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Foreword
I was born in 1990, the year Mary Robinson was elected our first female President and Nelson Mandela was freed after 26 years in prison. 
These were positive, hopeful and progressive developments. But in the same year, the amount of carbon dioxide accumulated in the 
atmosphere reached 350 parts per million, posing an existential threat to human progress. A concentration of 350 ppm of atmospheric 
carbon dioxide is recognised as the threshold of a safe environment for human civilisation.

Since 1990 its levels have continued to rise and now stands at 400 ppm, a level not seen in over 15 million years – leading to unprecedented 
rates of global warming. NUI Galway students walking across the Quad this September did so following the hottest month on record, tied 
only by the previous month - and following a span of 11 months of record breaking temperatures. 

Climate change is here. Climate change is terrifying. But there is hope.

For me, the beginnings of that hope were found through my involvement in the Divestment movement. In January 2015 I joined the newly 
forming Berlin city Divestment campaign. We are real proof that a small number of people can make a big difference. 

Despite little background in activism and many obstacles to overcome,ome, we continued to meet up, develop new strategies, plan actions, 
turn negatives into positives and find new political targets to make sure our voices were heard. Finally, we succeeded – as of June this year, 
nearly 500 days after our campaign first began, Berlin parliament voted to divest its €750 million public pension fund from fossil fuel 
companies. The German capital city divesting was huge news. This win was shared globally in international press, and has seen numerous 
other states across Germany and abroad follow its lead. They are faliling like dominos. 

Indeed, the logic of Divestment is a powerful one. As you will read in the following report it is based on a clear moral premise: if it is wrong 
to wreck the climate then it is wrong to profit from that wreckage. It is also based on the widely accepted science, thatscience that 80% of 
the known fossil fuels have to stay in the ground if we want to avoid going over the safe 2°C limit of global warming. New research from 
Oil Change International states we cannot have any new fossil fuel infrastructure. We have only 17 years to fully transition from fossil fuels. 
It is that urgent.

Currently our governments are doing very little to achieve this, and in many cases are doing the very opposite by continuing to fund and 
support fossil fuel businesses - companies that in their hunger for profit, are starving us of a liveable future.

That is where we come in. Divestment is just the first step. Its power lies in showing us the crazy path where a business-as-usual approach, 
led by fossil fuel companies and enforced by a lack of political will, is taking us; far past the brink of climate disaster. It shows how much 
we can achieve when we come together, get organised, remove the social license of this climate destruction and demand climate justice 
based on intersectional movements. Across the world, people are standing up, looking at where the economic system has brought us, and 
demanding change. 

Today, we need to join arms and chart a new course for human development based on reconnecting with nature and a deep respect for the 
environment. It is time to build bold, diverse, hope-inspiring movements. 

This is literally the fight of our lives. I know whose side I’m on. I invite you to join us. 

Louise Fitzgerald, Fossil Free Berlin
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Executive Summary 

Divestment is an immediate and effective method to encourage 
change. Divestment is the opposite of investment. Stocks, 
shares, bonds, or other funds from a particular company or 
sector are sold. There is almost universal acceptance that 
climate change is now a reality, and significant measures need 
to be taken in order to ensure sustainability in all sectors, 
including the energy sector. In addition, we also know that 
in order to have any chance of avoiding catastrophic climate 
change we must ensure that at least 80% of current fossil fuel 
reserves stay in the ground, meaning that much of what fossil 
fuel companies deem as assets are essentially “unburnable”. 

The global fossil fuel divestment campaign has three objectives: 
(1) to ensure that fossil fuel companies cease the exploration 
and extraction of additional fossil fuels (oil, gas, coal); (2) to 
pressure fossil fuel companies to undergo a transformative 
change with a positive impact on carbon emission reduction; 
(3) to pressure governments to enact effective legislation 
against additional fossil fuel exploration. This campaign 
has seen significant results.  As of December 2015 over 500 
institutions have divested over US $3.4 trillion in assets 
globally. Many of the universities in Ireland and in the United 
Kingdom (UK) have begun campaigns to divest themselves of 
fossil fuel related shares, or indeed have already divested. 

Currently NUI Galway has at least €3.4 million invested in 
oil and gas companies globally. The students of NUI Galway 
have called upon the university to honour its commitments to 
sustainability and climate change adaptation and mitigation by 
divesting itself of these shares. Specifically, the students seek 
to see the immediate suspension of any further investment 
in fossil fuel, or fossil fuel related, shares. Furthermore, the 
complete withdrawal of existing investments should take place 
no later than 2018.  

In March 2015 NUI Galway launched its strategic vision for 
the future, called Vision 2020. This document clearly outlines 
NUI Galway’s commitment sustainability. NUI Galway has 
positioned itself to be a global leader in research on climate 
change mitigation and adaptation. The students of NUI Galway 
would like these commitments to be honoured. 

The financial case for divestment is clear. Assets that are 
currently seen as valuable, will imminently become worthless. 
There is significant risk and uncertainty attached to further 
investing in fossil fuels, or indeed maintaining current 

investments. Global action to tackle the climate crisis is already 
underway, and only a small percentage of firms are currently 
manging climate risk in a responsible manner. It is estimated 
that up to 30 – 40% of company value is at risk from reducing 
oil and gas prices, and the anticipated vast reduction in global 
demand for oil and gas. 

The moral case for divestment is clear. Climate change will 
impact all of us, though not equally. Those who are least able 
to cope will bear the brunt of the impacts. Climate change 
will have negative impacts globally on food security, health, 
sea level rise, biodiversity, weather systems, and fresh water 
availability, to name a few. Even after breakthrough agreements 
in Paris (2015) current national policies suggest the planet 
is on course for a 2.7 °C warming by 2100 (relative to 1990 
levels), which far exceeds the 1.5 to 2 °C limits that have been 
agreed at UN climate summits. There is a moral obligation on 
NUI Galway to ensure that it is having a positive impact on 
climate change outcomes. 

There have been many arguments made with regards to the 
effectiveness of divestment. Divestment has been called 
“feel-good-activism”, or “feel-good-folly”. There have also been 
arguments made that our dependence on fossil fuels makes 
divestment impossible. In addition, students have been told 
that their universities investments are too small to make a 
difference to the global picture, or worse still, that it is not 
student’s money, so they should essentially mind their own 
business. However, many of the arguments made with relation 
to divestment do not hold up to scrutiny when examined 
through the lens of unburnable assets. Arguments around 
dependence on fossil fuels miss the point, as divestment does 
not call for the overnight removal of fossil fuel usage, merely 
the removal of fossil fuel stocks and shares from an institution, 
in this case, NUI Galway. Moreover, arguments related to the 
size of investments also miss both the moral and financial case 
for investment. NUI Galway is obliged to live up to its own, 
self-determined commitments. Finally, students’ fees and tax 
payer money go a long way in ensuring the financial viability 
of NUI Galway. All people are impacted by climate change. 
Students have every right to demand that their university 
conduct itself in the common interest. We suggest all divested 
funds could be re-invested in ‘green’ technologies which will 
stand as a healthier, more accountable, and more constructive 
investment.
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Introduction

Welcome to the CCAFS Society report on divestment in 
National University of Ireland Galway (NUIG). We are a 
student society that raises awareness and takes action in light 
of environmental and international development issues. This 
report is part of our Fossil Free NUIG campaign and we hope 
you will share our enthusiasm for sensible, ethical investment 
procedures in NUI Galway. 

Climate change is among the greatest challenges that current, 
and indeed future, generations are likely to face. The challenges 
of climate change demand a different sort of change from all 
of us, whether we like it or not. While for some these changes 
will be difficult, they deserve to be discussed and debated, 
not ignored. One such change is the removal of investments 
from fossil fuel companies and subsequent reinvestment 
in affordable, clean energy that can empower individuals, 
communities and whole societies. This change has been 
accepted by the students of NUI Galway and they now demand 
reasonable, yet swift, action from their university. 

The following report outlines the case for NUI Galway’s 
divestment of its fossil fuel (oil and gas) shares. 
The first section of the report will ask ‘what is divestment?’ 
and ‘what are its aims?’. It also discusses previous divestment 
campaigns and highlights their effectiveness in achieving 
change. 

The second section will establish the scientific reality of man-
made climate change and the negative impacts it is having now, 
and will continue to have over the next century.

The third section will discuss divestment in the context of 
NUI Galway, highlighting current oil and gas shares, and the 
university’s commitments to sustainability.

The fourth section will discuss the financial case and moral 
case for divestment from fossil fuels. 

The fifth section will contain some of the arguments made 
against fossil fuel divestment, and divestment in general. 

Finally, the last section concludes and summarises this report. 

Thank you for reading this report and we encourage you to 
contact the society if you no longer wish to be a spectator of 
injustice, and instead want to take steps toward positive change.
Colm Duffy, Brendan Hallahan, Hazel Wolstenholme
ccafs@socs.nuigalway.ie
www.facebook.com/CCAFSsocietyNUIG/
www. twitter.com/ccafssoc

What is Divestment? 
Divestment is the opposite of investment, meaning that 
stocks, shares, bonds, or investment funds that are invested in 
a particular company or sector are sold. According to Ansar et 
al. (2013) divestment is a socially motivated activity of wealth 
owners, be they individuals or groups, such as university 
endowments, public pension funds, or their appointed asset 
managers. These individuals or groups can decide to withhold 
their capital from firms seen to be engaged in undesirable 
activities. Examples of previous divestment campaigns are 
tobacco, munitions, and corporation in apartheid South Africa  
(Ansar et al., 2013)

Fossil Free NUIG, and its supporters, seeks to ensure that NUI 
Galway commits to: 
•  The immediate suspension of any further investment, 

and the complete and permanent withdrawal of existing 
investments by no later than 2018, in: 

 -  Companies with any involvement in the exploration for, 
or the extraction and/or production of fossil fuels 

 -   Any comingled or mutual funds that contain fossil fuel 
holdings 

Aims of Divestment 
It is now accepted by the vast majority that climate change is 
accelerating through man-made (anthropogenic) activities 
and solutions must be implemented sooner rather than 
later (IPCC, 2014a). We now know that in order to avoid 
catastrophic climate change, we all must ensure that up to 80% 
of current fossil fuel reserves stay in the ground (McGlade &  
Ekins, 2015). Global, decisive action will have to be taken in 
order to stay within the allotted carbon budget (Leaton et al., 
2013). This will mean that unburnable carbon reserves will 
become unsaleable, and therefore stranded assets, leading to a 
bursting of the carbon bubble (Ansar et al., 2013, Leaton et al., 
2013).

The aims of the global fossil fuel divestment movement are 
(1) to ensure that fossil fuel companies cease the exploration 
and extraction of additional fossil fuels (oil, gas, coal); (2) to 
pressure fossil fuel companies to undergo a transformative 
change with a positive impact on carbon emission reduction; 
(3) to pressure governments to enact effective legislation 
against additional fossil fuel exploration.  (Ansar et al., 2013). 
Inspiration for the fossil fuel divestment campaign comes 
largely from the success of the 1980s South African divestment 
campaign, which put significant pressure on the South African 
government to end apartheid (Ansar et al., 2013).
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Others who have divested from Fossil Fuels 
As of December 2015, over 500 institutions had divested from fossil fuels representing over $3.4 trillion in assets (Table 1) (Fossil 
Free, 2015). Among the most notable institutions to divest so far is the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, the British Medical Association, the 
city of Oslo, and the Guardian Media group (Fossil Free, 2015). Universities at home and in the UK are also beginning to divest from 
fossil fuels (Table 1), in 2015 seven universities in the UK had divested from fossil fuels, while NUI Maynooth remains the only Irish 
University to commit itself zero investment in fossil fuels (Christman et al., 2015) despite pressure from staff and students in several 
Irish universities, including NUI Galway. 

TABLE 1  UNIVERSITY DIVESTMENT COMMITMENTS

Institution Decision Date Divestment Commitment

University of Glasgow October 2014 October 2014 The first UK university to divest  Committed 
to full fossil fuel divestment over a ten-year period  
This means divesting and reallocating around £18m of 
investments

University of Bedfordshire January 2015 2015 Full divestment - agreed an ethical investment policy 
in January 2015 which prohibits investing in fossil fuels

The School of Oriental and African 
Studies, University of London

April 2015 Full divestment (following an agreement to freeze new 
investments which was made in June 2014)  This amounts 
to a divestment of £1 5m

London School of Hygiene and
Tropical Medicine

May 2015 Partial divestment – committed to remove its direct 
investments (but not commingled funds) from companies 
which make more than 10% of their revenue from coal – 
and to not invest in such companies in the future

Oxford University May 2015 Partial divestment - committed to avoid any future direct 
investments in coal and oil sands

The University of Edinburgh June 2015 Partial divestment – committed to divest within six months 
from three of the world’s largest fossil fuel companies which 
are involved in the extraction of coal and tar sands 

Maynooth University June 2015 Full divestment – although this commitment noted that the 
University possessed no fossil fuel investments

The University of Warwick July 2015 Full divestment - committed to move the £1m of its 
investments in coal, oil and gas as soon as possible

Table adapted from (Christman et al., 2015)
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Is Divestment effective?
Institutional divestment is an immediate and effective method to 
encourage change (Alexander et al., 2014). Fossil fuel divestment 
is far reaching, and fast moving idea that has come to the 
attention of a wide range of actors within civil society and the 
investment community (Bullard, 2014). Examples of successful 
divestment campaigns can be found in apartheid South Africa, 
and in the tobacco stock divestment campaigns. Divestment 
campaigns, such as the tobacco stock divestment campaign, have 
forced companies to dedicate significant time and resources 
in attempting to defeat the movement. The tobacco campaign 
may have had only partial success in attempting to convince 
public fund decision makers to divest their stocks in the tobacco 
industry. However, where divestment advocates were partially or 
wholly successful they were highly visible trend setters in social 
and public policy making (Wander &  Malone, 2006a, Wander 
&  Malone, 2006b). In South Africa, despite losses of up to 5.5% 
in stock price on average corporations withdrew in response 
to apartheid, thus complying with the wishes of customers, 
governments, investors, lenders, employees, and social activists 
(Meznar et al., 1994). Investors withdrew financial support not 
for financial gain, but from a moral desire to improve the world 
we live in (Richardson, 2009).
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Climate Change Science

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) was 
established by the United Nations Environment Programme 
(UNEP) and the World Meteorological Organisation (WMO) 
in 1988 to provide policymakers with regular, up-to-date 
scientific assessments on climate change and its environmental 
and socio-economic impacts and future risks, and options for 
adaptation and mitigation (IPCC, 2013).
With the participation of the scientific community, the IPCC 
reviews global scientific evidence on climate change and 
produces assessment reports (IPCC, 2013). Reports have 
been published by the IPCC since 1990 (IPCC, 2013).These 
reports provide the most up-to-date and relevant information 
on climate change, and constitutes the most authoritative and 
strongly supported review on the topic by the international 
scientific community.
In 2014, the IPCC published their most recent report in the 
Fifth Assessment Report (AR5). While the planet’s climate 
has changed over millions of years, AR5 clearly states that the 
impacts of climate change are accelerating and this acceleration 
is due in no small part to anthropogenic greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions (IPCC, 2014b). AR5 reported that 
the human influence on the climate system is clear, with 
anthropogenic GHG emissions the highest in history, and 
recent changes to the climate now having widespread impacts 
on both natural, and man-made systems. The warming of the 
climate system is unequivocal. Since the 1950s many of the 
observed changes are without parallel over decades, centuries 
or millennia. The atmosphere and the ocean have warmed, the 
amounts of snow and ice have diminished, and sea levels have 
risen (IPCC, 2014b). 

Drivers of Climate Change
Anthropogenic GHG emissions have increased since the pre-
industrial era mainly as a result of economic and population 
growth. Between 2000 and 2010, GHG emissions were the 
highest in history. At least half of the cumulative anthropogenic 
CO2 emissions between 1750 and 2011 have occurred in the 
last 40 years. Currently, atmospheric concentrations of GHGs 
are at levels that are without parallel in at least 800,000 years. 
Furthermore, concentrations of carbon dioxide (CO2, 40%), 
methane (CH4, 150%), and nitrous oxide (N20, 20%) have 
all increased significantly since 1750. These gases enhance the 
greenhouse effect – the process by which the Earth’s surface is 
warmed (IPCC, 2014b). 

Direct Impacts of Climate Change

Sea Level Rise
The Greenland and Antarctic ice sheets contain 99.5% of the 
Earth’s glacier ice. Since continental-scale observations of ice-
sheet mass balance began, the rate of mass loss from Greenland 
and west Antarctica has been increasing (Bamber &  Aspinall, 
2013). It is very likely that in the 21st century and beyond, 
changes in sea level will have significant regional impacts, 
with some areas experiencing significant deviations from the 
global mean change (Church et al., 2013). Countries such as 
Bangladesh will suffer significantly from the impacts of sea level 
rise, with potential land loss of 29,846 sq. km leaving up to 14.8 
million people landless  (Sarwar, 2005). In fact, the IPCC tells 
us that coastal systems and low-lying areas will increasingly 
experience submergence, flooding and erosion throughout the 
21st century and beyond due to sea level rise (IPCC, 2014b).

Fresh Water Availability 
Renewable surface water and ground water resources in most 
dry subtropical regions will become increasingly scarce, 
increasing the level of competition for water resources among 
different sectors, and leading to increased conflict (IPCC, 
2014b). Due to population growth, development, and climate 
change, many parts of the developing world will experience 
large increase in relative water demand. In addition, the overall 
pattern in global water demand is one of pandemic increase. 
Most of the world will face significant challenges to water 
infrastructure and their associated water services, with large 
economic costs attached to the implementation of water 
management strategies (Vörösmarty et al., 2000). 

Biodiversity Loss
As the planet warms, the risk to global biodiversity increases, 
as does the risk to the provision of associated ecosystem 
goods and services (IPCC, 2014b). Current and projected 
biodiversity loss constitute a sixth major extinction event in 
earth’s history, the first event of this kind to be driven by human 
activity. Given the evidence that exists as to the importance 
of biodiversity in sustaining vital ecosystem services and 
preventing them from moving into undesirable states, current 
levels of biodiversity loss are particularly serious (Rockström 
et al., 2009). 
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Indirect Impacts of Climate Change

Food Security 
When a person or group of people have physical, social and 
economic access to sufficient, nutritious food, that meets their 
dietary requirements for a healthy lifestyle, they are said to 
be ‘food secure’. The combination of increased population, 
frequency of extreme weather events, temperature and reduced 
rainfall, coupled with the spread of pest and crop disease, are 
likely to have a massive impact on food security (FAO, 2013, 
Lipper et al., 2014). The global population is set to increase to 
between 9.6 – 10.9 billion by 2100 (Gerland et al., 2014). To 
meet growing demand, the Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO) predicts that food production will have to increase by 
60%, increasing the competition for already scarce resources, 
and increasing pressure on global production systems 
(Campbell et al., 2014, FAO et al., 2013). It is estimated that 
since the early 1980s, climate change has reduced maize and 
wheat yields by 3.8 and 5.5% respectively (Campbell et al., 
2014). Furthermore, the aggregate production impacts of 
possible future climate changes to 2055 on smallholder rain-
fed maize production in Latin America and Africa could be as 
high as a 10% decrease ( Jones &  Thornton, 2003). In fact, a 
wide range of studies have shown that the negative impacts of 
climate change on crop yields is already becoming common 
place in many regions. In addition, several periods of rapid food 
and cereal price increases following climate extremes in key 
producing regions indicate that markets are sensitive to climate 
(IPCC, 2014b). Furthermore, all aspects of food security are 
vulnerable to the impacts of climate change including price 
stability, food production, access, and use (IPCC, 2014b).

Health 
Increases in extreme temperature and rainfall events have both 
short and long-term impacts (Haines et al., 2006). Climate 
change will also impact on the availability and functionality 
of key ecosystem services that are relied upon for sustained 
human health. In addition, changes in temperature and 
rainfall patterns will impact the distribution of disease vectors 
(malaria, dengue, etc.) and the incidence of diarrhoeal diseases 
(Haines et al., 2006). Climate change is expected to lead to 
increases in ill-health in many regions, especially in developing 
countries with low income, as compared to a baseline without 
climate change (IPCC, 2014b). Risk of undernutrition in poor 
countries will also exacerbate other negative health impacts of 
climate change (IPCC, 2014b). 

Population Displacement
Climate change is also expected to increase the displacement 
of populations as a result of climate shocks, and increased 
occurrence of conflict as climate challenges begin to exacerbate 
and amplify drivers of conflict (IPCC, 2014b). In addition 
climate change-induced migration can promote conflict in 
areas that are receiving migrants as a result of many conditions 
including: competition (for resources); ethnic tension 
(between different ethnic groups); and distrust (between 
migrant’s host area and area of origin) (Reuveny, 2007). 
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This section explores NUI Galway’s holdings in fossil 
fuel companies, its investment policy as related to fossil 
fuel investment, and its environmental, ethical and moral 
responsibility as an institute of higher learning. 

Does NUIG Invest in Fossil Fuels? 
NUI Galway does invest in fossil fuel companies. However, 
some of the details are still unclear with regards how these 

funds are invested. The Climate Change, Agriculture, and 
Food Security (CCAFS) Society of NUI Galway submitted 
a Freedom of Information request on 30th of October 2015. 
The information received from the FOI highlighted oil and gas 
companies (Table 2) in which NUI Galway holds circa €3.4 
million (NUI Galway, 2015a). 

TABLE 2  NUIG FOSSIL FUEL INVESTMENTS

Company Name Location Status 

Statoil Stavanger, Norway Private company

Gazprom Moscow, Russia Public joint stock company

Petrobras Rio de Janeiro, Brazil Semi-public company

BASF Ludwigshafen, Germany Private company

Sinopec Beijing, China State-owned

Pemex Mexico City, Mexico State-owned

Source: (NUI Galway, 2015a)

NUIG Divestment Context

Does NUIG have an Investment Policy? 
NUI Galway does have an investment policy that was made 
available to the CCAFS Society through the NUI Galway’s 
Bursars office (NUI Galway, 2013). However, while this policy 
(to the best of our current knowledge, based on information 
received from NUI Galway’s Bursars Office) covers investment, 
it does not have any ethical investment basis. The policy 
merely notes that the university may seek outside assistance 
with regards to investment, further, the policy ensures that 
the Pension and Investment officer, or Director of Financial 
Accounting may deposit investment monies in approved 
financial institutions, or, government stocks, gilts, or other 
blue chip investments (NUI Galway, 2013). There are no 
clear limitations on where university monies can or cannot be 
invested from a moral, social, or environmental stand point. 

Clearly there is a need to ensure that monies invested by 
NUI Galway are invested in an appropriate way and not at 
the expense of others. The lack of a clearly defined ethical 
policy means there are no safeguards in place to ensure that 
NUI Galway monies are not invested directly/indirectly 
in undesirable stocks/shares/bonds/etc. (for example: 
munitions, alcohol, tobacco, gambling). As highlighted earlier 
in the report, the need for an ethical investment policy is 

clearly evidenced by investments in environmentally damaging 
entities in various locations globally. 

As pointed out by Richardson (2009), ethical investment 
should not, and cannot, be a discretionary option for financiers 
to follow at their leisure, and only if there is a compelling 
business case for it. As the world faces unprecedented ethical 
and social challenges, financiers must share the cost of 
sustainability and shoulder the burden of responsibility to shift 
economic development in the same direction as sustainable 
development (Richardson, 2009). 

NUI Galway, a Vision for 2020 
In March of 2015 NUI Galway shared its strategic document, 
Vision 2020 (NUI Galway, 2015b). The desire to change the 
world for the better is clearly and unambiguously stated in this 
document. Furthermore, environmental researchers in marine 
science, energy, and climate change are applauded for their 
excellent work with regards to sustainability. In addition, the 
strategic document clearly states that NUI Galway will commit 
to making further investments in ‘clean and green’ systems, 
while reinvesting the money saved into further research of new 
sustainable technologies (NUI Galway, 2015b). 
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While NUI Galway should be commended for these 
commitments to research into climate change and 
sustainability, it is impossible to overlook the contradiction 
with regards to fossil fuel investment. On the one hand, 
the university has clearly stated that it is a global leader in 
sustainability research, and is attempting to change the world 
in which we live for the better. However, this is undermined 
by its covert support of fossil fuel companies. One of Ireland’s 
great entities of higher learning should know that if it is unjust 
to contribute to the degradation of our planet through the 
extraction of fossil fuels, then it is equally unjust to profit from 
that degradation.  

From a moral stand point, taking into account the 
commitments that NUI Galway have themselves put forward, 
the decision to divest themselves of fossil fuel shares should 
be an easy one. The decision should be made easier given the 
universities commitment to its students (NUI Galway, 2015b). 
The fact that entities on campus, including the CCAFS Society 
and the Students Union have voiced their concerns loudly and 
often, contriving a campaign on campus that has seen a petition 
which now has over 1000 signatories. 

Summary
It is clear that NUI Galway has a minimum of €3.4 million 
invested in oil and gas companies across the globe. It is as 
yet unclear as to exactly what funds these shares are held in. 
Despite the submission of a FOI by the CCAFS society in 
October 2015, this information has not been made available 
to the Society. Vision 2020, NUI Galway’s strategic document, 
clearly states a dedication to students, and research into 
sustainable low carbon technologies. In addition there is 
also a commitment to reduce energy intensive systems in 
NUI Galway between 2015 – 2020, reinvesting money saved 
into research on sustainable energy systems. The document 
also declares NUI Galway a world leader in research and 
innovation, applauding the researchers in the areas of climate 
change, marine biology and sustainable energy production. It is 
more than contradictory for NUI Galway to proclaim loudly its 
dedication to sustainability while simultaneously investing in, 
and seeking to profit from, fossil fuels. At the very least, NUI 
Galway should have a transparent investment policy in place 
and ensure there are relevant safe guards within to ensure that 
it does not, and will not, invest financially in morally dubious 
entities. 
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The Financial and Moral Case for Divestment 

The following section will separate the financial case and the moral case for divestment of all oil and gas related investments. 

Financial Case for Divestment 
The term “stranded assets” is used to describe assets that have suffered from unanticipated or premature write-downs, devaluation or a 
conversion from asset to liability (Ansar et al., 2013, Caldecott et al., 2014). This can be as a result of a wide range of risks (Table 3) and 
these risks are often not fully understood and regularly mispriced, leading to over-exposure to environmentally unsustainable assets. 
Current and emerging risks related to environmental sustainability represent a major discontinuity which are able to profoundly alter 
asset values across a wide range of sectors (Caldecott et al., 2014). 

TABLE 3  STRANDED ASSET RISK FACTORS

Risk Factor Example

Environmental Challenges Climate Change, water constraints 

Changing resources landscape Shale gas, phosphate 

New Government regulations Carbon pricing, air pollution regulation 

Falling clean energy cost Solar, thermal, onshore wind 

Evolving social norms Fossil fuel divestment, consumer behaviour 

Litigation and changing statutory interpretations Changes in the application of existing laws and legislation

Source: (NUI Galway, 2015a)

As already stated, at least 80% of current fossil fuel reserves 
must stay in the ground in order to avert catastrophic climate 
change (McGlade &  Ekins, 2015). The International Energy 
Agency (IEA) has calculated a carbon budget that allows for 
the burning of mere fraction of current fossil fuel, furthermore, 
taking into account current and planned energy policies, this 
carbon budget (giving the world a  50% chance of staying 
within agreed 2 °C target) will be used up by 2040 (Gore 
&  Blood, 2013, IEA, 2015). By keeping 80% of fossil fuel 
assets in the ground, over US $20 trillion worth of assets will 
be essentially written off (McKibben, 2012). It is obviously a 
conscious choice that needs to be made to ensure that these 
resources stay where they are. However, the choices that are 
in front of us are relatively simple ones: (1) write off over US 
$20 trillion in fossil fuel resources; (2) write off the future of 
the planet. Faced with these choices, it seems relatively clear 
that huge proportion of current fossil fuel reserves will become 
“stranded carbon assets” (Gore &  Blood, 2013). 

Bursting the Carbon Bubble 
The global transition to a low carbon economy will impact 
those firms that are heavily reliant on carbon (Weyzig et al., 

2014). In 2008, a study conducted by McKinsey and Carbon 
Trust reported that more than half of the share value of oil and 
gas firms were based on future profit generated after more than 
a decade. They estimated that between 30-40% of company 
value is at risk from reducing oil and gas prices, and a vast 
reduction in anticipated demand for oil and gas (Carbon Trust, 
2008). In addition, recent research suggests that only 5% of the 
world’s largest investment funds were managing climate risk 
in a responsible fashion (Weyzig et al., 2014). Furthermore, 
the Bank of England (2012) has warned that coal, oil and gas 
assets pose a systemic risk to economic stability, and went 
on to describe them as “sub-prime” (Carrington, 2012). It is 
estimated that, in the European Union (EU) alone, a shock to 
the carbon bubble would result in financial losses of between 20 
- 60% depending on the firms exposure (Weyzig et al., 2014).

It should be now very clear that investment in fossil fuels carries 
with it significant risk and uncertainty. However, the one thing 
that we can be certain of is that action to ensure a safe operating 
space for humanity is imminent, meaning that significant 
financial assets that were once valuable will become worthless. 
This alone, presents a compelling case for NUI Galway to divest 
itself of its fossil fuel shares. 
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Moral Case for Divestment
Though this report reviews a range of arguments as to why 
fossil fuel divestment is the correct course of action for NUI 
Galway, the most important argument is made in this section. 
Divestment from fossil fuels is morally right. Our University 
must remove its financial investment in industries that are 
at the very centre of the climate challenges we face today.  
To completely reject an industry may seem like an extreme 
step, and for this step to be taken, there must be extreme 
circumstances. Unfortunately, the circumstances are extreme, 
and the crisis we face today is unparalleled in history. We 
must act now in order to prevent catastrophic climate change. 
Even after breakthrough agreements in Paris (2015), current 
national policies suggest that the planet is still on course for 
a 2.7 °C warming by 2100 (relative to 1990 levels), which far 
exceeds the 1.5 to 2 °C limits that have been agreed at UN 
climate summits (Pashley, 2015).

Climate Justice 
Justice is understood to mean what is right, fair, appropriate 
or deserved, and this justice is achieved when an unjust act, 
or acts, have been redressed. Thus, climate justice means that 
people are treated fairly in respect to climate changes, and are 
in a position to adapt to changes wrought by climate change 
(MRFCJ, 2011). As a changing climate will impact the poorest 
countries first and foremost, this puts climate change into 
the realm of human rights. Climate change places significant 
burdens on those that can least afford it, multiplying existing 
threats to social and natural systems, and constrains possible 
developmental pathways (IPCC, 2014b). For example, in 2010, 
Pakistan suffered over US Dollar $50 billion in climate related 
damages (Bond, 2012). Another example can be found in the 
Republic of Maldives, a small island which is on average 1.5 
metres above sea level. Even small increases in sea level rise will 
mean disaster for the small island state (MRFCJ, 2011). 

The environmental impacts of climate change are well-
documented. Changes to natural systems are occurring 
now and will continue to occur at a greater pace over the 
coming decades as a result of GHG emissions already in the 
atmosphere. The scale and extent of these impacts will escalate 
if GHG emissions are allowed to increase unabated (Coll et al., 
2013). Climate justice is a way of framing the effects of climate 
change around human rights and international development, 

and not just environmental issues.  All campaigners for 
climate justice fundamentally believe that those who have 
contributed the most to the problems of climate change have 
the greatest responsibility to help solve the problem (MRFCJ, 
2011). From a landscape perspective, we can see how fossil 
fuel extraction comes with a direct cost, e.g.  the BP oil spill 
in 2010 (Martinez-Alier et al., 2014). The knock-on effect 
of climate changes can be wealthier countries searching for 
land/resources in poorer countries, resulting in indigenous 
communities paying the price for fossil fuel extraction as a 
result of “land grabbing” and environmental damage. In order 
that the rights of indigenous communities are respected, 
biodiversity kept intact, and carbon emissions reduced, fossil 
fuels must be kept in the ground (Martinez-Alier et al., 2014). 
To achieve a green energy transformation, which respects both 
people and the planet, there is an urgent need to reverse the 
amounts of monies invested in sustainable energy technologies 
(millions), and fossil fuels (billions). Saving life on earth means 
making green investments (Schmitz, 2015). 

Summary 
The term “stranded assets” is used to describe assets that 
have suffered from unanticipated or premature write-
downs, devaluation or a conversion from asset to liability. 
As we already know, 80% of fossil fuel reserves must stay 
in the ground if we are to have any hope of meeting agreed 
temperature increase limits. By keeping these resources in the 
ground $20 trillion dollars-worth of assets will be essentially 
written off. Predicted shocks to the carbon bubble may result 
in financial losses of up to 20 - 60%, depending on the firm’s 
exposure. Furthermore, research indicates that only 5% of 
the world’s investment funds are managing climate risk in a 
responsible manner. 

Climate justice means that people are treated fairly in respect 
to climate changes, and are in a position to adapt to changes 
wrought by climate change. A changing climate will hurt 
developing nations first and foremost, which is a cruel irony as 
they have contributed the least to man-made GHG emissions.

A wiser, more ethical investment policy would surely move 
away from these stranded (and dangerous) assets. If NUI 
Galway wishes to invest in the energy sector, there many 
innovative, renewable technologies that part of climate 
solutions, not climate problems.
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Arguments against Divestment

There are many arguments currently being circulated as to whether or not divestment from fossil fuels can make any significant impact 
against the effects of climate change or whether it is fiscally responsible. This section will attempt to address some of these arguments.

Feel Good Activism 
University fossil fuel divestment has been described as 
“feel-good folly”, with commentators suggesting that it will 
only end up costing smaller universities money (Fischel, 
2015). Fischel describes fossil fuel divestment as a costly and 
ineffective strategy, stating that “talk is cheap, but divestiture is 
not” (Fischel, 2015). However, many of Fischel’s assumptions 
are based on the expected performance of fossil fuel shares 
over the next 50 years. This would seem to discount the fact 
that within that 40-year period only 20% of current fossil fuel 
reserves are burnable. This means that governments and global 
markets are currently treating as assets, reserves equivalent to 
nearly 5 times the global carbon budget for the next 40 years 
(Tracker, 2015). If the moral case for divestment does not grab 
you, the figures stated here provide a compelling reason on 
their own to divest. 

Dependence on Fossil Fuels
It is also argued that divestment from fossil fuel will result 
in energy insecurity and instability. Clemente (2015), in a 
contribution to Forbes, highlights that fossil fuels are essential 
to the eradication of poverty, and the continuation of human 
development, as well as the deployment of renewable energy 
systems (Clemente, 2015). Though this statement may not be 
wrong, it misses the point of the divestment. The divestment 
movement is not advocating the wholesale removal of fossil 
fuels overnight. Rather, divestment seeks to ensure that fossil 
fuel companies, and governments (via legislation), cease the 
exploration for further, unburnable fossil fuel based resources,  
and the gradual reduction in extraction of fossil fuels (Ansar 
et al., 2013).  Furthermore, divestment seeks to pressure 
fossil fuel companies to undergo a transformative change 
with a positive impact on carbon emission reduction, while 
simultaneously pressuring governments to enact legislation 
that will prevent further environmental damage (Ansar et al., 
2013).

NUI Galway’s Investments Too Small to Make a 
Difference
NUI Galway has €3.4 million invested in oil and gas shares 
globally. In the grand scheme of things, this is not a lot of 
money relative to the amounts invested by other, larger 
universities. However, this cuts both ways; meaning that 

it will take significantly less effort to redirect this money. 
Furthermore, NUI Galway is a highly praised, and widely 
respected institution globally, which attracts thousands of 
students every year. NUI Galway also boasts that it is a leader in 
sustainability research. Thus, NUI Galway has the opportunity 
to lead the way nationally on divestment, by being among the 
first Irish university to do so. In addition, a possible cascade 
effect among universities in the Irish context could be the net 
result of such a positive move. 

Students Should Mind their Own Business
A large part of NUI Galway’s financial support comes from 
student fees, and tax payer money. Furthermore, climate 
change will impact everyone, including students. The students 
of NUI Galway have spoken loudly and clearly, making it 
known that investment in fossil fuel stocks and shares is not 
acceptable. The legitimacy of the student voice should not 
be swept aside by an ignorant and arrogant ‘mind your own 
business attitude’. 

Summary
There have been many arguments against divestment. Some 
describe divestment as “feel good activism”, however, these 
arguments continue the premise that fossil fuel assets will 
remain assets into the future. Other arguments are formed 
around dependence on fossil fuel, these arguments all miss the 
point of divestment, which is not advocating for a wholesale 
removal of fossil fuels, but a gradual reduction in their usage, 
and a ceasing in exploration for unburnable assets. NUI Galway 
has the opportunity to be among the first Irish Universities to 
divest itself of fossil fuel shares. Finally, as a national university 
of Ireland, NUI Galway should take the lead and represent the 
type of world in which we ought to live. The students of NUI 
Galway have come together and made it very plain that fossil 
fuel investments are not needed, nor are they wanted. 
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It has been clear for some time now that climate change will 
have a dramatic impact on our planet’s natural and man-made 
systems. The worst impacts will be felt by those who have 
the least ability to adapt, decreasing their livelihood options, 
and increasing the pervasiveness of poverty. A significant 
contributor to anthropogenic emissions is the extraction and 
combustion of fossil fuels. Globally, fossil fuel companies are 
still operating with a disregard for an environment that we all 
share by continually investing in the exploration for, and the 
extraction of, fossil fuels. 
Divestment is the opposite of investment, meaning that stocks, 
shares, bonds, or investment funds that are invested in a 
particular company or sector are sold. Much of the inspiration 
for fossil fuel divestment has come from successful divestment 
campaigns of the past such as the South African divestment 
campaign that put significant pressure on the government 
to end apartheid. The Fossil Free NUIG campaign seeks to 
end NUI Galway’s €3.4 million investments in oil and gas 
companies.

On purely financial grounds, it makes little sense for NUI 
Galway to maintain its investments in oil and gas. The term 
“stranded assets” is used to describe assets that have suffered 
from unanticipated or premature write-downs, devaluation 
or a conversion from asset to liability. By keeping fossil fuels 
in the ground, $20 trillion dollars-worth of assets will be 
essentially written off. Plus, from a moral standpoint, fossil 
fuel investments held by NUI Galway are at odds with its 
own strategic vision. NUI Galway cannot simultaneously 
seek to profit from fossil fuels while funding research into the 
harmful effects of climate change and promising its students a 
sustainable future. As we have discovered, NUI Galway lacks a 
clear ethical investment policy meaning that there are no safe 
guards in place to ensure that NUI Galway does not, and will 
not invest financially in morally dubious entities. 
The legitimacy of the student voice in this matter should not be 
swept aside. NUI Galway students recognise that our university 
must play its part in reducing the harmful impacts of climate 
change, not contribute to them.

Conclusion 

“You say you want a revolution

Well, you know

We all want to change the world.”

The Beatles: Revolution. The Beatles.
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