustainability (CAMSR, 2016). 

Divest McGill pointed out the irrelevance of highlighting these actions, writing in an annotated 

response to CAMSR’s 2016 divestment report that they are “irrelevant to the petition, and a red 

herring. All of these are commendable actions, but none addresses the ethical jeopardy caused by 

continued investment in companies that cause social injury” (Divest McGill, 2016). UBC’s Vice-

President of Communications even went as far as to say that rather than divestment, UBC is 

combating climate change in a “more effective way” by reducing greenhouse gas emissions on 

its campus (Hager, 2016). However, in UBC’s eventual divestment in 2020, they state that they 

are going to continue to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and achieve their goal of “a net-

positive performance in operational energy and carbon by 2050” (Einarson & White, 2019), 

striving to achieve both goals. 

 

Risk of Losing Funding and/or Donations  

Queen’s and Dalhousie were the only two universities that explicitly stated their fear that 

divestment would result in decreased funding and donations to their institutions. The Queen’s 

advisory committee noted that “Individuals employed in the sector may interpret a decision to 

divest as a repudiation of their life’s work” (Principal’s Advisory Committee on Divestment: 

Fossil Fuels, 2015). Additionally, in a letter written by former Principal Daniel Woolf, he added 

that “the harm to the University produced by divestment (both in potential investment returns 
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and in the negative signals sent to alumni and donors involved in the fossil fuel industry) vastly 

outweighs the positive benefit, if any of divesting” (QBACC, 2019). Dalhousie’s Investment 

Committee shared a similar sentiment, stating that in their opinion, resource industries would be 

less likely to support the university directly or to sponsor independent research if divestment was 

to go forward (Dalhousie University Board Investment Committee, 2014).  

 

Fossil Fuels Influence on Institutions  

The fossil fuel industry in Canada is incredibly powerful, and they maintain that power 

through government connections, subsidies, lobbying, and climate denial promotion. For 

example, between 2008 and 2012, the Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers lobbied 

with the federal government 2,700 times, double that of any other industry (Financial Post, 

2012). Meanwhile, the Canadian federal government provides the fossil fuel industry with 

billions of dollars in subsidies (International Institute for Sustainable Development, n.d.). 

Additionally, an analysis of 85 internal memos by the Union of Concerned Scientists found that 

top companies such as BP, ExxonMobil, Shell, Chevron, ConocoPhillips, and Peabody Energy 

have intentionally promoted climate misinformation for decades while privately accepting and 

acknowledging the harm their products cause (Union of Concerned Scientists, 2015). These 

wealthy companies with equally wealthy executives often give back to Canadian Institutions, 

especially those which they are alumni. The National Director of the Canadian Youth Climate 

Coalition has stated that while universities cite fiduciary responsibility as the main reason for 

rejecting divestment, they believe the “real reason behind a lack of decisions is concern about 

damaging donor relationships, specifically donor relationships with large oil and gas companies 

that fund large research sectors of the university” (Mandel, 2016). Considering the question of 
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why certain institutions divest while others do not, I examined the power dynamics between 

fossil fuel companies and the four universities.  

 

Queen’s University 

In September 2019, Queen’s had $78 million invested in Canada’s largest ten fossil fuel 

companies, with their total oil and gas investments about triple that (Schjerning, 2019). Those 

top ten companies have each donated more than $40,000; with Imperial Oil at the top donating 

somewhere between $1,000,000-$4,999,999 and providing $498,000 in research funding across 

five active projects (Schjerning, 2019). One notable alumnus from Queen’s is Imperial Oil’s 

Senior VP of Commercial and Corporate Development Theresa Redburn (Imperial Oil, n.d.). 

Along with Imperial CEO Rick Kruger, Redburn spent time in Ottawa with deputy finance 

minister Paul Rochon to personally lobby against the federal government’s new clean fuel 

standard, a policy to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and follow through on commitments made 

under the 2016 Paris Agreement (Bakx, 2018). Another major donor is Teck Resources, a 

Vancouver-based diversified mining company run by President & CEO (and Queen’s alumnus) 

Donald R. Lindsay (Schjerning, 2019). Queen’s holds a relatively large investment in the 

company, one that recently took a financial blow after pulling out of the controversial Frontier 

mine project, the largest proposed oil sands mine in Albertan history (Friedman, 2020). Out of all 

the fossil fuel companies, Queen’s has the most money invested in Enbridge Pipelines Inc. at just 

over $25 million (Schjerning, 2019). Enbridge has been a hefty donor to Queen’s over the years, 

donating between $100,000-$500,000, as well as sponsoring the Oil and Gas Speaker Series and 

offering the ‘Enbridge Bursary’ in both Arts & Science and Engineering (Queen’s Office of the 



	   27	  

University Registrar, n.d.). There are many notable alumni at Enbridge, including Vern Yu, 

Michele Harradence, Matthew Akman, and Catherine L. Williams (Enbridge, n.d.).  

 

Queen’s University’s donor list of those who have given over $10,000 also includes a 

strong representation from Calgary, mostly from people who gained their wealth from successes 

in the energy sector (Yedlin, 2015). In fact, the Western Canada Queen’s Development Office 

(one of the Alumni Association’s most active branches) has been located within the office of 

Perpetual Energy in Calgary for over a decade, where Sue Riddell Rose (a Queen’s alumni) is 

the President and CEO (Queen’s Alumni Association, 2013). Sue Riddell Rose, along with her 

husband Mike Rose (President & CEO of Tourmaline Oil Corp.) have donated a lot of money 

over the years, including donations to create the Geological Alumni Field Studies Program, and 

funding for the fitness area of the Athletics and Recreation Centre (Queen’s Alumni Association, 

2013). 

 

  Throughout my interviews, it’s been clear that the Calgary alumni have had a significant 

voice in Queen’s divestment conversations. One student activist at Queen’s explained their 

experience with the Calgary alumni as quite negative, saying  

 

The Calgary alumni office has been a huge voice against us since the beginning, we’ve 

heard reports of them getting incredibly angry. The Dean went there a couple of months 

ago and the alumni relations guy goes there periodically. Every time I've met with them 

and talked with them it's been “ya Calgary is hysterical”, “people are very, very upset”, 
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“disgrace to Queen’s for doing this”. It’s been a very, very angry group which we don’t 

see on campus. (Kingston, March 2020) 

 

When further asked if any of the people at the Calgary alumni office have explicitly 

stated that they would remove their donations if Queen’s were to divest, the activist said “yes”, 

and that “apparently, there was one person that wrote a letter saying if you divest I'm pulling all 

of my money from Queen’s and never donating again” (Kingston, March 2020). When I asked a 

professor at Queen’s a similar question, they immediately recalled a story of a time they were in 

Calgary and started talking with a Queen’s alumni, saying: “He was on the mining and 

engineering side of things and he was not rude or anything but strong in saying that this is 

ridiculous” and that the alumni said, “the money they get from alumni is a very significant thing 

and that divestment shouldn’t happen or even be dreamt of happening” (Kingston, March 2020). 

Other Queen’s alumni in the oil and gas industry have come out explicitly against the divestment 

movement at Queen’s. For example, Wayne Foo, Queen’s alumnus and President and CEO of 

Parex Resources (a Calgary-based crude oil exploration and production company) stated “The 

divestiture initiative by their nature are not balanced with continuing to educate future 

participants in the resource based-industries, nor do they seem consistent with continued 

institutional development work seeking to establish and maintain funding for the institution 

derived from donors whose means have been derived from participating in those industries'' 

(Yedlin, 2015). Another example is Deborah Yedlin, who is the current Chancellor of the 

University of Calgary and holds an MBA from Queen’s (LinkedIn: Deborah Yedlin, n.d.). She 

wrote in a Calgary Herald piece about the Queen’s divestment movement that “as a class of 1991 
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alumna from the School of Business, a donor, primarily as a result of benefiting from the oil and 

gas sector, and with a child now attending Queen’s this is very disappointing” (Yedlin, 2015). 

 

While we can’t know how much these powerful voices against divestment influenced the 

committee, it is significant that the Queen’s advisory committee noted it in their report. One 

student activist said the administration has the mindset of “Don’t offend the rich donors we need 

their money” and that “it does obviously forget about all the biology, environmental science, and 

every other student on campus in favour of one small jurisdiction” (Kingston, March 2020). In 

contrast, when speaking with a member of the Queen’s Alma Mater Society (which divested in 

September 2019), they said: “it was not a concern for the AMS as to what alumni think, the 

reason for that is because we don’t represent alumni we represent the students and this is what 

the students want”, also adding that “the students are the number one stakeholder in our 

institution and the Board of Trustees should be prioritizing them over anything else” (Kingston, 

February 2020). One Queen’s Professor agreed and argued that climate change is more important 

than the happiness of Queen’s donors, saying that “there are undoubtedly alumni who contribute 

to Queen’s who have made their livelihood through resource extraction” and “I would imagine 

there are people thinking if we do divest we’re going to lose those funds and goodwill”, 

however, “There are those perspectives and I can understand those, but obviously I would make 

the pitch that we have to look at the bigger picture here” (Kingston, March 2020).  

 

 

Dalhousie University 
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Like Queen’s, Dalhousie has many alumni in the energy sector, and many fossil fuel 

companies contributing to the university directly. One of Dalhousie’s largest donors, Shell, had 

contributed about $1.9 million to Dalhousie by 2015 and has numerous programs in its name 

such as the Shell Campus Ambassador Program and the Shell Experiential Learning Fund (Ad 

hoc Committee of Senate on Fossil Fuel Divestment, 2016). On Dalhousie’s website, it’s stated 

that “The relationship between Shell Canada and Dalhousie dates back to the 1960s, and the 

university was an inaugural partner in the Campus Ambassador program when it launched in 

2005” (McNutt, 2015). Dalhousie also highlights the numerous alumni connections it has with 

Shell, explaining that “what makes Shell’s partnership with Dalhousie unique is the large number 

of Dalhousie alumni who work directly with students. The company’s ranks feature many former 

students of the university” (McNutt, 2015). One Shell Canada spokesman said that they wouldn’t 

consider yanking funding from a university that divests from fossil fuel investments (Mandel, 

2016), however, Dalhousie Professor Chris Moore had received a different answer  

 

A senior executive at Shell told me directly that the company is monitoring the university 

divestment movement closely and would look unfavourably on any university that 

divested in regard to future investment. Certainly, Dalhousie’s divestment would send a 

clear signal that the university is not supportive of the oil and gas industry and could well 

lead to withdrawal or nonrenewal of investment by oil and gas companies in Dalhousie 

activities (Ad hoc Committee of Senate on Fossil Fuel Divestment, 2016).  

 

Another Dalhousie Professor, Grant Wach also warned about the impact divestment 

could have on Dalhousie’s relationship with fossil fuel companies, warning that “We must reflect 
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on the message divestment will send across Canada, a message that potential students, alumnus, 

and energy companies will hear when they come to recruit, support our programs and 

philanthropic requests” (Ad hoc Committee of Senate on Fossil Fuel Divestment, 2016). Wach is 

a former employee of Chevron, Exxon Mobil, and Syncrude Canada (Wach, n.d.), and also has 

had his research funded by ExxonMobil, valued at $23 million (Ad hoc Committee of Senate on 

Fossil Fuel Divestment, 2016). Ian Hill, the acting Dean of the Faculty of Science at the time 

(2015-2016 & 2019-2020), also shared his concerns about how divestment could affect funding, 

stating that “Divestment will have no financial impact on fossil fuel companies but would be a 

clear and very public statement that Dalhousie has taken a moral stance against the fossil fuel 

companies. This will obviously lead these companies to withdraw their support from our 

educational and research programs” (Ad hoc Committee of Senate on Fossil Fuel Divestment, 

2016). One statement made by a member of the earth sciences department argues that divestment 

would stop Dalhousie from contributing to the development of off-shore drilling in Nova Scotia, 

writing that “Shell, BP, and their partners have committed to invest nearly $2 billion in 

hydrocarbon exploration of Nova Scotia’s continental margin and Dalhousie would have an 

important role to play in ongoing exploration and eventual extraction and transportation” (Ad 

hoc Committee of Senate on Fossil Fuel Divestment, 2016). This type of continuous extraction 

seems inconsistent with the warnings of Dalhousie’s own environmental researchers, who in a 

recent report found that we could lose 17% of marine biomass by the end of the century if 

emissions from fossil fuels such as coal and petroleum aren’t cut (McPhee, 2019). 

 

McGill University 
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McGill also has many energy companies contributing millions of dollars to the 

institution, such as Cenovus, Shell, Suncor, and Imperial Oil (Mandel, 2016). Divest McGill 

pointed out that it’s very evident that McGill’s fiduciary duty is to their wealthy donors, as this is 

the only group mentioned in CAMSR’s report: “The endowment is made up of thousands of 

donations received over many years for purposes related to our academic mission as designated 

by our generous benefactors” (CAMSR, 2016). Nowhere does it state the other important 

stakeholders such as the students, employees, and professors of McGill.  

 

At McGill, there have also been concerns from student activists and professors alike 

regarding potential conflicts of interest on CAMSR, the committee that made the 

recommendation to the Board of Governors to reject divestment. Divest McGill pointed out in a 

letter to CAMSR, that “Despite our letter reminding the board of its conflict of interest 

responsibilities, several serious conflicts of interest were subsequently identified in the 

proceedings, about which the board has taken, to our knowledge, no disciplinary or corrective 

action” (Divest McGill to CAMSR, 2015). One example is Chemistry Professor David Harpp, 

who is a member of CAMSR and has received research grants directly from both the Esso 

Foundation (Imperial Oil), as well as the Petroleum Research Fund (Harpp, n.d.). Additionally, 

the Chair of CAMSR, Cynthia Price Verreault held several senior management positions with 

Petro-Canada for the 18 years she worked at the company (National Capital Commission, n.d.). 

Petro-Canada has been a long-time donor for McGill, even donating $1 million to the school in 

2006 for undergraduate scholarships in the Faculty of Engineering, the Faculty of Science, and 

the Desautels Faculty of Management (McGill, 2006). The main goal of the donation is to 

support McGill students who may want to enter the oil and gas industry, with the President and 
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CEO of Petro-Canada stating: “Many of our best employees today are McGill graduates and 

we’d like that pattern to continue” (McGill, 2006). One student activist I spoke to said that many 

people in the community see this as a clear conflict of interest and that she should have recused 

herself for the divestment decision “I’m not going around saying hey everyone who worked in 

oil can't sit on committees of the university because that’s not really fair, but also if you're 

making decisions that decide investments into that particular sector that you might have worked 

for a long amount of time I would say it's probably best to step down” (Phone, February 2020).  

 

One McGill Professor I spoke with actually had his students look into ties between 

McGill and the fossil fuel industry and found that “six out of the twenty-five members of the 

Board of Governors had direct ties, that is currently or formerly on the board of a fossil fuel 

company or an employee of a fossil fuel company, or got a research grant from a fossil fuel 

company” (Montreal, February 2020). One specific example the professor pointed out was Vice-

Chair of the Board of Governors, Claude Genereux, who spent 28 years as a consultant at 

McKinsey, with the fossil fuel industry specifically as one of his main portfolios (Power 

Corporation of Canada, 2018). One student activist I spoke with had this to say about their 

experience with McGill’s Board of Governors: “A lot of governors who are sitting on the Board 

of Governors hear divestment and they sort of just turn off their ears” and that “They don’t really 

listen to divestment arguments or anything so I don’t know which arguments would work” 

(Phone, February 2020). When I asked another professor if they believed the fossil fuel industry 

could be influencing CAMSR or the Board of Governors, they said: “My feeling is that it's a 

combination of that sort of immediate tie and just the corporate elite, they don't care about 

climate disaster, they don't care that a lot of us are going to suffer and die, they really don’t. And 



	   34	  

that's who rules our board, the majority of our board is the corporate elite” (Montreal, February 

2020).  

 

The University of British Columbia 

Throughout my research and interviews, significantly less direct influences on the 

university by the fossil fuel industry were found, however, UBC still made it clear during the 

failed campaigns that they valued the opinions of their donors. In 2016, UBC’s Board of 

Governors Finance Committee put out a statement recommending the creation of the Sustainable 

Future Fund, rather than divestment (Steenkamp, 2016). This was perplexing to many, as in 2014 

both the student union and the faculty association voted in favour of divestment (Hyslop, 2016). 

Furthermore, the statement by UBC’s Finance Committee goes on to say “as a result of a 

detailed review and third-party analysis, the committee concluded that the [divestment] proposal 

would not necessarily meet the objectives of addressing climate change or influencing corporate 

behaviour. They also concluded at this time, it would not be consistent with the board’s 

fiduciary obligation to endowment donors” (bold added for emphasis) (Steenkamp, 2016). 

Two UBC Law Professors, Dennis Pavlich and Jocelyn Stacey pointed out why this statement is 

confusing because “the university does not owe such a legal obligation” (Pavlich & Stacey, 

2016). They go on to further explain that in private law, the fiduciary duty can only cover the 

actual beneficiaries of the endowment, the students and faculty (Pavlich & Stacey, 2016). 

Legally, donors are not beneficiaries and therefore UBC’s fiduciary duty does not extend to 

them, furthermore “to make them beneficiaries would jeopardize the charitable status of their tax 

deduction” (Pavlich & Stacey, 2016). In early 2019, students and faculty alike were still 

concerned with UBC’s decision to remain invested in fossil fuels given the strong support from 
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students and faculty “UBC has a clear mandate from students and faculty to divest its 

endowment from fossil fuels. But beyond modest changes, UBC’s administration seems to be 

digging its heels” (Anderson, 2019). Even the Chair of the Board of Governors, Micheal 

Korenberg has had a criticism of the finance committee’s conservative approach, stating “It’s 

relatively uninspiring, and has a strong odour of status quo about it” (Anderson, 2019). 

 

DISCUSSION 

Successful Campaign: The University of British Columbia 

In November 2019, a committee of the UBC Board of Governors voted to divest $380 

million of its nearly $2 billion investment portfolio from fossil fuels and into a sustainable fund 

(Nelms, 2019). Although divestment supporters recognized that this was a significant step, many 

did not think it was adequate given the size of UBC’s endowment. Mukta Chachra, a 

spokesperson for UBC 350 said: “[The vote was] clearly not enough considering the situation 

that we are in” and “we just want UBC to make a political statement by shaking its ties from 

these industries” (Nelms, 2019). Another activist group on campus, Extinction Rebellion UBC, 

strongly believed that the commitment wasn’t large enough and went into a hunger strike in 

protest of the Board’s decision, stating that their reasoning was “to force UBC to offer a stronger 

commitment to divest, regardless of the potential implications to profit” (MacPherson, 2020). 

Shortly after announcing their hunger strike, the University announced that it would fully divest 

the $1.7 billion Main Endowment Fund from fossil fuel investments as soon as possible (VPFO, 

2020). This divestment decision came late in my research, so I have not had time to cover the 

response comprehensively. However, my initial findings show that UBC’s divestment decision 

was heavily influenced by the scientific evidence regarding the need to reduce greenhouse gas 
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emissions. In a statement, UBC ensured that “UBC has declared a climate emergency and is 

moving towards divestment as quickly as possible because we share the concerns of our students, 

faculty, staff, and community around the climate crisis we collectively face” (VPFO, 2020). Not 

only did UBC strongly declare divestment, but they are encouraging other Canadian institutions 

as well, stating that “We are in dialogue with and actively encouraging all universities to 

consider how they can also move towards divestment” (VPFO, 2020). It should also be noted 

that the university has made it clear that it wouldn’t divest unless divestment was reasonable 

following its fiduciary duty, so it can be assumed that UBC’s divestment decision was 

financially motivated as well.  

 

Validity of Arguments Against Divestment and UBC’s Response  

While many of the arguments presented against divestment by each institution have some 

validity, further research and the results I found in my interviews suggest that there are also 

many flaws in these arguments. Additionally, UBC used many of the same arguments before 

eventually deciding to commit to full divestment, so it provides an interesting comparison.  

 

All four universities argued at some point in time that engagement with fossil fuel 

companies is superior to divestment. Just months before UBC finally made its decision to divest, 

the VP of Finance & Operations as well the Treasurer continued to argue that engagement is 

their preference over divestment, as it “gives UBC the right to raise concerns and influence a 

company on matters relating to corporate governance, as well as its environmental and social 

practices” (Smailes & Loh, 2019). Studies have shown that shareholder engagement is 

ineffective, for example, one study looking at shareholder engagement between 2012 to 2016 
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showed its influence to be “modest and limited in reach, with the slowness of engagement posing 

significant limitation given the urgency of addressing accelerating climate risk” (Griep, 2016 as 

cited in Lenferna, 2018). Fossil fuel companies have shown little interest in addressing real 

climate risk unless it affects their bottom line, ensuring that they will have continued freedom to 

extract to their liking by lobbying and spreading climate misinformation. For example, two 

reports by ShareAction found that oil giants Shell and BP are planning for a 5℃ temperature rise 

(while both publicly supporting the Paris Climate Agreement), which would be catastrophic for 

the planet and put the value of millions of people’s investments at risk (Chapman, 2017). As 

many of the student activists have pointed out, shareholder activism is likely to be ineffective for 

fossil fuel companies specifically because it would require them to completely change their 

business model as an industry. Former Securities and Exchange Commissioner Bevis Longstreth 

agreed, stating that “in regard to fossil fuel companies directly engaged in extractive activities, it 

is unrealistic to imagine them being swayed by shareholder arguments to get out of their core 

business of exploring for, extracting and selling carbon-emitting fuel” (Lenferna, 2018). 

Although UBC does not refer to engagement specifically in their decision to divest, they do state 

that “The university shares and understands the community’s concerns regarding the climate 

crisis and that the continued operation of the fossil fuel industry is discordant with a climate safe 

future” (VPFO, 2020). One study from Cambridge University supports this, finding that even 

with the current climate crisis, fossil fuels maintain their privileged status among energy 

companies through subsidies and that a sustainable transition is unlikely “without simultaneous 

removal of the privileged positions of fossil fuel industries” (Newell & Johnstone, 2018). 
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The four universities also all made similar financial arguments against divestment, 

arguing that divestment would decrease the diversity of their funds and therefore leave them 

open to financial risk (although offering little quantitative data to support this claim). The 

financial case for divestment has been growing stronger and stronger over the years as fossil 

fuels continue to underperform in the market. For example, one study by the Institute for Energy 

Economics and Financial Analysis (IEEFA) found that global stock indexes without fossil fuel 

holdings have outperformed almost identical indexes that include fossil fuel companies for the 

past five years (Hipple et al., 2018). Another study done by IEEFA found that the sector has been 

underperforming in the stock market for a decade, only occupying 5.3% of the S&P 500 

currently, compared to 29% in 1980 (Hipple & Sanzillo, 2019). When the University of 

California system announced the divestment of its huge $80 billion portfolio from fossil fuels, 

they made it very clear that it was because of the financial risk that fossil fuel investments 

currently have, with UC’s Chief Investment Officer Stating: “We believe hanging on to fossil 

fuel assets is a financial risk” and that “They posed a long-term risk to generating strong returns 

for UC’s diversified portfolios” (Irfan, 2019). It’s possible that UBC’s divestment was 

influenced by UC’s decision, as they have been longtime sustainability partners (Eastmond, 

2019). UBC has always made it clear that divestment would never go through unless it was 

proven to be in line with its fiduciary duty to its benefactors. Additionally, In UBC’s eventual 

approval of divestment, the University reiterates the financial complexity of its endowment but is 

determined to divest anyway, “UBC’s endowments are invested by UBC Investment 

Management Trust (IMANT) indirectly in over 30 managed funds. UBC holds no fossil fuel-

related investments directly, meaning the matter is not simple to address” (VPFO, 2020). The 

argument that divestment would be too complicated has also been used by Queen’s, Dalhousie, 
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and McGill; but if UBC can overcome this challenge, it puts into question the validity of those 

arguments.  

 

Finally, one of the other major arguments posed by the institutions was that divestment is 

ineffective as a tool for combating climate change as it is purely symbolic. One professor at 

McGill pointed out how this argument underestimates the power of symbols, stating that “This 

argument by university officials first of all ignores the tremendous power of symbols because 

symbols have political power, it gets governments to act” (Montreal, February 2020). Given the 

fact that UBC outlined its reasoning for divestment as a tool to mitigate climate change, it's clear 

they believe divestment is a powerful symbol. Key points in their declaration include “the need 

for drastic emissions reductions and a decisive shift away from fossil fuels toward alternative 

energy sources” and “UBC’s education, research, and innovation capacity in sustainability is 

creating breakthrough solutions for the most pressing challenges of the climate emergency and 

transition to a fossil fuel free economy” (VPFO, 2020). Restricting the flow of money to fossil 

fuel companies is a key part of the climate fight (McKibben, 2019). Even relatively “small” 

funds like those of Queen’s, McGill, and Dalhousie can add up to a big financial blow to the 

fossil fuel sector. Major companies have also been monitoring divestment, with Shell stating in 

its 2018 annual report that divestment “could have a material adverse effect on the price of our 

securities and our ability to access equity capital markets” (Carrington, 2018).  

 

CONCLUSION  

The results from this research have provided some evidence to suggest that the arguments 

stated by institutions are not the whole story. Inconsistencies pointed out in their reasoning as 
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well as their connections to the fossil fuel industry demonstrate that donor and alumni influence 

deserves further attention. This thesis aimed to fill a gap in the literature as there has been little 

research done on Canadian institutions and this research question has never been posed. 

Although this is just preliminary research, the statements made by the institutions and the 

opinions of my interview subjects provided valuable insights into the relationship between 

academic institutions and the political economy of the resource sector in Canada. More research 

is needed to further understand this complex subject, as little has been done thus far. More 

institutions should be studied, and with increased time and resources more in-depth results could 

be found. Further study of this topic could also be useful for informing future decision-making 

for institutions and policy-makers. 
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SUMMARY 

The arguments against divestment used by the four universities studied fell into similar 

categories. The ‘social injury’ argument was used by Queen’s and McGill as both institutions 

had somewhere in their investment policy that divestment would be warranted if social injury 

caused by fossil fuel companies was proven. The next major argument was the issue of targeting 

the “supply” side of the problem (i.e fossil fuel companies) vs the “demand” side (i.e 

consumers). The institutions argued that consumption is more closely linked to climate and 

should, therefore, be the focus, however, activists at these institutions and scholars have pointed 

out that targeting the supply side is essential to prevent further damage from climate change. 

Engagement is one of the most prominent arguments used by all four institutions, arguing that 

they would rather ‘engage’ with fossil fuel companies to find solutions rather than divest and 

therefore remove any influence they could have as shareholders. No significant examples of 

engagement between the four institutions and fossil fuel companies were found during my 

research or interviews, and a few of the professors I spoke with were also quick to point out that 

it may be too late to work with fossil fuel companies, especially given the privilege fossil fuels 

maintain in the energy sector and the vast power they have to lobby for continued use of their 

product. The next most prominent argument used was that divestment would be a financial risk 

for each institution, respectively. While each institution's funds are unique, the arguments 

followed a similar ideology that divesting would reduce the diversity of their funds and could 

result in a financial loss. This is inconsistent with the large amount of financial evidence that has 

been showing greater returns in fossil-free funds, as well as the consistently weak performance 

of the fossil fuel sector in the stock market over the past decade. The universities also point out 

many of their sustainability initiatives as a replacement for divestment, such as their 
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environmental programs, on-campus sustainability initiatives, and research. Only two 

universities (Queen’s and Dalhousie) explicitly stated their worry for losing donations and/or 

funding from the fossil fuel industry if they were to divest. 

 

Queen’s had a number of connections to the fossil fuel industry, including many notable alumni 

in the sector, and a vocal alumni office in Calgary. My interview subjects at Queen’s had 

described personal experiences with such alumni, stating that they would remove their donations 

from Queen’s if the institution were to divest. Like Queen’s, Dalhousie also has many alumni in 

the fossil fuel sector as well as many companies directly funding them, such as Shell. Dalhousie 

professors had vocalized their worries about losing funding from these companies, with one 

professor stating that Shell may withdraw their investments in Dalhousie should it divest. At 

McGill, there have been concerns from student activists and professors regarding potential 

conflicts of interest. The Chair of the Committee to Advise on Matters of Social Responsibility 

was an executive for Petro-Canada for 18 years, and one professor found that six members of the 

Board of Governors had direct ties to the fossil fuel industry. In UBC’s case, less direct 

influences on the university by the fossil fuel industry were found, however, they did cite their 

fiduciary duty to their endowment donors as reasoning for rejecting divestment. The results from 

this research provided some evidence to suggest that the reasons institutions present for not 

divesting are not the whole story, and that donor and alumni influence deserves further attention. 

Although this is just preliminary research, the statements made by the institutions and the 

opinions of my interview subjects provided valuable insights into the relationship between 

academic institutions and the political economy of the resource sector in Canada.   


