
Notes from Fr Martin Newell CP talk: Passionists’ experience of divestment process 
Fossil fuel divestment conference, Mount Street Jesuit Centre, 14 February 2019 

 

1) I (Martin Newell cp) have been a passive member of Green Christian (Christian Ecology Link) 
since the early 1990s. Became involved with Christian Climate Action about 7 years ago. 
 
2) 6 years ago, I was elected onto our Province Leadership Team. At that time, we had recently got 
new accountants who started saying we had plenty of money that should be used more proactively 
for the purpose for which it was given. 
 
3) Our leadership had not met directly with our investment managers for some years, having been 
previously relying on our bursars. Our bursar was in his late 70's and wanted to retire as it was 
becoming too much for him, so he was only managing to do the basics, without taking on new 
issues. 
 
4) I came into contact with the Global Catholic Climate Movement, which included the campaign to 
get Catholic institutions to divest. 
 
5) I also saw the 'Bright Now' materials, in addition to getting 350.org emails about the wider 
divestment campaign. 
 
6) We began to employ a new lay bursar, and started to get our financial information, systems etc 
more fully into order. This included meeting with our investment managers, and reviewing what 
our ethical investment criteria were & should be, and how they could be improved 
 
7) this led to the question of fossil fuels. I was aware of this issue, and so was our bursar. After an 
initial discussion, I shared some of the 'Bright Now' materials with him. One of the regular reports 
from one of our 2 our investment management firms, included an article about 'stranded assets' 
and the 'carbon bubble', for example. 
 
8) One of our investment managers basically said they could not do fossil fuel divestment, or 
certainly not to the degree we wanted to. They were really only basically into maximising returns. 
 
8a) the other one, said they were starting a 'Climate Active' fund, to actively engage with fossil fuel 
companies. We agreed to join that fund, although it took over a year longer to start than we were 
initially led to expect, due to delays with the investment managers getting the fund registered as 
tax exempt with the tax man / Charity Commission. 
 
8b) We have given them a deadline of 2021 to fully divest from fossil fuels. They told us late last 
year that a very small amount is in fossil fuel companies (less than 1%?). They are trying to get 
commitments from those they are invested in to be 'Paris compliant' with their plans. It’s not clear 
what that means (2 degrees or 1.5 degree target?) They say some have made some progress. 
 
9) We agreed to look for alternatives for our other investment managers. I talked to someone who 
mentioned that the Quakers were using Rathbone Greenbank. I know the Quakers well, so I was 
confident that they would be using an investment management firm with very high ethical 
standards, who would also be very competent. 
 
10) I contacted Rathbone Greenbank, visited them for a meeting, they came to meet us, I wrote 



reports and papers, and then John, our new lay bursar, took over with the practicalities of the 
switch. 
 
11) We decided to switch one of our funds (the less ethical one) to Rathbone Greenbank. Since 
then, someone else in the field said to me RG are leaders in the field of ethical investment. 
 
12) We agreed to do this in our leadership team, but also at around the same time we had a 
Province Chapter, so I wrote a paper for the Province Chapter, and we agreed a motion to fully 
divest from fossil fuels by 2021.  
 
13) At this point, we were able to join the next divestment announcement of Global Catholic 
Climate Movement, since all our investments are either committed to divestment asap, or in an 
engaged fund, and also with a deadline for compliance and/or divestment. 
 
 
FROM OUR BURSAR: 
 
4. Route planning disinvestment 

• Who makes your investment decisions? How are investment decisions made in your organ-

isation? Who is involved? What are the core values, both religious and financial, that inform 

investment decisions? What are the structures and policies that inform how decisions are 

made? How can policies be changed? Make the case to decision makers and make the 

changes.  

• Set a clear ethical investment policy: This is important. If you have funds managed by a fund 

manager, this will establish clear parameters for your investment tolerances. Most religious 

organisations are also registered charities and should have an investment policy statement.  

• We included the following explicit investment exclusions: 

 The Congregation of the Passion (St. Joseph’s Province) ethical investment policy seeks 
to preclude investment in companies (inter alia) that generate material revenues from 
the following: 

I. Disrespect or harm to the human person and human rights abuses (e.g. pornography, 

human embryonic research, cloning, abortion, fire-arms and munitions) 

II. Environmentally harmful activities (e.g. unethical animal testing, destruction of the en-

vironment, agrochemicals, intensive farming, genetically modified organisms, unsus-

tainable mining or habitat exploitation from non-sustainable sources, nuclear power, oil 

and gas and pollution) 

III. Socially harmful activities (e.g. tobacco, alcoholic drinks, gambling or high interest rate 

or predatory lending) 

IV. Hedge funds.  

V. The Congregation is committed to disinvesting fully from fossil fuels by 2021. 

Our ethical investment policy established the parameters for our conversations with our 
investment managers.  

 



• Get to know Greener alternatives: Find out what ethical options are out there. There are 

plenty of resources to get started: 

o Go Fossil Free website: https://gofossilfree.org/ 

o Quakers: how to disinvest: https://quaker-prod.s3.eu-west-1.amazo-

naws.com/store/26de82a255538e8268bdd8c358563cc3530d9ec18a5de16385d29ad7

3221 

o Making the case for disinvestment: Guardian Labs: https://www.theguard-

ian.com/australian-ethical-invest-for-a-better-world/ng-interactive/2018/jan/22/mak-

ing-a-case-for-ethical-investment 

 

• Don’t be put off by fund managers. You may be told that it’s not possible to divest because 

of who or how the money is managed. If you have a clear policy this will provide a framework 

for negotiating your way out of a management agreement. There will be a process that can 

make it possible to change who manages the money or how they manage it. We gave our 

investment managers 12 months notice of our intention to close one of our two funds be-

cause of our ethical investment perspective.  

 

• Stay the course: Opening new funds with a new fund manager can be a long and complex 

process. It took the Congregation 9 months to transfer funds from one company to the 

other. 

o Anti-money laundering regulations have rightly become increasingly stringent. We had 

to: 

I. Prove the identity of our trustees, witnessed by accountancy professionals 

II. Locate historic trust deeds for the Congregation 

III. Provide evidence for the historic sources of wealth for the Congregation  

IV. Evidence current account transactions for 6 months 

V. Evidence individual financial transactions to comply witb anti-money laundering regu-

lations 

VI. Gradually close down different funds with Barclays: not all investments can be closed 

down quickly. All of this takes a tremendous amount of time and patience.  

https://gofossilfree.org/
https://quaker-prod.s3.eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/store/26de82a255538e8268bdd8c358563cc3530d9ec18a5de16385d29ad73221
https://quaker-prod.s3.eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/store/26de82a255538e8268bdd8c358563cc3530d9ec18a5de16385d29ad73221
https://quaker-prod.s3.eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/store/26de82a255538e8268bdd8c358563cc3530d9ec18a5de16385d29ad73221
https://www.theguardian.com/australian-ethical-invest-for-a-better-world/ng-interactive/2018/jan/22/making-a-case-for-ethical-i
https://www.theguardian.com/australian-ethical-invest-for-a-better-world/ng-interactive/2018/jan/22/making-a-case-for-ethical-i
https://www.theguardian.com/australian-ethical-invest-for-a-better-world/ng-interactive/2018/jan/22/making-a-case-for-ethical-i

