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*This is a brief that aims to help build momentum for educators’ unions in Ontario, Canada to 

support a fossil fuel divestment resolution for the Ontario Teachers’ Pension Plan (OTPP) at their 

annual conventions, with an active campaign started for the Ontario Secondary School Teachers’ 

Federation annual meeting (AMPA) in 2015, in support of the 350.org global campaign.  Please feel 

free to adapt this for use in your own educators’ union or organization, whether in Canada or 

elsewhere.  In Ontario, five educator unions/organizations have a stake in the OTPP through the 

Ontario Teachers’ Federation: ETFO, OSSTF, OECTA, RTO, and AEFO.  In addition to four OTPP 

board members appointed by the OTF, four members are appointed by the Ontario provincial 

government.     

 

 

Educators are global citizens 

 

Through our work in classrooms and as union members, educators have a strong and positive voice 

in Canada and the world.   

 

From early activists pushing for gender equity and equal pay in the 1920s, to solidarity with 

indigenous peoples, and together with workers in the public and private sectors across Canada, 

teachers have consistently shown their support for the idea of building a better world.  

 

In 1989, educators came together to demand more of a voice in their pension plan, resulting in the 

establishment of the OTPP, governed both by four provincially-appointed directors with four 

directors delegated by the Ontario Teachers’ Federation.  Since its establishment, the OTPP has 

shown itself to be an unqualified success in ensuring retirement security for teachers, while 

propelling investment across a broad swath of the Canadian and global economy.  Its $140.8 billion 

in net assets are invested in everything from the finance industry, to professional sports, 

infrastructure and extractive industries.   

http://educatorsclimate.wordpress.com/
http://gofossilfree.org/
http://gofossilfree.org/


 

At different times, educators have questioned some of the investments of the OTPP on various 

ethical grounds, from investment in tobacco companies to military contractors, water management 

and mining in Latin America, or in companies with links to conflict zones such as Israel-Palestine.  

Due to the fact that the corporate governance model of the OTPP places the highest priority on its 

fiduciary duty members and the viability of the pension plan, it has very rarely undertaken 

divestment on ethical grounds.  

 

There is precedent to the impact of morally and ethically-based investment action when it comes to 

important social issues.  In the late 1980s, growing momentum for trade and investment sanctions 

led to greater global attention toward the injustice of the apartheid regime in South Africa.  This 

momentum, combined with Canadian trade and investment sanctions implemented in 1986, helped 

lead both to OMERS (Ontario Municipal Employees Retirement System) divesting from South 

African holdings in that year, and to legislation in Ontario enabling divestment of pensions from 

South Africa for the reason of apartheid in 1988.  In that case, sanctions and divestment played a 

positive role in contributing to global momentum to struggle against such injustice and to act on 

behalf of more positive values of social justice and equity. 

 

 Coming together to face a global threat 

 

Today, the world is facing a global challenge that can also be crucially aided by a divestment 

campaign, and that challenge is the fight against climate change.  

 

Overwhelming scientific consensus has established that our carbon-dependent civilization is 

pushing our home in a dangerous direction.  Due to the impact of human activities, since 1880, 

carbon and other greenhouse gas emissions have warmed the planet about one degree, a sharp u-

turn from thousands of years of relatively stable average temperatures since the last ice age1.  In 

1880, carbon dioxide concentrations in the atmosphere were at about 287 parts per million, and they 

stand at 400ppm today, thanks to humanity.  There is no debate about these conclusions in the 

relevant scientific communities, despite the fact that climate change denial remains stubbornly, if 

marginally persistent, most often funded or linked to fossil fuel companies2.  These same companies 

have actively attempted to block substantive progress on climate action both at the national and 

global levels.   

 



The most common, internationally agreed upon target for fighting climate change has been to try to 

keep the planet from warming two degrees past the point human-induced climate change began in 

the late nineteenth century.  We now know that a two-degree target is very likely too high for 

planetary safety, and that if the world continues to increase greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions they 

way we are now, the result will be  ‘catastrophic’ levels of planetary heating, leading to changes in 

our planet that will make it increasingly uninhabitable, both for us and other species3.   

 

Since its push to global awareness by scientists in the late 1980s, more and more momentum has 

been building to address this common threat to humanity and our only home.  The realization that 

business as usual in trade, investment and energy has been pushing our planet to the brink of 

climate disaster has galvanized a growing and diverse movement of global citizens and 

policymakers.   

 

 

 The role of pensions 

 

International organizations from the United Nations to the World Bank and Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) have been unanimous in suggesting that 

Institutional investors can be climate game-changers, helping to finance a transition to clean energy 

and a future beyond greenhouse gas emissions.   

 

In a report that parallels the World Bank’s ‘inclusive green growth’ strategy4, a recent OECD working 

paper has outlined the potential role that pensions can play in transforming their portfolios to reflect 

the necessity of a world that needs to move beyond carbon and other GHGs, and fast5.  Its 

recommendations are in line with the UN Principles on Responsible Investment, including the recent 

innovation of the Montreal Pledge, a voluntary movement to identify the carbon footprint of 

investment holdings, toward ‘decarbonising’ pensions and other institutional investments6, as well as 

the report of the Global Commission on Economy and the Climate7.  In its report on the role of 

pensions, the OECD points to various pension funds that are taking a lead in developing investment 

strategies that attempt to meet the climate challenge, from Denmark’s ATP, to the Dutch PGGM, 

with the Californian funds CalSTRS and CalPERS also exploring avenues for disclosing climate-

related ‘risk’ in their holdings8.  While these opening moves are extremely modest, there is great 

potential for pensions to be game-changers when it comes to leading the way out of fossil fuel 

investments and toward a sustainable future.  Nicholas Stern, the eminent economist at the lead of 



several high-profile reports on economics and the climate, has suggested recently that reducing 

emissions can create a more robust economy than one dependent on high carbon emissions9.  A 

recent report estimates potential returns from investment in green initiatives as three times that of 

the doomed $5 billion slated for the Northern Gateway pipeline10.  Everyone stands to gain if we 

build a development model for our economy that is ‘green, decent and public’11, in the words of a 

recent report.  The creation of a sustainable world that moves past fossil fuels requires investment to 

create and nurture its infrastructure.  The transition required can be healthy both for the planet and 

for educators’ retirement security.   

 

These developments are timely, exciting and necessary: communities across the globe, and 

particularly those in the ‘least developed’ vulnerable parts of the global south, are in dire need of the 

type of inclusive policies that can build local forms of strength and resilience in the transition to an 

economy that doesn’t depend on fossil fuels.  This type of transformation is captured well in the 

saying ‘system change, not climate change’12.   

 

 

 A necessary first step 

 

Despite some positive developments, fossil fuel companies have put up stiff resistance wherever 

they can to substantive and bold recommendations for climate action.  This makes sense, as these 

companies perceive that they stand to lose from a world that doesn’t depend on fossil fuels.  Given 

their understandable intransigence, fossil fuel companies need a clear message from all angles that 

business as usual cannot continue given its implications for the climate.  Beyond the task of climate 

risk assessment in portfolios when it comes to ensuring returns, pension funds can act in response 

to the very real risk that business as usual fossil fuel companies pose to our home through 

continued extraction of carbon.   

 

This is why educators need to call on our own pension plans to join the growing movement to divest 

from fossil fuels.  The campaign, started by the climate organization 350.org13, has inspired 

campaigns at hundreds of north american universities and colleges, and begun to gain traction 

among some institutional investors.  The OTPP can add critical momentum to this movement by 

signalling that, as before with the case of South African apartheid, it is ready once again to work 

together with a global movement for a better world.   

 



The campaign calls on institutional investors to pledge no new investments in fossil fuel companies, 

and to phase out of existing investments in the top two hundred fossil fuel companies14.  Attached to 

this brief is a draft resolution in preparation for the annual OSSTF convention in 2015; we hope that 

other teacher federations will also take up this call.  In the case of the OSSTF specifically, the 

resolution also names the Ontario Municipal Employees Retirement System (OMERS) along with 

the OTPP in the call to support fossil fuel divestment.  The Carbon Tracker Initiative is one financial 

specialist organization which has been offering advice, strategies and techniques for institutional 

investors and others who are the process of evaluating whether to join in this type of innovative and 

timely initiative15.   

 

During the recent New York climate summit, the campaign was given a boost when the Rockefeller 

Foundation announced its support16.  A global tide is growing to send a message to the fossil fuel 

industry that we need a new, inclusive economy that moves beyond carbon.  The OTPP has the 

chance to help this growing movement, to act once again as the voice of teachers, by working to 

transition out of fossil fuel investments and toward the future we all want, for future generations and 

our own.    

 

 



OSSTF 2015 AMPA Resolutions in support of Divestment from Fossil Fuel Companies 

 

MAC 223-15 

 

BE IT RESOLVED THAT AMPA establish a two year work group that will investigate: 

 

a)  ways to support the global movement to divest from fossil fuels, in accordance with 350.org and 

gofossilfree.org; and 

 

b)  ways to pressure  the Ontario Teachers‟ Pension Plan and the Ontario Municipal Employees 

Retirement System to: 

 

     1. participate in the divestment of fossil fuel companies; 

 2. ensure none of the OTPP‟s or OMERS‟ directly held or commingled assets include holdings in 

fossil fuel public equities and corporate bonds within 5 years as determined by „The Carbon Underground 200' 

; and 

 3. release bi-annual updates, available to OSSTF members and the public, detailing progress. 

 

The work group will be comprised of the following: 

 

a) Three bargaining unit presidents/leaders, with an interest in environmental issues, as selected by the 

Provincial Executive from applications; 

 

b)  One OTF Governor; 

 

c)  One Provincial Executive member, assigned by the President; 

 

d)  The Secretariat member assigned to environmental issues. 

 

The work group will report to Provincial Council on an interim basis, as appropriate, and submit an interim 

report with recommendations to AMPA 2016 and a final report with recommendations to AMPA 2017. 

 

CPA 202-15 

 

BE IT RESOLVED THAT Policy 9.10 be amended by the addition of a new subsection that reads: 

 

“It is the policy of OSSTF that the Ontario Teachers‟ Pension Plan (OTPP) and the Ontario Municipal 

Employees Retirement System (OMERS) should not invest in fossil fuel companies. Specifically, the OTPP 

and OMERS should stop any new investment in fossil fuel public equities and corporate bonds as determined 

by „The Carbon Underground 200' and should promote divestment until that is achieved.” 

 

MAC 224-15 

 

BE IT RESOLVED THAT the Provincial Executive and the OTF Governors ask the OTPP and OMERS Board 

of Directors to direct asset managers to stop any new investment in fossil fuel public equities and corporate 

bonds within 5 years as determined by „The Carbon Underground 200'. 

 

BYL 234-15 

 

BE IT RESOLVED THAT Bylaw 9.5.2 be amended by the insertion of a new subsection that reads: 



“No part of the Internal Investment Fund shall be invested in fossil fuel companies. Specifically, the Internal 

Investment Fund should strive to divest from fossil fuel public equities and corporate bonds within 5 years as 

determined by „The Carbon Underground 200'.” 
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