
If it is wrong to wreck the planet then it 
is wrong to profit from that wreckage.
Bill McKibben, Founder of 350.org
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INVESTING



Introduction
An increasing number of investors are analysing whether 
or not their retirement savings might be contributing to 
the climate crisis. 

Research by the NGO Market Forces has found that 
since 2008, the Big 4 Banks alone have lent over $36 
billion to fossil fuel projects in Australia. These banks, 
along with many of the companies developing fossil fuel 
projects, are owned by everyday Australians through our 
superannuation funds. 

While sustainable and ethical finance options have 
been in the Australian market for much of the last two 
decades, they have traditionally avoided classifying all 
forms of fossil fuels as environmentally and socially 
damaging. This is now changing with an emerging trend 
toward fossil fuel free investment. 

Fossil fuel free banking and superannuation options 
are ones which, at a minimum, exclude investment in 
companies involved in the extraction, transportation 
or burning of coal, oil and gas. To many, fossil fuel free 
investing also requires excluding companies that provide 
essential services and finance to fossil fuel projects. 

Australians now have a choice to move their 
superannuation savings into fossil fuel free super funds. 
Choice has also emerged in the banking sector, with 
some banks declaring they will not lend to projects that 
seek to expand the fossil fuel sector.



Every company, investor and bank that 
screens new and existing investments for 
climate risk is simply being pragmatic.

Jim Yong Kim, President of the World Bank

“ “

The global climate change advocacy organisation 350.
org puts what they term ‘climate maths’ in an easy-to-
understand way: 

“We can emit 565 more gigatons of carbon dioxide and 
stay below 2°C of warming — anything more than that 
risks catastrophe for life on earth. The only problem? 
Burning the fossil fuels that corporations now have in 
their reserves would result in emitting 2,860 gigatons 
of carbon dioxide — five times the safe amount.”
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Why go fossil fuel free?
A critical mass of people and institutions shunning the 
fossil fuel industry by divesting from fossil fuels can help 
remove the social licence of the coal and gas industries. 
By going to the effort of ensuring that our finances are 
not supporting the further development of the fossil 
fuel industry, we show those around us, in no uncertain 
terms, what we think of coal, gas and oil.  

As well as the strong ethical and environmental 
justification for not investing in fossil fuel companies, 
there is also a financial argument for avoiding these 
investments.

Economists are now warning that if there is a global consensus to limit man-made global warming to 2 degrees, up to 
80% of all known fossil fuel reserves would need to stay in the ground. This means that if and when the world makes 
significant progress tackling climate change, whether through domestic action or an international agreement, the value 
of fossil fuel companies may suddenly and sharply fall. The fossil fuel reserves remaining in the ground and subsequent 
devaluation is referred to as ‘stranded assets’.
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If you look just at the financial data in 
Australia ... over the past five years...
the value of coal stocks has gone down 
by 71 per cent, so you’ve lost a lot of 
money if you’ve been in coal.
Valerie Rockefeller, Chair of the $1.1bn Rockefeller Brothers Fund, 
ABC Four Corners, Monday 15 June 2015

“

“
The polluting assets of fossil fuel companies, many of 
which are listed on stock exchanges like the Australian 
Stock Exchange, may be devalued as a result of the 
changes that are already occurring in the global 
economy. Some of these changes are driven by:

• New government regulations (like the Renewable 
Energy Target and vehicle emission standards);

• The rapidly reducing price of clean energy;

• Changing consumer behaviour (e.g. the trend 
toward installing solar on rooftops); and

• Sudden and disruptive changes in technology (e.g. 
the battery storage revolution)

Some economists have begun warning that changes 
in the structure of the global economy, driven by the 
above scenarios, may lead to a “carbon bubble”. Such 
an occurrence may result in losses for investors as it 
becomes difficult to recoup the money invested in 
fossil fuel exposed companies.

But it is not just future returns that may be affected 
by changes in the energy sector. There is evidence to 
suggest that if funds had of excluded fossil fuels in 
the past, investors may have received greater returns 
on their investments. 

“The second argument [for divesting] is that fossil fuel companies are overstating the value 
of reserves on their balance sheets because they will become stranded as the globe reaches 
recommended limits of carbon emissions.” (Cambridge Associates, 2015)
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Not only did this research find that the fossil fuel free index outperformed against the Thomson Reuters Australia 
Index (a broad index similar to the ASX 300), it also achieved the outperformance at a much lower level of risk. The 
result is that investment in fossil fuel companies over these time periods may have produced both a lower return and a 
higher level of risk (as measured by the Sharpe ratio and standard deviation).

A report released by Thomson Reuters and Future Super in March 2015 showed that a Fossil Free Ethically Enhanced 
index portfolio that removed fossil fuel exposed companies (as well as other traditional ethical screens such as 
tobacco, gambling and armaments) significantly outperformed the Thomson Reuters Australia Index over periods of 3 
and 5 years. 

Similar research has been conducted by US analysts Parametric Portfolio Associates and The Australia Institute (with 
350.org and Aperio). 

Parametric’s research (Feb 2015) concluded: “In examining the historical data, we find that divestment can be achieved 
with minimal impact on portfolio return or volatility over the long-run.”

30/9/2011 - 28/1/2015 1/7/2009 - 3/2/2015

Fossil Fuel Free Ethically 
Enhanced Index

Thomson Reuters 
Australia Index

Fossil Fuel Free Ethically 
Enhanced Index

Thomson Reuters 
Australia Index

Return (p.a.) 25.09% 14.94% 15.07% 12.41%

Fossil Fuel Free Index vs Thomson Reuters Australia Performance (2009-07-01 through 2015-02-03)

The result that investment in fossil fuel companies may have produced a lower return.
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The Australia Institute commissioned research in 
March 2014 that said: “...screening out fossil fuel 
extraction and downstream industries can have 
negligible impact on risk-adjusted returns. That 
might seem surprising, given the attention paid 
to the Australian mining boom and ongoing (but 
declining) incumbency of fossil fuels in Australia’s 
energy mix. In fact this result simply illustrates a 
well-established result from a substantial body of 
theoretical and empirical literature. The impact 
on risk-adjusted returns from screening out 
companies or sectors is minimal provided the 
screen is not excessively restrictive.”

It is important to note that past performance is 
not always indicative of future returns. Making a 
decision to remove fossil fuels from your portfolio 
means that you are adjusting the settings of your 
investments and therefore your portfolio may be 
‘overweight’  in other sectors of the economy. 
Decisions to divest can be assisted by experienced 
financial planners and it is important to consider 
your options before making choices about your 
retirement savings.
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There are three types of companies that have exposure to the fossil fuel industry:
Companies involved in providing essential services and 
finance to the fossil fuel industry

Examples include:

• AGL Energy
• APA Group
• Aurizon Holdings
• Ausnet Services
• AWE
• Beach Energy
• BHP Billiton
• Caltex
• Downer EDI
• Drillsearch Energy
• DUET Group
• Energy Developments
• Energy Resources of 

Australia
• Energy World
• ERM Power
• FAR
• Karoon Gas
• Liquefied Natural Gas

• Mermaid Marine 
Australia

• Monadelphous Group
• New Hope Corporation
• Oil Search
• Origin Energy
• Rio Tinto
• Santos
• Senex Energy
• Sino Gas and Energy
• Spark Infrastructure 

Group
• Sundance Energy
• Syrah Resources
• Washington Soul 

Pattinson
• Wesfarmers
• Whitehaven
• Woodside Petroleum

• ALS
• Asciano
• Boart Longyear
• Bradken
• Cardno
• Cimic Group
• Decmil Group
• Graincorp
• Incitec Pivot
• Lend Lease
• Maca
• Mineral Resources
• Orica
• Programmed 

Maintenance Services
• QBE Insurance
• Qube Holdings
• RCR Tomlinson
• Seven Group Holdings

• Skilled Group
• Transfield Services
• Transpacific Industries
• UGL
• Worley Parsons
• AMP
• ANZ Bank
• Commonwealth Bank
• Macquarie Group
• National Australia Bank
• Westpac

Companies directly involved in the fossil fuel industry, such 
as the extration, transportation and burning of fossil fuels

Examples include:
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Divestment - Abolishing their Social Licence 
The social licence of the fossil fuel industry is crumbling 
under the pressure from those who acknowledge 
climate risk. With supporters like Barack Obama, the 
Rockefellers and Pope Francis, fossil fuel divestment 
has been deemed the fastest growing social movement 
in history. Since the campaign began in 2013, tens of 
thousands of individuals and institutions have moved 
their money out of coal, gas and oil.

When individuals and institutions divest their money 
from fossil fuels and make a public statement about it 
at the same time, it creates both financial and social 
pressure on the industry. Divestment campaigners 
believe that the financial pressure makes it more difficult 
for fossil fuel projects to get funding, while the social 
pressure makes it more difficult for fossil fuel companies 
to get support for their projects from institutions, 
governments and communities.

A case study on this can be found in analysing the 

campaign against the Adani coal port expansion 
project. This massive project, which is being proposed 
for construction along the Great Barrier Reef World 
Heritage Area has sparked thousands of Australians 
into action and several million worldwide. As a result of 
actions like bank switching, Adani may find it harder to 
source finance. 

The simple action of consumers applying their values, 
en masse, to their finances is a tactic that has been used 
to create social change at significant times throughout 
history. Campaigns against the tobacco industry and 
Apartheid are some of the more well-known divestment 
actions. During the South African Apartheid campaign 
of the mid 1980s a widespread, global, divestment 
campaign helped to dismantle the Apartheid regime and 
bring forth a change to the political discourse in South 
Africa.  

The fossil fuel industry is liable for this huge increase 
in greenhouse gases. These organisations have been 
permitted to profit from climate destruction, with the 
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ongoing approval of community stakeholders.  By joining 
the movement of Australians who are divesting from 
fossil fuels, we can send a strong message that can help 
move Australia away from investing in this destructive 
industry.

Superannuation FUNDS Fossil Fuels
The $2.1 trillion invested in the superannuation funds of 
Australian savers dwarfs all other parts of our financial 
system. It is easy to see how such huge amounts of 
money could be used in a positive way, like investing 
in our clean energy future; or in activities which are 
environmentally and socially detrimental, like continuing 
to invest in fossil fuels that are destroying the planet.

For the vast majority of super funds, the following 
sentence appears in their product disclosure statement: 
“Labour standards or environmental, social, or ethical 
considerations are NOT taken into account when 
selecting, retaining, or realising an investment for 
members.”

The result of this is that almost all super funds in 
Australia are exposed to fossil fuels, which means almost 
all Australians are financially exposed to fossil fuels. 
With the majority of super funds refusing to disclose a 
complete list of investments, it isn’t easy for Australians 
to know exactly how much of their retirement savings is 
being used to fund coal, oil and gas projects. 

Research from the Asset Owners Disclosure Project 
has found that approximately 55% of pension savings 
are exposed to climate risk, while only 2% is being 
invested in low carbon companies. As Dr John Hewson 
says, “this means that most super funds are taking a 55 
to 2 gamble with their members money that there will 
be no action on climate change”.

HOW TO DIVEST YOUR SUPER: 

1. Select a fossil fuel free superannuation fund 
Australia has one fossil fuel free super fund that 
is accessible to most Australians, Future Super 
(www.myfuturesuper.com.au) and a number 
of super funds that have a lower exposure to 
fossil fuels. For a full list you can visit www.
superswitch.org.au. 

2. Join and transfer your previous super account 
Depending on your chosen fund, the process 
of switching can be completed online with your 
new super fund communicating on your behalf 
with your old super fund. 

3. Tell your super fund why you’re leaving them 
Call or email your previous super fund to tell 
them you’re leaving them because of their 
investments in fossil fuels. 

4. Share your actions with friends and family 
Grow the movement of everyday Australians 
divesting from fossil fuels by sharing the news 
with the people around you.
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1. Select a fossil fuel free bank

2. Open a new account

3. Transfer your regular regular transactions to your    
new account

The Big Four Banks and the Fossil Fuel Industry
Other key financiers of coal, oil and gas are Australia’s big four banks. Westpac, the Commonwealth Bank, NAB and ANZ 
have lent over $36 billion dollars to the fossil fuel industry since 2008. As Australia’s largest banking institutions, many 
believe that the Big Four have a responsibility to consider the financial and social risks associated with continuing to 
support the extraction and burning or more coal, oil and gas.   

As the custodians of our money, these institutions can be made accountable for how they’re using our dollars and cents. 

HOW TO SWITCH YOUR BANK:

350.org’s Go Fossil Free website provides handy 
resources to help you select a fossil fuel free bank 
(http://gofossilfree.org.au/fossil-free-banks/).  
These include: 

The process of opening a new account can be quick 
and easy. Make sure you’ve got your drivers licence, 
tax file number and other ID documents (eg. passport, 
medicare card)

You can request that your new bank source a list of 
your regular transactions from the past 13 months 
from your old bank. More information about this 
can be found at the Australian Government’s Money 
Smart website (https://www.moneysmart.gov.au/
managing-your-money/banking/switching-bank-
accounts#transfer)

• Bendigo Bank (Disclosure: Bendigo Bank is an 
investor in Future Super, the author of this report)

• Bankmecu
• Beyond Bank
• Bank of Queensland
• Teachers Mutual 
• Credit Union Australia
• People’s Choice Credit Union  

4. Transfer your funds

5. Close your old account AND tell them why 
you’re leaving

6. Tell your family and friends

Remember to keep enough money in your old account 
to ensure you can cover any payments you might 
need to make before the funds are transferred into 
your new account

To close your old account call your bank or visit a branch. 
While you are there, it’s important to let them know why 
you’re leaving and why you’re concerned about the impact 
of their lending practices on making climate change worse. 
We’ve created a template letter below to get you started. 

Grow the movement of everyday Australians 
divesting from fossil fuels by sharing the news with 
the people around you and on social media. 



Dear OLD SUPER FUND, 

I recently learned that (OLD SUPER FUND) invests in companies that extract, burn and transport coal, 
oil and gas. As a former member of your fund, I’m concerned that my retirement savings may have been 
helping to fund this destructive industry that is threatening  our land, our water and our future.

Your  decision to fund the expansion of the fossil fuel industry is environmentally and socially 
irresponsible. That’s why I’m not just asking you to stop funding these destructive practises, I’m telling you 
by moving my money.

I recently moved my super to (FOSSIL FUEL FREE SUPER FUND) because of their decision not to invest 
the retirement savings of their members in fossil fuels. And I’m not alone. 

There is a growing movement of people aligning their money with their values by divesting from fossil 
fuels. We’re moving our money away from fossil fuel companies and the businesses that support them by 
selling shares, changing banks, switching super funds and refinancing our home loans. 

I urge you to reconsider (OLD SUPER FUND)’s investments in coal, oil and gas. 

Kind regards, 

YOUR NAME 

Dear Branch Manager,

We can’t solve climate change if we keep funding its causes, and that’s why I’ve switched my banking  to 
(NEW FOSSIL FUEL FREE BANK), who does not finance the expansion of the fossil fuel industry.

This destructive industry threatens our land, our water and our future. Your decision to fund the 
expansion of the fossil fuel industry is environmentally and socially irresponsible. That’s why I’m not just 
asking you to stop funding these destructive practises, I’m telling you by moving  my money.

There is a growing movement of people aligning their money with their values  by divesting from fossil 
fuels. We’re moving our money away from fossil fuel companies and the businesses that support them by 
selling shares, changing banks, switching super funds and refinancing home loans. 

I will not consider returning to (OLD BANK) until you stop lending to projects that expand the fossil fuel 
industry. 

Kind regards,

YOUR NAME

I’M OUT
LETTER TO YOUR OLD BANK

I’M OUT
LETTER TO YOUR OLD SUPER FUND



Future Super
Call us 1300 658 422
Email us info@myfuturesuper.com.au

Write to us GPO Box 686 
 Canberra ACT 2601

Find us Level 3 39 London Circuit 
 Canberra ACT 2601
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Conclusion
The choice to divest from fossil fuels is one being made by an increasing 
number of Australians. As more and more people decide to align their 
values with their money, the financial services industry in Australia may be 
forced to take the issue of climate change more seriously. Superannuation 
funds have a fiduciary duty to protect the retirement savings of their 
members. A growing number of analysts believe that this means they 
should be taking into account the issue of climate change when making 
long term investment decisions.


