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Executive Summary 

The EIAC is recommending that the University make no new investments of its endowment in 

the fossil fuel sector, effectively winding down its endowment investments in that sector over the 

next decade. This recommendation is based on an ethical assessment grounded in relevant 

science and a survey of recent steps taken by peer institutions. The University’s investments 

should be consistent with respect for human rights and its own express commitment to “human 

rights, democratic governance and environmental sustainability.” The crux of the ethical analysis 

detailed in what follows is that the burning of fossil fuels is causing widespread and growing 

harms that constitute violations of human rights.   

 

Recommendation 

The EIAC recommends that the Investment Committee adopt the following resolution: 

The University commits itself to making no new direct investments or investments in investment 

vehicles through its Long-Term Investment Pool that are primarily devoted to the development, 

exploration, extraction, processing, storage, transportation or distribution of fossil fuels, 

including petroleum, coal and natural gas, or associated services. 

 

 

 

 
1 Professor and Chair of Philosophy; EIAC member. 
2 Professor of Political Science; Chair of the EIAC. 
3 Associate Professor, Earth and Environmental Sciences; Coordinator, College Sustainability Studies; EIAC 

member. 
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Background 

The impetus to form this Committee came from a groundswell of support among students and 

faculty for some form of divestment related to climate change. In September 2018 the EIAC 

recommended and the Investment Committee adopted a Policy on Corporate Social 

Responsibility, which states, 

The University’s mission includes education, research, creative expression, and provision of 

healthcare. These activities are conducted according to a set of core values, which include 

freedom of expression, equality of persons, respect for cultural diversity, dissemination of 

knowledge in the public interest, fair labor standards, human rights, democratic governance and 

environmental sustainability. Our investment policy seeks to assure the consistency of our 

institutional support strategies with our core values. 

Pursuant to this policy, the Committee has investigated means of bringing the University’s 

investment policy more closely in line with stakeholder concerns about environmental 

sustainability, while maintaining the flexibility of the Investment Office to pursue strategies to 

balance the growth and stability of the investment pool. In 2019, the EIAC recommended and the 

Investment Committee adopted more specific commitments to abstain from making direct 

investments in thermal coal production or the extraction of oil from tar sands. In addition, the 

Investment Committee adopted the EIAC’s recommendation that the University join Climate 

Action 100+, a coalition of investors and financial institutions that seeks to engage the one 

hundred firms with the largest carbon footprints, as well as a variety of other important firms, on 

climate change issues.4 Specifically, they seek to convince these firms to publicly align their 

business strategies with the objectives of the Paris Agreement on Climate Change, to adopt a 

governance framework that “articulates the board’s accountability and oversight of climate 

change risk and opportunities,” and to take concrete actions to reduce their firms’ greenhouse gas 

emissions.5  

We believe that the current state of climate science requires the University to take further action. 

Climate change attributable to human activities, primarily the use of fossil fuels, is already 

causing extensive harm across the globe. These harms to life, health, property, food production, 

and access to freshwater are already triggering humanitarian crises and mass migration owing to 

the collapse of farming regions in Iraq, India, South-East Asia, and elsewhere. The effects of a 

dangerously destabilized climate are being observed and experienced much sooner than the best 

climate models of just a few years ago predicted. Climatologists have had to recalibrate their 

(cautious) estimates of how sensitive Earth’s climate is to greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, to 

reflect accumulating evidence that it is more sensitive than previously thought. As climate 

 
4 For example, Climate Action 100+ is currently engaging the largest European steel producer, ArcelorMittal, in an 

effort to develop carbon abatement strategies and low-carbon steel production technologies. Stanley Reed, “How to 

Clean Up Steel? Ingenuity and Lots of Cash,” The New York Times, Business, March 29, 2021, B1. 
5 Climate Action 100+ was formed in 2017 by Asia Investor Group on Climate Change (AIGCC); Coalition for 

Environmentally Responsible Economies (CERES); Investor Group on Climate Change (IGCC); Institutional 

Investors Group on Climate Change (IIGCC); and Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI). In order for the 

University to become a signatory of the Climate Action 100+, it joined the CERES Investor Network (See 

https://www.ceres.org/). The Climate Action 100+ Sign-on Statement is here: climateaction100.org. 

https://www.ceres.org/
https://www.ceres.org/
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models have been refined and strengthened, what were once understood to be distant worst-case 

scenarios are increasingly understood to be more proximate mid-point projections. GHG 

emissions have continued to rise, resulting in atmospheric concentrations of GHGs that are far 

outside the range in which human civilization has existed.6  The full effects of these atmospheric 

concentrations will take many years to be felt, but their impact is accelerating.  

Against this backdrop, some of our peer institutions, including Stanford, Cornell, Oxford 

University and the University of Cambridge have adopted far-reaching commitments that include 

the step with regard to their investments that we are recommending that the University of 

Rochester take, as well as sweeping commitments to achieve carbon neutrality. 

Climate destabilization is a fundamental threat to human well-being, and universities and other 

institutions have ethical responsibilities to limit the harms caused by their own activities and 

associated with their investments. As institutions committed to education and advancing 

knowledge in the public interest, universities also have obligations to educate, inquire, and lead 

by example in seeking solutions to the challenges that society and the world must overcome. In 

the sphere of investment policy, the underlying ethical principle is that investments should be 

consistent with these fundamental institutional commitments and with the fundamental moral 

obligation of all institutions and individuals to take care to avoid causing harm. In applying this 

principle, it should be understood that investing in a business makes the investor a party to any 

harms imposed by the business as well as any benefits that might in some cases justify the risk of 

harm. 

The University of Rochester has taken some meaningful steps toward reducing its harmful 

environmental impact, but it continues to lag behind peer institutions. In the meantime, the harms 

of climate destabilization arising from greenhouse gas emissions (GHGs) are growing rapidly.7 

The scientific and inter-governmental consensus on climate destabilization are very strong, and 

human rights-based climate litigation has emerged as a globally significant factor in driving 

institutional reforms to limit and mitigate the harms inflicted by human-caused climate 

disruption.8 

 
6 Atmospheric GHG concentrations are presently the highest they have been in 650,000 years. See NASA’s climate 

site at https://climate.nasa.gov/.  
7 For cost estimates and projections of growing losses in the U.S. attributable to climate destabilization, see NOAA, 

Adam A. Smith,  “2020 U.S. billion-dollar weather and climate disasters in historical context,” January 8, 2021, 

https://www.climate.gov/news-features/blogs/beyond-data/2020-us-billion-dollar-weather-and-climate-disasters-

historical;  Dana Nucitelli, “New report finds costs of climate change impacts often underestimated,” Nov.18, 2019, 

Yale Climate Connections, https://yaleclimateconnections.org/2019/11/new-report-finds-costs-of-climate-change-

impacts-often-underestimated/; Renee Cho, “How Climate Change Impacts the Economy,” June 20, 2019, Earth 

Institute, Columbia University, https://blogs.ei.columbia.edu/2019/06/20/climate-change-economy-impacts/. On the 

methodologies underlying such estimates and projections, see S. Hsiang, R. Kopp, A. Jina, J. Rising, M. Delgado, 

and S. Mohan, “Estimating economic damage from climate change in the United States,” Science 30 June 2017, 

https://science.sciencemag.org/content/356/6345/1362.  
8 See UNEP (United Nations Environment Programme) & Columbia Law School, Sabin Center for Climate Change 

Law, Global Climate Litigation Report 2020 Status Review, on the growth of climate litigation and its role in 

“compelling governments and corporate actors to purse more ambitious climate change mitigation and adaptation 

goals,” https://www.unep.org/resources/report/global-climate-litigation-report-2020-status-review.  This litigation is 

https://climate.nasa.gov/
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/blogs/beyond-data/2020-us-billion-dollar-weather-and-climate-disasters-historical
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/blogs/beyond-data/2020-us-billion-dollar-weather-and-climate-disasters-historical
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/blogs/beyond-data/2020-us-billion-dollar-weather-and-climate-disasters-historical
https://yaleclimateconnections.org/2019/11/new-report-finds-costs-of-climate-change-impacts-often-underestimated/
https://yaleclimateconnections.org/2019/11/new-report-finds-costs-of-climate-change-impacts-often-underestimated/
https://blogs.ei.columbia.edu/2019/06/20/climate-change-economy-impacts/
https://science.sciencemag.org/content/356/6345/1362
https://science.sciencemag.org/content/356/6345/1362
https://www.unep.org/resources/report/global-climate-litigation-report-2020-status-review
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The science and ethics of harms inflicted by climate forcing  

The long geologic view of the climate problem we face is that the advent of oxygenating 

photosynthetic life-forms 3.5 billion years ago made oxygen-metabolizing life-forms, such as our 

own, possible. Photosynthetic life-forms did this by altering the chemistry of Earth’s atmosphere. 

They created an oxygen-rich atmosphere, and they shaped the temperate climate on which we 

depend by removing massive quantities of carbon from the atmosphere and storing them as fossil 

hydrocarbons. Over just a couple hundred years of unearthing and burning these fossil 

hydrocarbons as fuel, human beings have returned to the atmosphere a quantity of carbon that it 

took photosynthetic life-forms a billion or so years to remove from the atmosphere. The basic 

physics of GHGs was experimentally established in the 19th century, but only in recent decades 

has the accumulating science been recognized as having immediate relevance for institutional 

and personal decision-making.  

Human activities have been injecting more GHGs into the atmosphere than Earth systems can 

absorb, with the result that atmospheric concentrations of GHGs have grown from a preindustrial 

level of about 275 ppm to 416 ppm today.9 There is a strong consensus within climatology, 

codified in periodic IPCC reports that synthesize thousands of research studies, that human 

activities, most importantly the use of fossil fuels, are thereby forcing Earth’s climate system out 

of equilibrium. There is a similarly strong consensus that this climate forcing and destabilization 

are causing harm to human well-being and will do so to a much greater extent in the future 

unless emissions are sharply reduced and atmospheric concentrations are also reduced.10 

The pace of observed manifestations and costs of climate destabilization has been accelerating. 

Nineteen of the warmest years ever measured have occurred since the year 2000, with 

implications for availability of freshwater, food production, and human health.11 Melting of the 

Antarctic and Greenland ice sheets is contributing to an accelerating rise in sea level that is 

expected to inundate land where 340 million people live by the year 2050.12 The populations of 

 
based in human rights claims and recognition of a right to a healthy environment in the constitutions of over 100 

countries.  
9 See NASA’s comprehensive data and evidence on atmospheric GHG concentrations, temperatures, and other 

aspects of climate change at https://climate.nasa.gov/. 
10 See IPCC, Global Warming of 1.5 ° C, 2018, http://www.ipcc.ch/report/sr15/, and for a summary of it, C. 

Davenport, “Major Climate Report Describes a Strong Risk of Crisis as Early as 2040,” New York Times October 7, 

2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/07/climate/ipcc-climate-report-2040.html. Based on an analysis of 6,000 

studies, this was the first systematic effort to project the impact of 2.7 degrees Fahrenheit (1.5° C) of global surface 

mean warming. It estimated the costs of such warming at $54 trillion and predicted severe heat waves, drought, food 

shortages, fires, coastal inundation, and die-offs of coral reefs (and the aquatic ecosystems they support) by 2040.  

To put this in perspective, global surface mean temperatures have risen from about the +0.2° C to +0.4° C  range in 

the 1970s, to +0.4° C to +0.6° C in the 1980s, to +0.4° C to +0.8° C in the 1990s, to +0.8° C to +1.2° C  since 2000.   
11 See https://climate.nasa.gov/  
12 The accelerating pace of sea level rise is discussed at https://www.climate.gov/news-features/understanding-

climate/climate-change-global-sea-level. For updated analysis of vulnerable coastal populations, see S.A. Kulp and 

B.H. Strauss, “New elevation data triple estimates of global vulnerability to sea-level rise and coastal flooding,” 

Nature Communications 29 October 2019, https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-019-12808-z. 

https://climate.nasa.gov/
http://www.ipcc.ch/report/sr15/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/07/climate/ipcc-climate-report-2040.html
https://climate.nasa.gov/
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/understanding-climate/climate-change-global-sea-level
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/understanding-climate/climate-change-global-sea-level
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-019-12808-z
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mammals, reptiles, amphibians, fish, and birds have declined by an average of 68 percent in the 

last fifty years, and climate destabilization is likely to accelerate the pace of species extinction.13  

The harms to human beings concern life, health, subsistence, property, and security, and these 

harms occur through a variety of causal pathways. Declining availability of freshwater is 

occurring as rain patterns change, glaciers that feed rivers retreat, and rising temperatures 

necessitate increasing water use. Food production is threatened as rising temperatures and 

declining water availability are making vast farming regions no longer productive, and as ocean 

warming and acidification (caused by the absorption of GHG emissions) contribute to collapsing 

ocean ecosystems. Threats to health include declining access to nutrition and to freshwater for 

drinking, cleaning, and personal hygiene, as well as the direct effects of rising temperatures. 

Threats to security include increasingly violent storms, coastal inundation, and a rising tide of 

mass migrations as land becomes uninhabitable. Threats to life include all of the above, as well 

as climate-related amplification of disease vectors. 

From an ethical standpoint, what is of greatest concern is asymmetric causation of harm, and the 

harms caused by climate destabilization are often asymmetric: they fit the pattern of one person 

or group inflicting undeserved harm on another person or group. The harms are suffered 

disproportionately by people (typically poorer, younger, or both) who contribute less to the 

climate forcing that causes the harms. Those with fewer choices concerning where and how they 

live are generally at much greater risk of suffering harms of climate destabilization than those 

with more choices, and those born today are at much greater risk than those born in the past. 

Those with more choices typically live in ways that produce far greater GHG emissions. Those 

born today have contributed nothing to climate destabilization, but they will endure risks and 

harms of climate destabilization caused by the collective activities of others who came before 

them. Those born today will endure these risks and harms for their entire lives, and the same will 

be true of any children and grandchildren they have. Unless we take swift and effective action to 

sharply reduce GHG emissions, the future they face will be one of declining opportunities.14  

Over time, the harms inflicted by climate disruption will be even more asymmetrical and 

ethically troubling than they are today, because one of its effects will be to exacerbate inequality 

both within the U.S. and globally. Econometric studies indicate that climate change has already 

contributed substantially to increased inequality between regions in the United States and 

between developed and developing countries and the most credible projections suggest that 

increasing global average temperatures will further exacerbate inequality.15 The larger emerging 

 
13 World Wildlife Fund, Living Planet Report 2020: Bending the Curve of Biodiversity Loss (Gland, SZ: WWF, 

2020), https://www.worldwildlife.org/publications/living-planet-report-2020. 
14 For an ethical analysis of climate destabilization focused on preservation of opportunity, see R. Curren & E. 

Metzger, Living Well Now and in the Future: Why Sustainability Matters (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2017). For a 

survey of the views of economists who study climate impacts, see P. Howard and D. Sylvan, Gauging Economic 

Consensus on Climate Change (New York: Institute for Policy Integrity, NYU School of Law, 2021). For an 

accessible overview of the issues involved, see R. Nunn et al., Ten Facts about the Economics of Climate Change 

and Climate Policy (Washington, DC: The Hamilton Project at the Brookings Institution and the Stanford Institute 

for Economic Policy Research, 2019). 
15 Hsiang, S., Kopp, R., Jina, A., Rising, J., Delgado, M., Mohan, S., Rasmussen, D.J., Muir-Wood, R., Wilson, P., 

Oppenheimer, M., Larsen, K., & Houser, T., ”Estimating economic damage from climate change in the United 

https://www.worldwildlife.org/publications/living-planet-report-2020
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consensus of an increasingly sophisticated econometric literature is that the costs of climate 

destabilization will increase in a non-linear fashion as the pace of average global temperature rise 

increases.16   

There are several ways to conceptualize what is ethically wrong with institutional failures 

to cooperate in reducing GHG emissions. The simplest is to recognize that the general ethical 

(and common law) duty to take care not to harm others applies to GHG emissions that 

collectively expose others to risk of harm. This duty of care would fall on everyone who engages 

in activities that involve GHG emissions, but it applies with special force to institutions that play 

larger roles in shaping patterns of human activity than individual persons typically do. The GHG 

intensity of individuals’ activities are typically shaped by the characteristics of the built systems 

and institutional policies and practices that shape their daily and life choices. Often they have 

very limited alternative means to meeting their basic needs, while the choices of institutions and 

organizations are often freer and more consequential, especially if they act in unison, as a 

growing number of our leading peer institutions are now doing.  

Institutional contributions to a future of declining opportunity violate the general ethical duty to 

do no harm or to take care to avoid doing harm. They also constitute violations of the ideal of 

equal opportunity.  

Universities have further obligations associated with their distinctive missions and public 

commitments, which are typically strongly in tension with any conduct that would undermine 

equal opportunity. The University of Rochester has committed itself to equality of persons, 

human rights, democratic governance, and environmental sustainability, among other values. 

Institutional conduct that contributes to climate destabilization that progressively undermines 

opportunity across the globe is hard to reconcile with equality of persons, human rights, and 

environmental sustainability. The addition of democratic values to these values adds further 

weight to an obligation to support collective global efforts to address climate change.   

It is reasonable to ask how far an institution is ethically required to go in reducing its 

contributions to the risk of harm and actual harm arising from the GHG emissions it sponsors 

directly through its operations and indirectly through its investments. When is the imposition of 

risk excessive or unreasonable?  

The first and most important answer to this question is that it is unethical to engage in these 

activities at all without doing one’s part to work toward and honor a fair, transparent, and 

democratic collective determination of how much risk is too much.17  

 
States.” Science, 356(6345) (2017): 1362-1369; Kahn, Matthew E., Kamiar Mohaddes, Ryan N.C. Ng, M. Hashem 

Pesaran, Mehdi Raissi, and Jui-Chung Yang, “Long- Term Macroeconomic Effects of Climate Change: A Cross- 

Country Analysis.” Working Paper 26167, National Bureau of Economic Research (Cambridge, MA: 2019). 
16 Burke, M., Hsiang, S. M., & Miguel, E., “Global non-linear effect of temperature on economic production,” 

Nature 527(7577) (2015): 235-239; Khan, et al., “Long- Term Macroeconomic Effects of Climate Change.” 
17 The underlying ethical principle here is that respect for others requires that actors whose actions affect each other 

have an obligation to cooperate in negotiating fair terms of cooperation to define mutually acceptable limits of risk 

and harm. For applications in the sphere of environmental sustainability, see Curren & Metzger, Living Well Now 

and in the Future, pp. 61-63. 
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This would be analogous to setting a speed limit for motor vehicles that defines how much risk 

of collisions people can ethically impose on one another, but it must be global because the reach 

of GHG emissions is global. Because the climate forcing effects of GHG emissions are global 

and cumulative, what must be defined is a “safe” global GHG emissions “budget” and how to 

distribute it globally and over the coming decades. Would the fairest distribution allocate equal 

per capita emissions allowances to every person in the world and predetermine the schedule on 

which they would  decline to zero (i.e., to net GHG or carbon neutrality)? Would it be more fair 

to assign smaller per capita allocations to countries that have already used up their fair share of 

Earth’s capacity to safely absorb GHG emissions? Or to assign smaller per capita allocations to 

countries that have the resources to achieve carbon neutrality without pushing their citizens into 

poverty? Would it be more fair to assign larger emissions allocations to those who are living in 

poverty, in order to facilitate economic development to lift them out of poverty?18 There are 

unresolved complexities below the surface of these questions, but we do not need to resolve 

them. What is needed in practice is a global agreement that is fair enough to be widely 

acceptable and that gets the job done.  

In the absence of such a negotiated agreement regarding how rapidly specific governments and 

institutions must move toward carbon neutrality and how the costs would be distributed, a good 

faith effort to avoid harming others through GHG emissions would be based on our best 

understanding of the nature, extent, and trajectory of the harm and what would constitute a fair or 

sufficient contribution to limiting risk to what is “safe.” A baseline for any ethically plausible 

view of what is “safe” is that it is not ethically acceptable for an institution to pursue its goals in 

ways that substantially contribute to the death, ill health, or inadequate access to nutrition or 

water for basic personal uses, or security of anyone. Institutions should not contribute or be 

parties to climate destabilization that violates basic human rights to life, health, or subsistence, 

in other words.19 This aligns not only with a basic ethical duty to do no harm, but with a widely 

acknowledged baseline for global justice, the human rights basis of climate litigation, and the 

University’s commitment to human rights as a guiding value.20 In order to not violate this 

baseline of respect for human rights, institutions would need to commit themselves to achieving 

GHG neutrality on a schedule consistent with current IPCC consensus projections of a safe 

timeline. This would entail achieving GHG neutrality in all university operations within 25 

years. Investments in the fossil fuel sector (as defined above) could presumably be wound down 

much more rapidly.   

  

 

 
18 For analyses of the important lines of debate in climate ethics, see J. Garvey, The Ethics of Climate Change 

(London: Continuum, 2008); S. Gardiner, S. Caney, D. Jamieson & H. Shue (eds.), Climate Ethics: Essential 

Readings (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010); S. Gardiner, A Perfect Moral Storm (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2011). 
19 Caney, “Climate Change, Human Rights, and Moral Thresholds,” in Gardiner, et. al. (eds.), Climate Ethics, pp. 

163-177. 
20 For background on the theory and practice of human rights, see R. Cruft, S. M. Liao & M. Renza (eds.), 

Philosophical Foundations of Human Rights (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015). 
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Actions by Peer Institutions 

There has been substantial activity by peer institutions since the Investment Committee last 

visited this issue in 2019, and while we have not attempted a comprehensive analysis, we note a 

few of the highlights here. 

The largest endowment to divest from fossil fuels is the University of California system, with 

$126 billion in endowment, pension and working capital pools. It announced that its divestment 

had been completed in May 2020. The policy involved selling $1 billion in fossil fuel assets and 

investing an equivalent amount in alternative energy.21 

Citing a “pressing environmental and moral need for action,” the University of Cambridge 

announced plans in October 2020 to divest from all direct and indirect investments in fossil fuels 

by 2030 as part of a plan to reach carbon neutrality for the institution by 2038. The plan further 

stipulated that the University would:  

• “Withdraw investments with conventional energy-focused public equity managers by    

December 2020 

• “Build up significant investments in renewable energy by 2025 

• “Divest from all meaningful exposure in fossil fuels by 2030.  

• “Aim to achieve net zero greenhouse gas emissions across its entire investment portfolio 

by 2038, in line with the broader targets of the University.”22 

On April 20, 2020, Oxford University decided to divest from all direct holdings in fossil fuel 

companies and to abstain from future investment in funds that “primarily” invest in fossil fuel 

firms.23 

Stanford University has steadily increased its ambitions since 2014, when it first adopted a 

pledge to refrain from investments in thermal coal. In June 2020 the Board of Trustees concluded 

a review of environmentally sustainable investment, reported that it had divested 90% of its 

holdings in fossil fuels under its Ethical Investment Framework, and announced a commitment to 

achieving carbon neutrality for the University by 2050.24 

The Board of Directors of Georgetown University voted in February 2020 to comprehensively 

divest from fossil fuels. The plan involved divesting from all direct holdings within five years 

and to divest from all private investments in fossil fuel companies within ten years. It further 

specified “freezing new endowment investments in companies or funds whose primary business 

is the exploration or extraction of fossil fuels.”25 

 
21 Leah Asmelash, “The University of California has fully divested from fossil fuels. It's the largest school in the US 

to do it,” CNN, May 20, 2020. 
22 “Cambridge to divest from fossil fuels with 'net zero' plan,” University of Cambridge News, October 1, 2020. 
23 The vote was taken by the Oxford University Congregation, the governing body of the University.  “Oxford 

University Passes Resolution Banning Investment in Fossil Fuels,” The Oxford Student, April 20, 2020. 
24 “Board of Trustees commits to accelerating transition to net-zero greenhouse gas emissions, reports major 

reduction in fossil fuel investments,” Stanford News, June 12, 2020. news.stanford.edu. 
25 “Fossil Fuels Divestment Continues Georgetown’s Commitment to Sustainability,” Georgetown University News, 

February 6, 2020. georgetown.edu/news   
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In addition to pledging to make no direct investments in production of thermal coal, Brandeis 

University has pledged to suspend new investments in limited partnerships engaged in fossil fuel 

exploration or production and to increase investment in renewable energy sources.26 

Some peer institutions that had previously rejected the call for divestment have recently reversed 

themselves. Cornell University’s Board of Trustees voted against fossil fuel divestment in 2016, 

but revised its decision after its faculty governance bodies voted for divestment. Cornell 

announced in May 2020 that it would adopt a moratorium on investments in partnerships that 

invest in fossil fuels. The expectation is that Cornell’s investments in the fossil fuels industry, 

other than those in index funds, would decline to zero within five to seven years as the remaining 

pooled investments matured.27 

Yale University has so far resisted calls by student, faculty and alumni groups for 

comprehensive divestment from fossil fuels, but has divested most of its holdings of thermal coal 

and tar sands investments.28 Under a policy adopted in 2014, it has instructed its managers to 

refrain from investing in companies that “refuse to acknowledge the social and financial costs of 

climate change” and that do not make efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Following a 

resolution by the Faculty of Arts and Sciences Senate last year, the president formed a new 

commission to develop recommendations.29 In April 2021, the Board of Trustees approved the 

panel’s proposed set of guiding principles to identify which fossil fuel companies warrant 

divestment.30 

Several peer institutions made commitments to avoid investments in thermal coal before the 

University of Rochester did so. Columbia University decided not to invest in any company 

deriving more than 35% of its revenue from thermal coal production.  Johns Hopkins has 

divested from direct investments in thermal coal and pledged not to make new ones.  

Several universities, while not undertaking divestment or pledges to refrain from investing in 

particular sectors, have adopted guidelines on environmental, social and governance criteria to 

use in making such decisions. This includes the University of Pennsylvania and Yale 

University, which have written policies, and Harvard University, which has adopted the UN 

Principles for Responsible Investment. In November 2019 the Harvard-Yale football game was 

disrupted by protestors demanding fossil fuel divestment, and in February 2020, the Harvard 

 
26 “Fossil Fuel Investment Policies”, Office of the President, Brandeis University. 

https://www.brandeis.edu/president/letters/2018-11-28-fossil-fuel-investment-policies.html 
27 Matt Steecker, “Cornell University divesting from fossil fuels, to focus on alternative energy, renewables,” Ithaca 

Journal, May 27, 2020. ithacajournal.com. The vote came after extensive student protests and votes by all five 

faculty governance bodies. Kathryn Stamm, “Cornell to Effectively Divest from Fossil Fuels, Trustees Vote,” The 

Cornell Daily Sun, May 22, 2020. cornellsun.com    
28 “Yale Activists Want Divestment. David Swensen Isn’t Budging,” Institutional Investor, February 21, 2020. 
29 “Yale committee to propose new fossil fuel investment principles,” YaleNews, October 22, 2020. 
30 “New principles regarding fossil fuels to guide Yale’s endowment,” Yale News, April 16, 2021. 

https://news.yale.edu/2021/04/16/new-principles-regarding-fossil-fuels-guide-yales-endowment. 

https://www.brandeis.edu/president/letters/2018-11-28-fossil-fuel-investment-policies.html
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faculty voted for divestment.31 Harvard University rejected divestment in May 2020, but adopted 

a goal of achieving net carbon neutrality for its endowment by 2050. 

 

Conclusions 

In the past year, leading academic institutions have moved rapidly to limit and reduce their 

investments in fossil fuels. The question is whether we will act quickly enough to be seen as one 

of the leaders or slowly enough to be one of the laggards on the issue. Fossil fuels investments 

represent a small and declining portion of the University of Rochester endowment. They 

currently comprise approximately 4% of the LTIP, almost all of which is in partnerships, and the 

most recent of these partnerships were launched in 2015 with 10 to 15 year horizons. Adoption 

of the proposal to make no new direct or indirect investments that are primarily in fossil fuels 

would have the effect of winding down the University’s investments in this sector over the 

coming decade. While it is possible that new investments in this sector may become more 

financially attractive at some time in the future than they are now, the ethical case for eliminating 

investments in an industry that is endangering life on the planet is clear. We believe that the 

adoption of the proposal would enjoy the broad support of the student body, alumni, faculty and 

staff of the University. 

 
31 James S. Bikales and Kevin R. Chen, “Harvard Faculty Vote in Favor of Divestment 179-20,” Harvard Crimson, 

February 5, 2020. thecrimson.com  
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Universities across the U.S. have been facing increasing pressure from students, alumni and faculty who have been calling for the Board of 

Trustees to divest from fossil fuels.  The calls have only intensified since 2020 with students protesting on campus and open letters being sent 

to the Investment Committees. 

Recognizing climate change as an urgent threat to humanity, more and more university endowments have started to take actions.  Among the 

University of Rochester’s 31 peers, thirteen universities and colleges have established new investment policies regarding fossil fuel 

investments, a significant increase from 2017 when only four schools had investment limitations that were mainly targeted at coal producers.   

Our peers have taken various approaches.  Brown and Case Western Reserve University announced that they would completely divest their 

fossil fuel investments.  Columbia and University of Michigan decided to stop making new investments in funds focused on the fossil fuel 

sector.  Brandeis and Cornell halted new private investments in fossil fuels and plan to seek investment opportunities in renewable energy.  

Harvard, Stanford, and University of Pennsylvania have all made plans to become GHG neutral by 2050.  Yale developed new ethical 

investment principles to avoid investing in fossil fuel companies with high GHG emissions.  

 

List of 31 UR Peers 
Committee? Fossil Fuel Actions? 

Comments 
2017 2021 2017 2021 

Boston College N N N N 
Students have protested for years, and filed a lawsuit in 

12/2020. 

Brandeis University N Y N Y 

In 2018, Brandeis decided to institute a 3-year moratorium 

on new private investments focused on fossil fuels, and will 

seek investment opportunities in renewable energy. 

Students protested in 2020 and demanded the university to 

immediately divest from direct holdings in the fossil fuel 

industry and withdraw all indirect investments by 2022. 

Brown University Y Y N Y 
Brown has sold 90% of its investments in fossil fuels as of 

3/2020 and will liquidate the rest. 
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List of 31 UR Peers 
Committee? Fossil Fuel Actions? 

Comments 
2017 2021 2017 2021 

Carnegie Mellon 

University 
N N N N  

Case Western Reserve 

University 
N Y N Y 

CWRU announced in 4/2021 that its endowment will 

completely divest from publicly traded fossil fuel 

companies over the next decade, with detailed plans to 

eliminate $3 million in public holdings over the course of 

the next year, and the remaining $48 million in private 

holdings by 2030. 

CIT N N N N  

Colgate University N N N N  

Columbia University Y Y 
Y (coal 

only) 
Y 

Columbia announced in 1/2021that it plans to divest from 

publicly traded O&G companies, and formalized a policy of 

non-investment in the future. 

Cornell University Y Y N Y 

Cornell instituted a moratorium on new private investments 

focused on fossil fuels in 5/2020, and plans to grow 

investments in alternative and renewable energy. 

Dartmouth College Y Y N N  

Duke University Y Y N N 
Duke's Advisory Committee on Investment Responsibility 

decided not to divest from fossil fuel companies. 

Emory University N Y N N 
Emory said its endowment has no investments in fossil 

fuels. 

Harvard University Y Y N Y 
Harvard announced in 4/2020 it will become GHG neutral 

by 2050. 
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List of 31 UR Peers 
Committee? Fossil Fuel Actions? 

Comments 
2017 2021 2017 2021 

Johns Hopkins University Y Y N 
Y (coal 

only) 

In 2017, Board of Trustees voted to divest from thermal 

coal producers. 

MIT N N N N 
MIT Investment Management Company (MITIMCo) joined 

Climate Action 100+ (CA100+) in 2020 

New York University N N N N 
Board of Trustees voted against divesting fossil-fuel 

investments in 2016. 

Northwestern University Y Y N N 
Northwestern rejected the Fossil Free divestment proposal 

in 2/2020. 

Princeton University Y Y N 
Y (coal & 

tar sands) 

Board of Trustees started to implement new policies on 

investments in the fossil fuel sector based on 

recommendations from the CPUC Resources Committee. 

Rice University N N N N  

Stanford University Y Y 
Y (coal 

only) 
Y 

Stanford's fossil fuel investments have declined by >90% as 

of 6/2020, and the board has committed to accelerating the 

transition to GHG neutral. 

Syracuse University Y Y Y Y 
Syracuse University started to divest direct investments in 

fossil fuel companies in 2015. 

University of Chicago Y Y N N  

University of Michigan N Y N Y 

U-M decided in 3/2021 to shift its natural resources 

investments to focus more on renewable energy and stop 

investing in funds focused on the fossil fuel sector. 

University of Notre Dame N N N N  
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List of 31 UR Peers 
Committee? Fossil Fuel Actions? 

Comments 
2017 2021 2017 2021 

University of Pennsylvania Y Y N Y 
Penn announced in 4/2021 its endowment investments will 

be GHG neutral by 2050. 

University of Texas 

System 
N N N N  

University of Virginia N Y N N  

Vanderbilt University N N N N Protests in 2021 

Washington University in 

St. Louis 
Y Y N N  

Williams College Y Y N N  

Yale University Y Y Y (partial) Y 

In 4/2021, Board of Trustees approved a new set of ethical 

investment principles to guide its investment decisions on 

fossil fuels. 
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