
 
 
Dear Chancellor Wrighton,  
and to the members of the Washington University Board of Trustees:  
 
We, the undersigned students of Washington University in St. Louis, urge the university to divest its 
endowment from the top 200 fossil fuel companies.  

Globally, the scientific community has declared anthropogenic climate change a crisis we cannot afford 
to ignore. We know that every aspect of fossil fuel usage--extraction, production, and consumption--
recklessly threatens our climate, as well as disproportionately marginalized communities. Fossil fuel 
corporations directly accelerate the onset of climate devastation, public health epidemics, and social 
inequity. By divesting, Wash U will stand with a coalition of universities, governments, and organizations 
around the world to set a new ethical standard for our futures. 

We believe in Wash U’s vision, as stated in the Mission Statement: to foster “skills and habits of lifelong 
learning and leadership, thereby enabling [students] to be productive members of a global society.” As 
future community leaders, we are concerned for our planet and moreso deeply disturbed by the utter 
disregard of the incoming presidential administration for the interrelations between climate change; 
safe access to clean air, water, and land; and abusive corporation practices. We want to see consistency 
between Wash U’s investments and vision. In order to be a “productive member of global society”, 
Wash U must divest immediately.  

We acknowledge and appreciate the changes Wash U has made with the plastic bag and bottle ban, 
composting, creating an Office of Sustainability and a Strategic Plan for Sustainable Operations, and 
pursuing LEED certifications as well as rooftop solar, among other initiatives. Many of these policies 
were advocated for by students, and we must go further. As stakeholders in this institution, we are 
disappointed with Wash U’s continued support of fossil fuel companies. Specifically, we find the 
undisclosed investments of our endowment funds into fossil fuel companies unacceptable. As we and 
many other on-campus campaigns have emphasized for years, transparency is key. 

Now, more than ever, we expect and are committed to Leading Together in the fight for a just and 
sustainable existence. We, the students, stand with this resolution and call for the university to adhere 
to its demands. Divestment from fossil fuels is not only a feasible reality, but also a necessity for these 
reasons:  

1. Student Involvement: After a 2-year campaign for Divestment, and with overwhelming support 
from Wash U’s student body, Student Union passed a resolution 14-2 outlining a divestment 



timeline in 2014. It urged Wash U to “immediately stop any new investment in the 
aforementioned 200 fossil fuel companies; and to ensure that within five years none of its 
directly held assets include holdings of either public equities or corporate bonds in fossil fuel 
companies.” Though the resolution called for transparent updates from our administration, it 
has failed to respond in any capacity. Furthermore, campus protests in the Spring of 2015 led by 
Students Against Peabody demonstrated on-campus opposition to unjust and destructive 
corporations, culminating in the arrest of 7 students. 

2. Community Responsibility: Given that “coal plants are single-handedly responsible for a large 
proportion of toxic emissions that directly poison local communities in the United States,” and 
St. Louis is home to no less than three coal power plants, it is no surprise that among other 
public health problems, childhood asthma rates are twice the state average. Lower-income and 
communities of color bear the brunt of exploitative fossil fuel industry practices. They are 
disproportionately exposed to poisonous air pollution, hospitalized for respiratory diseases, and 
are closest in proximity to toxic coal ash deposits. Though Peabody and Arch Coal are 
headquartered in St. Louis, they have steamrolled and displaced communities from Rocky 
Branch, Illinois to the Hopi and Navajo peoples in Black Mesa for fossil fuel extraction. Residents 
of Labadie, MO have faced a coal plant that has polluted their air and water at rates far above 
the federal standard, sought to minimize restrictions on a coal ash landfill next to their homes, 
and which has likely caused cancer clusters that have devastated their community. 

3. Corporate Influence: As observed in SU’s resolution, “the fossil fuel industry has forcefully 
constructed itself as a lobbying superpower to preserve the current status quo of burning fossil 
fuels;” During the 113th session of Congress alone, fossil fuel companies spent around $326 
million on lobbying and contributions to campaign, while receiving $33.7 billion in subsidies 
from the United States government. We prided ourselves on hosting the 2016 Presidential 
debate, yet these corporations clearly aim to use their wealth and power to bypass the 
democratic process. 

4. International Consequences: At the December COP21 negotiations in Paris, France, political and 
civil leaders from over 190 countries committed to proactively prevent a rise in world 
temperature of over 1.5-2 degrees Celsius. Scientists warn of catastrophic global temperature 
fluctuation, habitat loss, and increasingly frequent and extreme natural disasters, among other 
serious consequences if no immediate action is taken to prevent this rise. Internationally, Global 
South countries and their citizens must suffer from the extremes of natural disasters and climate 
fluctuation caused by predominantly Western fossil fuel companies. Given that “the industrial 
expansion and combustion of fossil fuels is the number one cause of greenhouse gas emissions,” 
divestment is a direct way to mitigate the inequitable distribution of these harms. 

5. Precedent and Role: By divesting, Wash U would align itself with many comparable institutions 
worldwide who have already committed to divesting a total of $5 trillion in assets from fossil 
fuel holdings. Over sixty other peer educational institutions have committed to divest from fossil 
fuel companies, including Oxford University, Stanford University and the University of California 
system, who have similar or even larger endowments than Wash U. Furthermore, an array of 
leading organizations and even cities--ranging from the Washington DC’s Pension Fund to the 
Rockefeller Brothers Fund--have committed to divestment. As a prominent research institution, 
employer, and impactful community member within the greater St. Louis region, Wash U has an 
obligation to stand with its peers and acknowledge and respond to the scientific consensus on 
anthropogenic climate change. 

6. Financial Feasibility: Not only is divestment a moral and scientific imperative, it is also financially 
sound. Reports from Aperio Investment Group and Impax Asset Management have determined 
the portfolio risk from divestment to be negligible, and the limitation of the consumption of 



fossil fuel assets already has and will continue to decrease the value of fossil fuel holdings. A 
2011 report by the Carbon Tracker Initiative termed the likelihood of stranded assets the 
“carbon bubble” even before the release of the Clean Power Plan. Given that stability of 
investments is a central component of the endowment, there is no reason that a portion of our 
endowment be dedicated to an increasingly unstable industry. As America’s aging coal 
infrastructure moves towards retirement, fossil fuels will cost more and more to sustain, with 
their harms far outweighing any benefits.  

 
We, the students, call Wash U to recognize that climate injustice is a global crisis driven by fossil fuel 
companies. Wash U, as both a research university and a member of the St. Louis region, must align our 
rhetoric, scientific support, and vision with urgent action. We cannot continue to support an industry 
that devastates the health and safety of communities, local and global. For these reasons, we demand 
that:  
 
Wash U immediately prepare to divest its endowment from the top 200 dirtiest fossil fuel corporations, 
including Peabody and Arch Coal, headquartered in St. Louis. The administration must also demonstrate 
its service to the student body and responsibility to our greater public by making all endowment 
investments and proxy voting completely transparent.  
 
The best path to Divestment would include hiring a new Chief Investment Officer of the Washington 
University Investment Management Company (WUIMC) with specific experience in socially responsible 
investment. Given that trustees are intimately associated with fossil fuels as the CEOs of corporations 
like Arch and Peabody Coal, Fossil Free also expects that as per University policy and the Board’s bylaws, 
any members of the Board of Trustees or the Board of WUIMC with conflicts of interest will recuse 
themselves from any decision-making related to fossil fuel divestment or the hiring process. 
 
Going Fossil Free is a necessary pursuit to fulfill Wash U’s mission to “enhance the lives and livelihoods 
of students, the people of the greater St. Louis community, the country, and the world.” This political 
moment cannot be an excuse for inaction, but rather must be a call to action. We need Wash U to be 
invested in our success, not only academically, but also environmentally, socially, and civically. A better 
future is possible, we just have to invest in it. 
 
*All sources referenced in the writing of this document can be found on the Resources page of our 
website. https://fossilfreewashu.wordpress.com/resources/  
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