
	

Divestment 
You can download a PDF of this resource here. 

 

What is divestment? 
 Fossil fuel divestment involves cutting financial ties with the fossil fuel industry in order to 
limit global warming, as well as increasing financial stability for investors. CO2 from burning 
fossil fuels accounts for more than four-fifths of the UK’s human-induced greenhouse gas 
emissions. In order to keep global temperature rise within the 2 degrees Celsius limit, over 
80% of the known fossil fuel reserves must remain unburned. 
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THE IMPORTANCE OF 
DIVESTMENT 
Much of the carbon reserves 
listed on the world's stock 
market cannot be burned if 
we are to stay within the 2 
degrees limit as set out by the 
Paris Agreement. Read more 
about the importance of 
divestment here. 
	

WHAT WOULD A 
FAILURE TO DIVEST 
MEAN? 
There are not only large 
environmental implications 
of divestment, but also huge 
financial implications. For 
instance, we risk entering the 
'carbon bubble.' 
	

WHAT CAN YOU ASK OF 
YOUR MP? 

There is a pledge called 'Divest 
Parliament' which you can invite 
your MP to sign, which would 
divest Parliament's pension fund 
away from fossil fuels. Click to 
learn more. 
	



	

The Importance of Divestment 
 

 
In order to stay within the 2 degrees Celcius temperature threshold, the maximum amount 
of CO2 that can be emitted by 2050 is 565 billion tonnes. However, five times this amount is 
currently contained in ‘unburnable carbon’ reserves. To limit dangerous global warming, 
these fossil fuel reserves must be kept in the ground. 
 
The UK has less than 0.2% of the world’s fossil fuel reserves, yet the CO2 potential of the 
reserves listed on London’s stock market alone account for 18.7% of the remaining global 
carbon budget. These listed fossil fuel reserves therefore account for 10 times the UK 
carbon budget for 2050. 
 

'UNBURNABLE CARBON': = CARBON WHICH CANNOT BE BURNED IF 
WE ARE TO STAY WITHIN THE 2 DEGREE BUDGET 

 
 
WHO HAS DIVESTED ALREADY? 
 
More than 220 institutions globally have now divested, including pension funds, 
foundations, universities, faith organisations and local authorities. In September 2014, this 
represented a total of $50 trillion in assets divested, which has risen further to date. 
 
In July 2018, the Church of England voted to divest from fossil fuels, representing £12 
million of holdings in fossil fuel companies. The Church has pledged that if oil and gas 
companies that have not aligned their businesses with the goals of the Paris Agreement by 
2023 will see divestment from: 

• The £8.33 billion Church Commissioners investment fund 
• The Church’s £2.3 billion retirement fund 



	

• An additional £2 billion in other Church of England funds. 
 
Source: Chief Investment Officer, 2018 
 

 

The Implications of Failing to Divest 
 
The International Energy Agency predicts that if fossil fuel emissions continue at the current 
rate, we will reach the limit of ‘unburnable carbon’ in only 16 years (Carbon Tracker). 
Carbon Tracker also warns that ‘using only the reserves listed on the world’s stock markets 
in the next 40 years would be enough to take us beyond the 2°C threshold’. This analysis 
doesn’t include the discovery or burning of new fossil fuel reserves in this period. The fossil 
fuel sector still accounts for 12% of global stock markets in the UK. 
 
THE FINANCIAL CASE FOR DIVESTMENT 
Institutions who continue to invest in fossil fuels also risk entering the ‘carbon bubble.’ 
This carbon bubble results from the overvaluation of stocks in fossil fuel companies; if 
international emission targets are met, 60-80% of these fossil fuel reserves will become 
unusable, and investments therefore become worthless, leaving investors with stranded 
assets. Share Action report that strengthening climate policy could contribute to 10% of risk 
to investment portfolios, with the economic cost expected to amount to $8 trillion 
worldwide by 2030. 
 
A very recent study even found that the predicted rapid reduction in demand for fossil fuels 
could see global economic losses of $1-4 trillion by 2035 according to a new report. 
IMPAX asset management found that investor portfolios actually perform better in the 
absence of fossil fuels. They found that ‘removing the fossil fuel sector in its entirety and 
replacing it with renewable energy’ would raise the average returns from 1.8 to 2.3%. 
 

 
 



	

Talking to your MP about Divestment 
 

  
Divest Parliament  
The Divest Parliament pledge can 
be signed by MPs to show support 
for the divestment of the 
Parliamentary Pension Fund away 
from Fossil Fuels. This is a great way 
of politicians leading the way in 
meeting the Paris Agreement. You 
can ask your MP to sign the pledge 
here. Over 100 MPs have already 
signed the pledge; using the same link 
you can see whether your MP has 
signed the pledge already. If they 
have, this is a great starting point for 

your meeting. You could thank them for doing so and speak to them about going further. 
Ensuring that there are no new fossil fuel investments can also come from the government 
policy level. 
 
MEETING YOUR COUNCILLOR ABOUT DIVESTMENT 
 
Across the UK, there are 100 local government pension schemes. Our local councils invest 
over £14 billion in the fossil fuel industry. In most cases, pension fund committees also 
predominantly consist of councillors. The Pension Fund Committee make long term 
investment decisions, and take advice from councillors. This committee has the power to set 
divest policy. 
 
In September 2016, the first UK fund committed to go fossil free: Waltham Forest Pension 
Fund in London. The pension fund is worth £735 million and invested £23.9 million in the 
oil and gas industries. 
 
In September 2016, Oxford City Council became the first local authority in the UK to 
pass a motion on fossil fuel divestment. Similar motions and calls for the wider County 
Council Pension Funds to divest have been passed by Bristol City Council, Cambridge City 
Council, Hastings Borough Council, Kirklees Council, Norwich City Council and Reading 
Borough Council. 
 
Visit Go Fossil Free for more information on all of the above. 
 
If you are interested in meeting either your MP or councillor about divestment, or any other 
climate change related issue, contact us here for all the support you will need. 


