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Request for Divestment of the City's Endowment Fund of Fossil Fuel Extraction Companies 

 

Glebe Community Association, Environment Committee 

31 May 2016 

 

 

1. The ask 

 

At its most recent meeting, the Board of the Glebe Community Association (GCA) voted to ask the 

GCA executive to send a letter to Mayor Watson and Councillor Chernushenko asking the City of 

Ottawa to divest its Endowment Fund of holdings in fossil fuel extraction companies, on the list 

maintained by FossilFreeIndexes.com.  

 

This is not a big ask. It means selling and reinvesting about 4% of the $194 million Endowment 

Fund. This 4% is currently invested in 8 of the 200 companies on the FossilFreeIndexes list, whose 

untapped fossil fuel reserves represent the biggest risk to the Earth's climate. Divestment would 

mean the City would commit to sell off these investments over five years, and to not make any 

further investments in companies on the FossilFreeIndexes list. 

 

As explained below, divestment of the Endowment Fund can be done without incurring financial 

losses to the City, and the City would control the timing of the asset sales. Because the current fossil 

fuel investments in the Endowment Fund amount to only a few million dollars spread among eight 

companies, divestment would not significantly affect the value of the eight companies targeted. 

However, divestment would be of huge symbolic significance, clearly confirming that the City of 

Ottawa is serious about moving to a green energy economy. This commitment would be noticed by 

higher levels of government. 

  

The City's Environment Committee recently led City Council to pass motions committing the City to 

significant reductions in greenhouse gas emissions. In addition, Mayor Watson agreed to sign onto 

the "Compact of Mayors," an international group of mayors who publicly commit to "an ambitious 

global climate solution." Divestment is part of that solution.  

 

This request from the Glebe Community Association indicates that Glebe residents understand that 

local actions can help shape policies at larger levels. In turn, these policies can make our local 

community an even better place to live.  

 

2. Who is divesting? 

 

Worldwide, over 500 institutions, with assets of over $3.4 trillion, have committed to sell off their 

stocks in fossil fuel extraction companies. These institutions include universities, foundations, many 

religious groups, pension funds, health organizations and various NGOs. Canadian examples include 

the United Church of Canada and the Canadian Medical Association. Locally, the Unitarian Church 

was the first in Ottawa to divest, and last fall a team from St. Matthew's church in the Glebe led a 

campaign resulting in divestment by the Anglican Diocese of Ottawa. Recently the Board of 

Governors of the University of Ottawa voted to divest the university's endowment fund. 
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Over 50 city councils worldwide have voted to divest from fossil fuels. Victoria is the first Canadian 

city to take such a decision. Many cities, including Ottawa, have passed resolutions to reduce carbon 

emissions, some even committing to zero emissions within a specified timeframe (e.g. Vancouver). 

City divestment is consistent with these decisions. As stated by the mayor of Fremantle, Australia, 

"the City has already committed to carbon neutrality, so divesting was a logical next step," and of 

Northampton, USA, "it is incongruous for us to invest in fossil fuels when we are so committed to 

the clean energy technology of the future." 

 

3. Why divestment from fossil fuels? 

 

3.1 Climate change impact 

2015 was the hottest year on record and 2014 was the second hottest. These are just the most recent 

years in a warming trend over the past 30 years. The main cause of this warming trend is the burning 

of fossil fuels - oil, coal, and natural gas - which releases carbon dioxide into the atmosphere and 

causes the greenhouse effect. Carbon dioxide accumulates in the atmosphere, which means that 

climate change is a one-way street. Once we have caused the climate to change, we cannot change 

our minds and go back to the climate the way it was before, at least not within any meaningful time 

period. It will be too late. 

 

Importantly, climate change is much more than global warming. For example, hurricanes are 

becoming more powerful, extreme flooding events are becoming more common, and droughts are 

becoming more intense and more persistent. In fact the UN predicts a 40% shortage of fresh water 

by 2030, only 14 years from now. Within the next few decades, over half of the world's people will 

be in areas suffering intense, permanent drought. 

 

While Ottawa is not a drought-prone area, we will be indirectly affected by increasing droughts 

around the world. The Syrian refugee crisis provides a poignant warning. From 2006 to 2010 Syria 

suffered its most intense drought on record. About 800,000 Syrian farmers lost their livelihoods, and 

between 1.5 and 2 million people moved to the cities, which were not prepared for them. This 

created a situation that helped set off the ensuing conflict and the Syrian refugee crisis that followed. 

Canadians, including Ottawa residents, are helping in this crisis. However, if we allow climate 

change to continue, in the coming decades Canada will facing millions, not thousands, of climate 

change refugees, from around the world.  
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3.2 Urgency  

The World's leaders have agreed that we cannot allow the average global temperature to increase 

more than 2°C above pre-industrial temperatures. Above this, the impacts on the climate will be 

catastrophic. The 2°C limit represents a huge challenge. It means we have to leave 80% of known 

deposits of oil, coal, and natural gas in the ground, never to be extracted and burned. We need to 

start decreasing annual carbon emissions within the next 4-5 years, and then very quickly reduce 

them to zero over the coming decades.  

 

 
 

3.3 Why divestment from the fossil fuel extraction industry? 

Fossil fuel divestment is a symbolic act aimed at encouraging strong public policy to shift the global 

economy off fossil fuels. The fossil fuel extraction industry symbolizes the current fossil fuel-based 
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economy. To maintain a livable planet, we need to shift completely off fossil fuels, leaving 80% of 

known deposits undeveloped. This means that the fossil fuel industry will have to change their 

business plan, to abandon their 'assets' - the fossil fuel deposits on the books of the companies - and 

shift to a different kind of industry, preferably renewable energy. So far they are not doing this. On 

the contrary, the fossil fuel industry worldwide continues to spend over $500 billion annually 

looking for more fossil fuel deposits, and they receive direct subsidies of over $800 billion annually. 

This represents 8-10 times more tax dollars spent on the fossil fuel industry than on renewable 

energy. Much stronger public policy is needed to 'push' the transition to renewable energy, in time to 

avoid catastrophic climate change. 

 

There is also a strong financial argument for fossil fuel divestment. In their recent decision to divest, 

the University of Ottawa Executive Committee noted that "the nations of the world have now 

committed to reducing the use of fossil fuels considerably by 2050, raising questions about the future 

of investments in this sector and creating an element of long-term risk in relation to those 

investments." The Executive Committee then recommended divestment "[i]n order to prudently 

manage that risk, to stay abreast of emerging market dynamics, and to promote investment practices 

likely to meet fiduciary responsibilities to optimize investment returns." These financial arguments 

apply equally well to management of the City's endowment fund. 

 

 

4. Concerns allayed 

 

4.1 Will the City lose money? 

Analyses show that portfolios without fossil fuel stocks have done better than portfolios with fossil 

fuel stocks, over the past 10 years. Analyses of the S&P 500 and the TSX 60 show the same trend. 

Some investment advisors argue that oil and gas stock values are low now, and so this is the wrong 

time to sell, as they will go up again. While the stock values will undoubtedly fluctuate, betting on 

fossil fuel stocks becoming strong performers is tantamount to betting on the failure of government 

commitments such as the Paris Accord. The only way those commitments can be met is if we stop 

extracting and burning fossil fuels. If this happens, then companies that continue to extract fossil 

fuels will not be strong performers on stock markets. 
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4.2 What about shareholder engagement rather than divestment? 

Some argue that divestment is a bad idea because it means giving up shareholder influence over the 

companies. For example, some shareholders in fossil fuel companies have brought shareholder 

motions asking the company to move out of fossil fuels. These have not succeeded. 

 

There are several reasons why divestment by the City is more likely than engagement to have a 

positive impact on the climate. First, asking a fossil fuel company to shift out of fossil fuels is 

analogous to asking a shoe company to shift out of shoes. The obvious response is, 'if you don't like 

the product, don't invest in it' (i.e., divest). In addition, the City is a very small shareholder in fossil 

fuel companies, making it an extremely small player in company decisions. In any case, if the City 

were going to take shareholder engagement seriously, it would involve a financial commitment to 

actively lobby the companies to shift out of fossil fuels. Support for such city spending is unlikely.  

 

In addition, engagement efforts by bigger investors have so far been at best ineffective and at worst 

co-opted by the companies and used as a delaying tactic. For example, the Church of England 

decided to actively engage with BP and Shell. So far this has not led to any shift in these companies 

away from oil production. Instead, engagement has been diverted to other issues such as the multi-

million dollar salaries of company executives.  

 

Finally, as discussed above, the most important influence of divestment is on public policy. 

Publicized divestment, e.g. publicity around a city council vote to divest, sends a clear message to 

provincial and federal governments that they need to implement strong policies that will move our 

economy away from fossil fuels. Divestment decisions are highly publicized. A divestment decision 

by the City of Ottawa, the nation's capital, would be particularly highly publicized. This would do 

far more to push climate change policy in the right direction than any shareholder engagement the 

City could pursue.  

 

4.3 What about fossil fuel companies that are investing in renewable energy? 

The divestment 'ask' is that the city divest from its investments in the Carbon Underground list of 

fossil fuel companies. These are the companies whose untapped reserves of fossil fuels represent the 

largest risk to the Earth's climate, if extracted and burned. This list is re-evaluated annually by 

FossilFreeIndexes.com. If a company on the list were to decide to forfeit its fossil fuel reserves and 

shift to renewable energy production (or anything else), it would go off the Carbon Underground list, 

and the City could invest in it again. 

 

4.4 What about job losses in the fossil fuel industry? 

Jobs have already been lost and will continue to be lost in the fossil fuel industry. However, in 

Canada the number of jobs lost has been outstripped by new job creation in the renewable energy 

industry.  

 

4.5 Can we survive without fossil fuels? 

Our civilization will not survive if we keep burning fossil fuels. A group of Canadian academics has 

calculated that, with the right incentives, the Canadian economy could shift completely to renewable 

energy within 35 years, by 2050, so yes, we can survive without fossil fuels. We have the 

technologies needed to make this transition. We need the political will to implement policies to bring 

these technologies to the fore and shift the economy away from fossil fuels. 
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In conclusion, this is an opportunity for our community to encourage and support local action that 

will inspire broader decisions that invest in the longer term sustainability of our cities and beyond. 
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