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For the full announcement on 
the divestment campaign see 
BMJ 2020; published online 
Jan 23. DOI: 10.1136/bmj.m167 

For the editorial on divestment 
see https://www.bmj.com/
content/368/bmj.m167

For more on activist investors 
and BP see https://www.
bloomberg.com/news/
articles/2019-05-21/bp-
investors-back-climate-change-
proposal-amid-activist-pressure

For more on the Climate Action 
100 group see https://
climateaction100.wordpress.
com/about-us/

For Blackrock’s letter outlining 
its position to investors see 
https://www.blackrock.com/uk/
individual/blackrock-client-letter

For more on trust in health-care 
professionals see https://www.
statista.com/chart/19397/
trusted-professions-in-britain-
ipsos/

A prescription for Big Oil
“That ‘do no harm’ duty that health workers have; well, if we’re not addressing the fossil fuel 
industry, you could argue that we’re neglecting that duty, because the companies are doing so 
much harm.”

That may seem a bold statement 
from Deirdre Duff, a campaigner with 
health-care charity Medact, but it’s 
one that more and more organisations 
are beginning to agree with. Fossil fuel 
companies have in recent years faced 
challenges to their business model 
from their own shareholders like never 
before. And Duff is quick to point to 
the Hippocratic oath as a reason why 
medics should join the campaign.

The idea that medical professionals 
should be intervening in the 
climate crisis is rapidly becoming 
uncontroversial. At the start of 2020, 
the British Medical Journal became 
the latest health focussed institution 
to take a stand against major 
polluters—it will no longer accept 
research funded by, or advertising 
from, fossil fuel companies. It also 
launched a campaign to get other 
medical institutions to divest from the 
industry. In an editorial announcing its 
plans, the journal said:

“This is not a matter of playing party 
politics or anti-corporate posturing. 
Taking action is a duty to the people 
we serve and to future generations. 
And we can act: by divesting from 
health harming industries.”

It’s not just medics who are using 
their clout as shareholders to try 
and change the industry. Fossil fuel 
companies are increasingly faced with 
a new type of activism that seems a 
million miles away from the placards 
and yogic chanting of some mass 
climate protests—that of shareholder 
activism.

Pushing for change
Divestment is perhaps the most 
extreme form of shareholder 
activism. It is the biggest statement 
a shareholder can make— selling 
their stake in the company because 

they’re unhappy at how it is 
performing: financially or, increasingly, 
environmentally.

But there are many stops before that 
along the way.

“More and more we’re seeing 
shareholder activists and large 
pension funds and asset managers 
and also individuals, everyday people 
with shares, engaging in shareholder 
activism at AGMs in order to influence 
boards of companies to create 
a more sustainable world,” says 
Beau O’Sullivan, communications 

manager for responsible investment 
charity ShareAction.

That doesn’t necessarily mean 
immediately threatening to sell shares, 
but trying to engage with companies 
to change their behaviour. O’Sullivan 
explains:

“At the moment, there is a huge 
focus on disclosure; asking for more 
information. Asking companies: 
are you aligned with the Paris 
Agreement? Are you not? What 
are the risks to our investment in 
your strategy based on your capital 
expenditure plan? What do you plan 
on spending next year and is that oil 
production growth aligned with the 
science of the Paris Agreement?”

These calls for disclosure can be 
effective, as was the case when 
shareholder activists forced BP to 
agree to produce a report to explain 
how its strategy aligned with the 
landmark climate treaty’s goals. The 
shareholders’ activist proposal was 
supported by the Climate Action 

100 group, which helps coordinate 
investors. The organisation has also 
persuaded Shell to commit to carbon 
reduction targets from 2020, and 
convinced coal company Glencore to 
cut production.

“While these proposals may be driven 
by ordinary people who have decided 
to spend a little on shares to influence 
the process, it helps if there is a large 
institutional investor such as a pension 
fund or major financier on board”, 
says professor John Byrd, a senior 
instructor at the Denver Business 
School, University of Colorado. And 
climate change is an issue on which 
big investors are increasingly happy to 
stick their necks out.

In early 2020, the world’s largest 
asset management company, 
Blackrock, announced it was 
changing its business model, “making 
sustainability integral to the way 
BlackRock manages risk, constructs 
portfolios, designs products, and 
engages with companies”. In other 
words, it was to become an activist 

“We have seen the share price of 
coal companies fall, but that is 
because coal has no future more 
than because of divestment 
campaigns.”
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“Divestment can be a really good 
political signal to policymakers 
about the unattractiveness and 
the danger to the environment 
of fossil fuel stocks.”

shareholder, pushing companies 
to be more climate friendly or risk 
divestment.

This was a landmark moment for the 
climate movement as, “proposals are 
effective when lots of large investors 
are concerned about an issue. Right 
now climate risk is a serious threat, 
so large investors like Blackrock 
are pushing companies to explain 
their climate carbon strategy and 
describe the potential risk they bear if 
climate impacts proceed as the UN’s 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change suggests”, Byrd says.

He is sceptical of how effective 
divestment ultimately is, however. 
“The issue is that to divest someone 
has to buy the shares. It has almost 
no effect on the company itself since 
shares are traded in secondary markets 
between investors. We have seen the 
share price of coal companies fall, 
but that is because coal has no future 
more than because of divestment 
campaigns”, Byrd argues.

O’Sullivan agrees that the impact 
of divestment on the company itself 
may be small. But that doesn’t mean 
it’s not a useful part of the shareholder 
activist toolkit.

“Divestment’s impact on corporate 
operations can be negligible, as you 
sell your shares and they’ll be bought 
up probably by another investor who 
might be less climate conscious than 
you are,” he says. “But it’s incredibly 
helpful because it gets headlines.”

He gives credit to the divestment 
movement “really picking up pace” 
of corporate change in recent 
years. “The momentum has put 
pressure on shareholders to up their 
engagement because they don’t want 
people to divest”, he says, adding, 
“it can be a really good political 
signal to policymakers about the 
unattractiveness and the danger to the 
environment of fossil fuel stocks.”

Health divestment
It’s this political signal that health-
care professionals can provide even 
more loudly and clearly than almost 

any other sector, argues Medact’s Duff. 
“The health-care community has a 
really powerful and trusted voice, and 
we have a strong track record of when 
we speak out, something happens,” 
she says.

She points to recent polling that 
shows health-care professionals are 
the most trusted of workers in any 
industry in the UK. “So, politicians at 
least have to be seen to be listening”, 
she argues.

She says there is a clear comparison 
between medics’ efforts to draw 
attention to the harm that fossil fuel 
companies are doing to planetary 
health and the efforts of doctors to 
connect cancer to tobacco companies 
decades ago—“that’s exactly what we 
need to do with the fossil fuel industry. 
We need to get the fact that they are 
central players in the climate crisis 
onto the political agenda and use that 

to get legislation to clamp down on 
them.”

The fossil fuel industry sometimes 
does look very like the tobacco 
industry; from claims it knew about 
the harm of its products long before 
it disclosed the information to 
shareholders or the public, to the 
massive lobbying effort to prevent 
the industry being stringently 
regulated.

Duff suggests one simple, beneficial, 
policy the climate world could copy 
from the medical profession: banning 
fossil fuel companies from the annual 
UN climate negotiations. Article 5.3 
of the World Health Organisation’s 
Framework Convention on Tobacco 
Control lays out strict guidelines for 
engaging with the tobacco industry, 
saying health professionals should 
do so only “when strictly necessary”. 
Climate campaigners have long called 
for something similar to protect the 

annual climate negotiations. Those 
calls have so far fallen on deaf ears, 
with fossil fuel companies regularly 
wandering the inner corridors of the 
negotiations.

But ultimately it’s the harm the 
industry does that means health-care 
professionals should take a stand. “The 
fossil fuel industry makes a massive 
contribution to the climate crisis, and 
then the climate crisis is damaging 
health,” Duff says.

And this harm isn’t evenly spread 
across the globe. “In many cases, fossil 
fuel companies based in the global 
north don’t do their most damaging 
projects in the global north but go to 
the global south”, she points out.

That’s why medical institutions need 
to divest from, rather than engage 
with, the oil and gas industry. “Health 
institutions don’t have a massive 
amount of money but they do have 
a huge voice and social mandate, so 
divestment is so important when 
working with the fossil fuel industry,” 
she says. Because of their relatively 
small financial clout, other types of 
shareholder activism are “just tinkering 
around the edges”, Duff argues.

Many health institutions are 
stepping up and divesting. The Royal 
College of Physicians, the Royal College 
of General Practitioners, the Royal 
Australasian College of Physicians, 
and the medical associations of 
America, Canada, and Britain have all 
pledged to sell their shares in fossil fuel 
companies.

“Asking an oil company to stop 
drilling for oil just hasn’t worked 
and it’s not going to work on the 
timescales we need it to,” Duff says. 
That’s why she argues medical 
professionals must continue to join 
divestment campaigners at the sharp 
end of shareholder activism, “standing 
up publicly and saying ‘we want 
nothing to do with this industry’.”

Mat Hope
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For an analysis of the crossover 
between tobacco companies 

and fossil fuel industry 
lobbying see https://www.

desmog.co.uk/2019/02/19/how-
tobacco-and-fossil-fuel-

companies-fund-disinformation-
campaigns-around-world

For Article 5.3 on Framework 
Convention on Tobacco Control 

see https://www.who.int/
tobacco/wntd/2012/article_5_3_

fctc/en/


