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November 6, 2017 

To: The Committee on Investments and Social Responsibility 

From: Students of GU Fossil Free 

 

Proposal to Divest from Tar Sands Extraction 

 

“Young people demand change. They wonder how anyone can claim  

to be building a better future without thinking of the environmental crisis 

 and the sufferings of the excluded.” - Pope Francis, Laudato si’1 

 

Executive Summary 

GU Fossil Free, representing a collection of over 3000 signatories from Georgetown 

University students, faculty, and alumni, believes it is time to exercise the University’s Socially 

Responsible Investing (SRI) policy to divest our endowment from companies that extract oil 

from bituminous sands (“tar sands”) in Alberta, Canada. 

The aims of our proposal are to bring our actions into fuller alignment with the 

foundational Jesuit principles of our University. Our Spirit of Georgetown principles of “Faith 

and Justice” and “People for Others” provide us with an ethical framework for understanding our 

agency in the world, and the duties we have to our friends, neighbors, society, and faith.  

Our rationale for divestment rests on the inconsistency between the destructive 

environmental and social effects of tar sands and the framework of Georgetown’s SRI policy. 

Our proposed strategy is financially sound and incurs less risk than continued tar sands 

investment. Public promotion of tar sands divestment by Georgetown sends a strong signal to 

other universities and institutions that making the right moral and financial choice is both 

achievable and admirable, and builds upon our existing success in socially responsible investing. 

Consistent with previous SRI commitments, Georgetown should reinvest in clean technology 

funds with high expected returns. We leave the specific timing of divestment, within reason, to 

the Investment Office.  
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“Intergenerational solidarity is not optional, but rather a basic  

question of justice, since the world we have received also  

belongs to those who will follow us.” - Pope Francis, Laudato si’2 

 

Aims 

As the most influential and prestigious Catholic and Jesuit university in the country, 

Georgetown has a unique opportunity and obligation to advance our leadership on environmental 

justice by aligning our investments with our Jesuit principles. The past work of Georgetown to 

improve the environmental sustainability of our campus has been successful, as demonstrated by 

the creation of the Office of Sustainability and recent power purchase agreements financing 

renewable energy.3 However, our work is far from finished. Our planet’s ecology and society are 

in danger now more than ever. As the planet gets warmer, sea levels climb, glaciers and ice 

sheets recede, and climate systems are thrown into disarray, the time to meet the ever-

diminishing window of action is now.  

Georgetown has the opportunity to align itself with other institutional leaders around the 

world that have divested from tar sands. The Church of England announced in 2015 that it would 

divest from companies receiving more than 10% of profits from coal or tar sands.4 Major 

international universities, including but not limited to the University of California,5 Boston 

University,6 Cambridge University,7 and Oxford University,8 have all divested their sizeable 

endowments from tar sands and coal. Some large energy companies, specifically Shell and 

Norway’s Statoil, have sold their investments in Albertan tar sands, recognizing that it makes 

neither financial nor ethical sense. These examples demonstrate that divestment is both necessary 

and achievable.9  

Investing is a conscious and deliberate act—one that legitimizes the practices of the 

companies we are invested in. In contrast, divestment is a public rebuke of the business practices 

we know to be incongruous with our values. Through divestment, our primary aim is to align the 

endowment with Georgetown’s “commitment to social justice, protection of human life and 

dignity, stewardship for the planet and promotion of the common good.”10 Our endowment 

serves a dual purpose: 1) “to generate the highest level of returns,” while 2) “ensuring 

intergenerational equity.”11 Georgetown’s SRI policy upholds these values, in particular with 

regards to its “Do No Harm” strategy. Along these lines, the SRI policy states that investments 
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in “companies that are engaged in activities having an extremely deleterious effect on the 

environment” should be avoided as much as possible. Investing in tar sands violates this SRI 

tenet.  

 

“[A] true ecological approach always becomes a social approach; it must  

integrate questions of justice in debates on the environment, so as to hear  

both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor.” - Pope Francis, Laudato si’12 

 

Rationale 

Environmental Impact 

Although all forms of fossil fuels pose significant and immediate problems to the 

environmental and social health of our world, oil from tar sands is a particularly destructive 

source of energy. Within the industry, “tar sands” and “oil sands” both refer to bituminous sands, 

a natural geological feature that is found in many countries around the world, including Canada, 

Venezuela, and Russia. The majority of oil production from tar sands, however, is concentrated 

in Canada. Bitumen, a thick, viscous, and acidic form of petroleum,13 can be extracted in two 

ways: open-pit mining and in situ drilling.14  

In open-pit mining, tar sands are removed from a pit and thinned with water before 

bitumen is chemically separated from other elements, including sand and clay. Open-pit mining 

is extremely destructive to the local environment: forests are cleared, wetlands are drained, and 

basal aquifers are depleted to supply water necessary for the chemical processing of the tar 

sands. Accounting for about 80% of oil sand operations, in situ extraction is an even more 

environmentally destructive process than open-pit mining. In situ extraction can reach tar sands 

that are much deeper by pumping hot steam into the ground to liquefy the bitumen. In situ 

extraction requires significant energy to heat and pump the steam, making it more greenhouse 

gas-intensive, while also providing low recovery rates. Overall, oil derived from tar sands emits 

17% more greenhouse gases than an average barrel of U.S. crude oil, according to the State 

Department,15 and requires up to three times as much water.16  

Tar sands extraction causes the deforestation of boreal forests, which are a significant 

carbon sink at a rate of 6.4 tons of CO2 per hectare.17An area of 12.5 million hectares, equivalent 

to the size of the state of Mississippi, has experienced habitat disruption because of tar sands 
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operations in Alberta alone.18 This, together with the habitat fragmentation caused by the 

construction of tar sands infrastructure—pipelines, refineries, etc.—endangers wildlife including 

caribou, woodland birds, waterfowl, lynx, wolverine, and fish. Furthermore, tailing ponds, which 

are manmade reservoirs for storing the byproducts and toxic chemicals from bitumen extraction 

processes, can contaminate groundwater resources. Not only do tailing ponds release toxic 

chemicals, like arsenic and mercury, into the water of rural and indigenous communities, but 

they also are susceptible to spillage.19 The toxicity of tailing ponds is notorious for causing the 

deaths of migratory birds who land on their surface, mistaking them for freshwater ponds. Over 

130 species of internationally protected birds are susceptible to this threat.20 

Even the transportation of tar sands is a serious cause for concern, both within Alberta 

and the northern United States. A study from the Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety 

Administration showed that the northern Midwestern states moving the largest volumes of tar 

sands bitumen for the longest period of time spilled 3.6 times more product than the crude oil 

industry per mile from 2010 to 2012.21 This is because pipelines transporting tar sands are more 

susceptible to corrosion due to their high temperatures. For example, the 2010 Enbridge spill in 

Marshall, Michigan, released more than 800,000 barrels of tar sands oil into the Kalamazoo 

River, causing evacuations and health risks for local residents.22 After a spill, tar sands oil is 

more difficult to clean up than lighter forms of crude oil, causing deep and sustained damage to 

local ecosystems.  

 

Social Impact 

Indigenous North Americans and Canadian First Nations are disproportionately harmed 

by tar sands extraction, through both increased cancer rates and impacts on lands with high 

cultural significance. Pollution and industrial expansion related to tar sands have ravaged 

ecosystems, waterways, and species that First Nations consider sacred.23 The caribou population 

is on its way to extinction in Alberta, a phenomenon largely attributed to the expansion of tar 

sands. First Nations leaders have equated the possible extinction of caribou with the extinction of 

indigenous cultures, as the animal holds immense spiritual and traditional importance.24 First 

Nations communities have a constitutional right to hunt caribou, and several groups filed a 

lawsuit in 2010 to protect caribou from the destructive effects of tar sand extraction.25 
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When bitumen is pumped to the surface, its vaporous compounds react with oxygen to 

form toxic solids that drift into the wind or water supplies. Surveys have found that Alberta’s tar 

sands produce up to 84 tons of secondary organic aerosols every day, compared to the 67 tons 

produced daily in Toronto, a city of almost three million people.26 These pollutants have proven 

linkages to various cancers, the occurrence of which disproportionately increased in areas 

surrounding tar sands operations. The Alberta Cancer Board found a 30% increase in cancer 

incidence in Fort Chipewyan, a Cree settlement in northern Alberta.27 The health impact 

included a three-fold increase in leukemias and lymphomas and a seven-fold increase in bile duct 

cancers, a rare form of cancer almost exclusively caused by exposure to pollutants. 

Polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) are found in tailing ponds. PAHs leak from the 

tailing ponds and contaminate local drinking water sources, and also bioaccumulate in fish and 

other animals that are part of traditional First Nations diets.28 Previous impact studies have 

underestimated the magnitude of PAH production by Alberta tar sands, thus present corporate 

action to mitigate the negative health impacts of PAHs is woefully inadequate.29 

Petroleum coke (“petcoke”) is another dangerous byproduct of tar sands production.30 

Bitumen storage facilities spread airborne petcoke particles, which have negative respiratory and 

cardiovascular health effects directly impacting American populations. Petcoke is stored in open-

air facilities in American cities such as Detroit and Chicago.31 This is a symptom of 

environmental racism; race is the best predictor of whether one lives in close proximity to 

pollution. When “compared to the national average, the 134 million people who live closest to 

U.S. chemical facilities are 75 percent more likely to be black, 60 percent more likely to be 

Latino, and 50 percent more likely to be poor”.32 The dumping of petcoke in low-income 

communities perpetuates this social injustice. 

Companies engaged in bitumen production are thus complicit in the “widespread 

violations of human dignity” that our SRI policy rejects. Georgetown has a moral obligation to 

denounce involvement in practices that shorten lives and erase cultural traditions of indigenous 

peoples. 

 

Financial Impact 

The financial argument for divestment strongly complements the previously described 

moral and ethical motivations. Recognizing the dangers of unchecked climate change, countries 
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and institutions are pushing to reduce emissions. Emissions reduction goals have already been 

made through the near-universal international support of the Paris Agreement and the UN 

Framework Convention on Climate Change. As carbon emissions come under increasing 

scrutiny, tar sands oil companies with relatively high emissions profiles may have to rely on 

carbon capture use and storage (CCUS) to justify continued reserve expansion and exploration, a 

high-cost technology unlikely to help achievement of high return targets.  

Even before the implementation of CCUS, the extensive and complicated refining 

process associated with tar sands makes tar sands particularly expensive. The Canadian Energy 

Research Institute found last year that the break-even point for oil from tar sands is between 

$43.31 per barrel and $75.73 per barrel in 2016, while typical oil prices hovered around $50 per 

barrel in the past year.33 The vast majority of crude oil is eventually refined for use in 

transportation.34 While tar sands remain expensive to refine into crude oil, clean non-combusting 

electric vehicles are becoming cheaper every day. Total cost of ownership of electric cars will be 

lower than conventional cars in just a few years because the cost to transport a car one mile by 

electricity is dramatically cheaper than a mile of oil-powered transport.35 The rise of electric 

vehicles will undercut demand for oil with feedback directly into oil prices, and governments 

from France to the UK to China are already moving to ban internal combustion engines in the 

next decade or so. 

Recognizing these market conditions, many major owners of tar sands reserves are 

distancing themselves from projects. Shell divested from tar sands interests in May of this year, 

with Shell Canada President Michael Crothers saying tar sands were no longer a “strategic fit” 

for the company;36 Statoil sold all holdings in tar sands in December 2016 as CEO Eldar Saetre 

claimed that “the low-carbon future will reshape the energy space”;37 and ExxonMobil and 

ConocoPhilips have acknowledged that development of tar sands projects is on hold unless oil 

prices rise significantly.38 If fossil fuel companies have so little faith in the future of tar sands, 

there is no reason Georgetown should have any. 

Our SRI policy states that the University intends to “consider investments...provided that 

these investments target a market rate of return on par with similar assets in the endowment.”39 

These fundamental market and potential political changes make expensive and carbon-intensive 

oil production like tar sands a subpar investment, even without consideration of ethical or moral 
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considerations. The lengthy time horizon of investment taken by Georgetown demands an 

avoidance of tar sands investment. 

 

“Efforts to promote a sustainable use of natural resources are not  

a waste of money, but rather an investment capable of providing  

other economic benefits in the medium term.”- Pope Francis, Laudato si’ 

 

Strategy 

We now turn to the strategy of divestment itself as a way to impact firm behavior. 

Stakeholder engagement can be useful in certain circumstances, as witnessed by Georgetown’s 

engagement with Nike with regard to workers’ conditions in Nike supplier factories,40 but it is 

not appropriate in this case. The business model of tar sands companies is based on the 

environmentally degrading extraction of tar sands for oil. For this reason, the entire business 

model, rather than just a single business practice, is problematic. Other Catholic institutions 

recognize divestment as an important strategy to affect change, especially with regard to fossil 

fuels. More than 40 Catholic institutions, including the Archdiocese of Cape Town and the 

Episcopal Conference of Belgium, announced a faith-based divestment from fossil fuels on 

October 3, 2017.41  

No amount of direct engagement is likely to change the behavior of these companies, 

especially when their business strategy is dependent on expansion of these operations rather than 

a possible shift away from destructive practices.42 Moreover, Georgetown is but one of many 

shareholders making decisions during proxy voting sessions. Engaging with companies from 

what is effectively a permanent minority position among shareholders will not generate the shift 

in corporate behavior we wish to see. Instead, the value of divestment is its ability to make a firm 

moral and financial vote of no confidence to the world. 

The University has recognized the value of divestment in the past. In 1986, the Board of 

Directors decided to pull University holdings from American companies conducting business in 

apartheid-era South Africa.43 In 2015, the Board made the decision to divest from direct 

investments in coal companies on the grounds that they have deleterious effects on the 

environment and the financial stability of the endowment.44 Given tar sands’ similarly 
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detrimental impacts, it would only be consistent for the University to divest from this equally 

harmful source of energy. 

Crucially, divesting from individual companies does not preclude engagement with fund 

managers, who actively select the companies they include in their portfolios. By divesting, 

Georgetown puts pressure on fund managers to find ways to set up funds without exposure to tar 

sands. Therefore, it would be more effective for Georgetown to divest from tar sands companies 

than attempt direct engagement.  

Having demonstrated the financial risk of tar sands investment and how tar sands 

extraction is in violation of the University’s SRI policy, we advocate for divestment from the 

following companies that are active in tar sands extraction: 

 

Athabasca Oil Corporation 

Black Pearl Resources 

Canadian Natural Resources Ltd. 

Cenovus Energy Inc. 

Connacher Oil and Gas 

Devon Energy 

Grizzly Oil Sands 

Harvest Operations Corp. 

Husky Energy Inc. 

MEG Energy 

Nexen-CNOOC Ltd. 

Osum Oil Sands Corp. 

Pengrowth Energy Corporation 

Suncor 

Sunshine Oilsands 

Teck Resources 

 

Please direct all updates on CISR’s deliberations and any inquiries to gufossilfree@gmail.com. 
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