Rutgers to Drop Fossil Fuel Investments in Battle against Climate Change
by Michael Sol Warren
March 9, 2021 – New Jersey’s largest university is leveraging its $1.6 billion endowment as a tool to fight climate change.  Rutgers University leaders on Tuesday adopted a new policy to divest the university from existing investments in the fossil fuel industry, and to prohibit any new investments in that industry in the future.
The new policy was approved during a special meeting of the Rutgers Board of Governors, and during a later meeting of the Rutgers Board of Trustees.  The decision had been recommended by a committee of students, faculty and staff, which was formed to consider a request from the student group Endowment Justice Coalition.
“This decision aligns with Rutgers’ mission to advance public health and social justice,” said Rutgers president Jonathan Holloway.  “While the university has taken steps recently to limit investments in this area, approving a policy of divestment from fossil fuels is a significant expression of the values of our institution and our broader community.”
The new policy considers fossil fuel investments to be investments in any company or fund whose primary business is the exploration or extraction of fossil fuels, or whose primary business supports that sector.
The prohibition on new investments in fossil fuel companies begins immediately.  Rutgers will have 1 year to divest from passive index funds that have fossil fuel positions and reinvest in more environmentally friendly versions of those funds, and 10 years to exit all existing private fossil fuel positions.
About 5% of Rutgers’ $1.6 billion endowment is currently invested in fossil fuels.  Of the affected investments, 60% are in private funds.
This is only the 3rd time that Rutgers has taken a divestment action.  The 1st was in the 1980s, when the university divested from South African holdings in protest of that nations racist Apartheid policies.  The 2nd was in 2006, when Rutgers divested from Sudan in reaction to the Darfur genocide.
The new policy is supported by the Rutgers faculty and graduate worker union.  David Hughes, the union’s treasurer and climate justice chair, praised the divestment action and said he hopes Rutgers will continue to find ways to detach itself from fossil fuels.  “As somebody who teaches about climate change, I’m particularly proud of this institution for putting its money behind its scholarship,” Hughes said during the Board of Governors meeting.
Naomi Klein, a high-profile climate justice advocate and the Gloria Steinem Chair in Media, Culture and Feminist Studies at Rutgers-New Brunswick, praised the push for divestment as a critical step by the university.  “This powerful decision by Rutgers University sends an unequivocal market message that the era of fossil fuels is finally coming to an end, and that our collective future rests with clean, renewable energy,” Klein said in a statement.  “Divestment is the necessary 1st step in an economic transition rooted in racial and environmental justice, a process that must bring good green jobs, as well as safe, renewable energy, to the most impoverished and polluted communities in our state.”
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