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Summary
WHY DIVESTMENT?
With five times the amount of carbon in reserves than is 
safe to burn, the fossil fuel industry is threatening the viabil-
ity of our world. Fossil fuel companies oppose the develop-
ment and use of sustainable technologies that would allow 
this carbon to remain unburned.  Their actions contribute to 
climate change, resulting in 140,000 excess health-related 
deaths annually since 1970, a value which is expected to 
rise to 100 million deaths over the next 18 years if climate 
change is allowed to progress. 

WHY DIVESTMENT AS THE TOOL?
Divestment holds the fossil fuel industry accountable for 
global warming in a way that other tactics cannot. Divest-
ment is a powerful tool that will give Wellesley the oppor-
tunity to have a positive impact on the climate and to align 
its financial decisions with its stated values. 

DIVESTMENT IS WELLESLEY’S 
FINANCIAL RESPONSIBILITY
Fossil fuel companies’ business plans are reliant on the 
assumption that they will be able to sell all of their carbon 
reserves, which climate science overwhelmingly suggests 
are unsafe to burn. Therefore, stock prices do not reflect 
the true limits of the market and investing in them poses a 
serious risk to Wellesley’s portfolio.  

DIVESTMENT CAN BE A FINANCIAL 
REALITY FOR WELLESLEY
Studies show that a fossil-free portfolio does not decrease 
returns, but instead reduces risk. Other studies suggest that 
fossil fuel stocks are not a necessary part of a successful 
endowment, and that divestment from them does not have 
to threaten financial aid. Fossil Free Wellesley will not ac-
cept any plan to divest that will hurt financial aid under any 
circumstances. 

I. Our Proposal
We ask that Wellesley freeze any new investments in fos-
sil fuels and, within two years, divest all direct holdings in 
the largest 200 publicly-traded fossil fuel companies. This 
divestment should be reviewed once a year for five years 
by a committee of students, faculty, and board members 
to evaluate the impact on returns while we continue to 
work towards full divestment from all fossil fuels.

II. Why Divest?
CLIMATE CHANGE IS UPON US.

Communities around the world are facing extreme weather 
events such as drought, wildfires, hurricanes, floods, and 
temperature extremes which are becoming more frequent 
and severe due to climate change.1-3 Since the majority 
of scientists agree that it is extremely likely that climate 
change is being caused by human fossil fuel combustion 
(IPCC), the social and environmental problems created by 
these natural disasters need to be addressed by reducing 
our reliance on fossil fuels.

So far we have only experienced a 0.8ºC increase in glob-
al temperatures. The scientific community, however, has 
warned that an increase of above 2ºC will lead to envi-
ronmental and social consequences such as decreased 
crop production, a rise in sea levels, wildfires, change in 
precipitation patterns, and increased risk of heat-related 
human health impacts.4 The 2ºC limit was also the only 
point of consensus reached by world governments at the 
2009 Copenhagen climate conference.5 

To stay below 2ºC, humans must burn no more than 565 
gigatons of carbon. However, at current rates of emis-
sions, we will have surpassed that number in less than 
15 years. This is reason enough to stop burning fossil fu-



els as quickly as possible. The UK-based Carbon Track-
er Initiative found that the world’s top 200 fossil fuel com-
panies already have 2,795 gigatons of carbon in their 
reserves,6 which is nearly five times more than even the 
most conservative governments agree is safe to burn.5 

Burning all of the carbon in these reserves will put us well 
above 4˚C warming, a change that is expected to exac-
erbate the severity of natural disasters and alter climate 
patterns.7  In 2012 the Potsdam Institute for Climate Im-
pact Research and Climate Analytics reported that “a 4°C 
world is likely to be one in which communities, cities and 
countries would experience severe disruptions, damage, 
and dislocation.”7

Researchers can only quantify the health effects from cli-
mate change approximately, however, according to the 
World Health Organization, the modest amount of warm-
ing we have experienced since 1970 has caused over 
140,000 excess deaths annually.8 Further research, spon-
sored by 20 governments around the world, suggests that 
fossil fuel usage is expected to cause 100 million deaths 
over the next 18 years.9 This suffering does and will con-
tinue to disproportionately fall on people of color and peo-
ple living in poverty.10 Not only is the use and extraction 
of fossil fuels hazardous to human health, but it is also 
fundamentally immoral and inequitable. 

We can get energy from renewable sources that are bet-
ter for human health and the environment through wind, 
solar, and geothermal technologies. It is morally wrong to 
invest in industries that unnecessarily perpetuate social 
and environmental injustices.

DIVESTMENT IS STRATEGIC

Divestment is a powerful and unique tactic for several rea-
sons. Divestment calls attention to and builds a conver-
sation around the the social, environmental, and financial 
injustices of the fossil fuel industry. Wellesley has a moral 
obligation to invest its endowment fairly and sustainably -- 
an obligation it would fail to uphold by continuing to support 
the injustices the fossil fuel industry creates.  Fossil fuel 
divestment is an opportunity for Wellesley to live up to its 
honor code and demonstrate moral integrity.  

Divestment critics argue that different approaches would 
be more effective in reducing Wellesley’s environmental 
impact.  We have thoughtfully examined these alternatives, 
and while we have found them to be useful tools in combat-

ing climate change, they fail to confront the key issues that 
divestment does.  The faults of frequently proposed alterna-
tives are laid out below.

a) Why not file a shareholder resolution?  A sharehold-
er resolution can only be an effective method for creating 
change if the company is open to reform. Because fos-
sil fuel companies’ profits are dependent on burning far 
more carbon than the world can handle,4 industry  officials 
will not agree to the reforms necessary to stay below 2˚C 
warming. The weakness of shareholder resolutions was 
clearly illustrated when the Rockefellers, the family who 
started Standard Oil, began to file shareholder resolutions 
requesting that Exxon consider their atmospheric impact 
and increase funding for renewable energies. In spite of 
the strong connection between Exxon and the proponents 
of change, these resolutions had little to no impact on 
Exxon’s practices due to the fact that the board has to 
approve any shareholder resolutions.11 While Wellesley 
may hold shareholder power with smaller companies, the 
strength of fossil fuel companies’ boards has rendered this 
strategy historically ineffective with controversial issues.

b) Why not improve Wellesley’s on-campus sustain-
ability initiatives? This is an essential part of reducing 
Wellesley’s environmental impact, but it does not hold 
fossil fuel companies accountable for the social and en-
vironmental damage they’ve caused. It is inconsistent for 
Wellesley to green its campus while financially supporting 
companies that are actively polluting the planet. Welles-



ley’s individual environmental impact will not keep 80% of 
fossil fuel reserves in the ground. Divestment campaigns 
across the country have the potential to prevent the ex-
traction of inground reserves by engaging in this national 
movement, a feat that on-campus sustainability initiatives 
alone cannot achieve. 

c) Why not work towards legislative change instead? 
Indeed, change must eventually come from national laws 
and standards that take the reality of climate science into 
account. However, fossil fuel companies spend millions 
of dollars influencing this process through lobbying and 
campaign donations.12 Fossil fuel companies have manip-
ulated the US government by preventing lawmakers from 
passing any meaningful legislation on climate change.13 
Divestment, on the other hand, shows politicians that their 
constituents don’t support fossil fuel usage, bringing at-
tention to issues in the fossil fuel industry. In this way, di-
vestment helps build and feed other tactics that can lead 
to legislative change, giving Wellesley an opportunity to 
model the change we want to see in public policy since 
our current public policies are ineffective. 

Above all, the divestment movement engages students in 
issues of climate, social justice, and responsible investing 
in a manner that the tactics listed above do not. This type 
of involvement is a key part of addressing climate change. 
Fossil Free Wellesley has already engaged the student 
body and received widespread support for Wellesley’s 
divestiture. Divestment is the best way for the Wellesley 
community to have an impact on the climate movement 
and to align Wellesley’s financial decisions with their 
stated values.

DIVESTMENT IS FINANCIALLY 
RESPONSIBLE

Wellesley is fortunate to have $1.5 billion endowment, 
which has been overseen with great success by the In-
vestment Office. We realize that the Investment Office 
brings great expertise and care to the long-term steward-
ship of the endowment. This expertise is critical to ensure 
financially responsible divestment.  

There is considerable evidence that divestment does not 
negatively impact investment returns.  A recent study from 
a financial consultant agency, the Aperio Group, found that 
there is minimal risk (0.0001 increase) and no appreciable 
effect on returns by comparing the standard Russell 3000 
index fund and the same fund excluding the top 200 fossil 
fuel companies.14 With appropriate reinvestment, Wellesley 
could retain profits with an ethical and responsible portfolio.

Recent research shows that fossil-free portfolios can gener-
ate higher returns than those reliant on fossil fuels.  Analy-
sis by the S&P Capital IQ firm found that endowments sized 
around $1 billion would have benefitted from divestment in the 
last ten years, gaining returns of  $119 million more without 
investments in fossil fuels.15 Current returns on investments 
in the fossil fuel industry may be high, but evidence shows 
that other industries can offer even higher returns over time.

Regardless of past performance, fossil fuel investments 
pose a risk to investors because of the way they are val-
ued. Right now, stock value for fossil fuel companies is 
based on the amount of coal, oil, and gas the companies 
extract as well as what they maintain in reserves. Burning 
the entirety of these reserves would have disastrous social 
and environmental consequences.6 Since it is imperative 
to stay below 2˚C of warming, Wellesley must re-evaluate 
the worth of its fossil fuel investments to reflect the real-
istic burnable carbon reserves and not the total available 
reserves.  Excluding the value of unburnable carbon (es-
timated at $22 trillion globally) and including the econom-
ic costs of environmental degradation makes fossil fuel 
stock a much less attractive investment.16

Governments, institutions, and everyday citizens are work-
ing towards transitioning to a renewable energy economy, 
which makes fossil fuel reliant portfolios vulnerable. Fossil 
fuel companies have a business model that is vulnerable to 
future changes in public policy and market conditions. As 
these changes are made, stock in these companies is like-
ly to lose value rapidly. Wellesley needs to recognize and 
respond to the financial risks fossil fuel investments pose.



III. Won’t Divestment 
Hurt Financial Aid?

As stated above, it is not likely that divesting from fossil 
fuels will significantly affect Wellesley’s return on invest-
ment. However, in the chance that it does lower returns, 
people have asked if it would affect financial aid.

We want to be completely clear: Fossil Free Wellesley 
will not accept any plan to divest from fossil fuels that will 
harm financial aid under any circumstances. 

For an institution that holds financial aid as such a high 
priority, reducing financial aid should be the last measure 
taken any time the college loses money for any reason. 
Due to the uncertainty of the market, the rate of return on 
the endowment sometimes fluctuates widely from year to 
year. In the past, Wellesley has managed its money with-
out hurting financial aid regardless of losses in returns. 
Because financial aid is so important to us, our proposal 
provides an opportunity to evaluate the financial implica-
tions of divestment in the 5-year review period following 
divestment from direct holdings.  

IV. Conclusion
We ask that Wellesley freeze any new investments in fos-
sil fuels and divest all direct holdings in the largest 200 
publicly traded fossil fuel companies within 2 years. This 
divestment should be reviewed once a year for 5 years 
to evaluate the impact on returns by a committee of stu-
dents, faculty, and board members while we continue to 
work towards full divestment from all fossil fuels.

Divestment will not be easy, but we believe that Wellesley 
can take on this challenge. Wellesley prides itself on making 
a positive difference in the world and on its dedication to “ser-
vice leadership” by inspiring others and creating a sense of 
commitment and responsibility to take action in pursuit of so-
cial and environmental justice. Although we are proud of the 
many actions Wellesley is taking to reduce the environmental 
impact of the campus, we are now asking that it extend those 
same values to Wellesley’s investment practices.  

For each of us, we hold a deep commitment to the Welles-
ley community. We all want our College to continue being 
a positive force in the world and a leader through inspi-
ration and service. For all of us, this movement is about 
our future and taking care of the planet that we call home. 
Therefore it is time to join other colleges and investigate 
divestment. It is time to act now.

We are grateful for this opportunity to work with the Board 
of Trustees and President Bottomly to better align Welles-
ley’s investment policies with its values. We look forward to 
continuing this conversation and working together to ensure 
that Wellesley divests from the fossil fuel industry. 
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