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Cash earnings made by shareholders in the UK’s two largest 
oil companies (BP and Shell) are around triple the amount they 
were when the Paris Agreement was signed in December 2015. 
Their total earnings since the Agreement amount to £131bn.

£131bn could fund solar panel installation for approximately 13 
million houses. Less than a fifth of the figure could cover the 
costs of the 40 new hospitals the government has pledged. One 
tenth could meet the shortfall in UK social care provision. 

The eight largest shareholders in both BP and Shell have made a 
total of £28.7bn since the Paris Agreement. Those shareholders 
are: abrdn PLC; BlackRock Inc.; Norges Bank Investment 
Management; Legal & General Investment Management Ltd.; 
SAFE Investment Co. Ltd.; State Street Global Advisors Inc; 
UBS Asset Management AG; and Vanguard Group Inc. 

The top three shareholders of both increased the proportion of 
their collective holding of BP from 11.48% in 2016 to 17.71% in 2022. 
The same major shareholders increased the proportion of their 
collective holding of Shell from 13.08% in 2016 to 15.89% in 2022.
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1. Introduction: “spewing out cash”
In the second half of 2022, as energy prices continued to soar and the cost-of-

living crisis deepened, the business media began reporting new highs in oil company 
dividend payments with remarkable hyperbole. In August, Bloomberg headlined with 
“Big Oil is Paying Out Years of Dividends in One Day.” In November, Barron’s noted 
“Oil Companies Lift Their Dividends as Cash Rolls In”. A few months later, Reuters 
reported “Bumper profits fuel surge in dividends, buybacks at oil firms”. The bonanza 
continued as a number of oil firms reported record profits for the last quarter of 
2022. And in February 2023, Forbes led with the headline “We’ve Struck Oil: 3 
Energy Plays Yielding Up To 11% in Dividends.”

All of the hyperbole is justified. Oil company dividends are rising very rapidly 
indeed. This is largely because – to quote one trader – the energy industry has 
become “a broken ATM spewing out cash.” 

According to even the conventional logic of the markets, it isn’t supposed to 
be like this. That logic claims that oil company dividends should be influenced by 
several factors, including the shifting energy balance towards renewables, increasing 
regulatory pressure to reduce emissions, and the rise of divestment campaigns. As 
the climate crisis accelerates, shifts towards a low-carbon economy should have 
led to a decline in demand for fossil fuels, and investors were supposed to become 
increasingly concerned about the long-term sustainability of oil companies. Yet oil 
companies are making record cash payouts to their shareholders. 

This report reaches behind the corporate veil to identify the major beneficiaries of the 
UK’s largest fossil fuel companies, BP and Shell. It analyses their cash earnings from those 
shares since the Paris Agreement on climate change, and juxtaposes their corporate spin 
on environmental targets with facts and figures on their fossil fuel investments. 

Our aim is to provide a rich analysis of the large institutional shareholders who have 
retained their investments in oil and gas – in a period that most observers of the Paris 
Agreement might reasonably have expected to be a time of divestment in fossil fuels. 

A second report will go on to ask profound questions for the fossil fuel divestment 
movement and how it might develop more effective forms of campaigning to 
ultimately stop the flow of capital into the industry.

A note on sources

The analysis in this report is based on the data included in the S&P Capital 
IQ platform. This platform compiles data relating to institutional shareholders. 
It therefore provides an incomplete overview, since it doesn’t include individual 
shareholders and may exclude some forms of institutions. Whilst we can be confident 
that the data captures virtually all significant institutional shareholders accurately, 
the data set is by no means complete. We need to read the data and the analysis 
presented in this report with this in mind.

The S&P Capital IQ platform uses a number of published sources to compile data, 
including the proxy statements and annual reports of companies, as well as portfolio 
filings and statutory notifications to regulatory agencies and stock exchanges. In the 
platform, ownership data is typically reported by the number of shares each holder 
owns, but it may be reported as a calculated percentage of the total shares outstanding.
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Dividends

Share buybacks 

Total

£30,267,619,000

£12,786,491,000

£43,054,109,000

Dividends

Share buybacks 

Total

£55,631,997,000

£32,757,156,000

£88,389,153,000

2. Dividends, buybacks and cash earnings: what this report measures
Ultimately, people buy shares to make a profit. The two sources of shareholders’ 

cash earnings, which form the basis for the analysis in this report, are dividends and 
share buybacks. We explain those sources of earnings in more detail below. 

BP’s shareholders have earned £43bn in cash payouts since the Paris Agreement was 
signed, while Shell’s shareholders have earned £88bn in cash payouts in that time.

Put together, BP and Shell’s shareholders have raked in a whopping £131bn in cash 
handouts in this seven-year period.  

This bonanza is earned in addition to the rise in the value of shares in each 
company.  Between the opening price of 1st January 2016 and the closing price on 
31st December 2022, BP’s share price rose by 34%, while Shell’s rose by 50%.  

Dividends are often expressed as a percentage of the value of a share, known as 
the dividend yield. The dividend yield is used by investors to calculate the value of 
their return on each share. In figures 1 and 2, we set out the dividend earnings yield 
for BP and Shell  shareholders since 2016.

The dividend yield has produced returns on investment for BP and Shell 
shareholders that have now stabilised at well above 10% (with the exception of the 
interruption to this trend due to the Covid-19 pandemic).

Table 1: BP dividends and share buybacks 2016-2022

Table 2: Shell dividends and share buybacks 2016-2022

3. Cash earnings in BP and Shell
Tables 1 and 2 set out the two forms of shareholder cash earnings since 1st 

January 2016 and the total of those earnings in each company. 

A dividend is the annual payment earned by shareholders for each 
share that they hold.  Companies may increase or decrease their dividend 
each year, or may not pay any dividend at all. Ultimately, the size of a 
dividend is a complex decision that balances the short-term interests of 
the shareholders against their long-term interests (i.e. the long-term health 
and growth of the company).  Decisions about the size of dividends are 
typically based on a variety of factors, including a company’s earnings, its 
financial position in comparison to previous expectations, projections of 
future growth, and the extent to which investment is prioritised. The board 
will consider how much of the company’s profits they will earmark for 
reinvestment, and how much they are able to distribute to shareholders. 
They must also consider any regulatory requirements, such as maximum 
payout ratios, and the impact that dividend payments might have on the 
company’s share price. 

Share buybacks have a slightly different effect, but effectively see 
cash being transferred from company earnings directly to shareholders. 
A share buyback is when a company repurchases its own shares from 
the marketplace, reducing the number of shares available to buy in the 
stock market. For the shareholders who decide to sell shares at this time, 
they can expect very good value, since the share price is guaranteed by 
the company. For the remaining shareholders who retain their shares, the 
value of their shares will increase in proportion to the buyback sum per 
share, since the company’s earnings are now spread over fewer shares. 
Companies choose to initiate a buyback for a variety of reasons, including 
a desire to return excess cash to shareholders, to offset the dilutive 
impact of employee stock options, or to increase the earnings per share 
and stock price. 

Taken together, shareholder dividends and buybacks represent the total cash 
earnings that shareholders accrue.  
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Figure 2: Shell dividend yield (%)

Source: Fidelity International

Despite increasing divestment pressures on the big oil companies since the Paris 
Agreement, it is clear from this data that this pressure has not affected the fortunes 
of investors in those companies. As the value of their shares has risen steadily, cash 
payouts have risen. 

Figure 1: BP dividend yield (%)

Figure 3: Total cash earnings by BP Shareholders 2016-2022

Trends in cash earnings in BP and Shell

Figures 3 and 4 show that annual cash earnings for shareholders has risen 
significantly since the Paris Agreement was signed. BP’s cash earnings have more 
than tripled and Shell’s shareholder cash earnings have almost tripled in this period, 
increasing by 194%. 

Figure 4: Total cash earnings by Shell Shareholders 2016-2022
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Figure 5: BP Quarterly Gross Profits Q1 2016- Q4 2022

Source: Macrotrends

Figure 6: Shell Quarterly Gross Profits Q1 2016 - Q4 2022

Figures 5 and 6 show a similar picture: quarterly reported gross profits for both 
companies have more than tripled since 2016

4. What if £131bn were invested in the common good?

Those figures can be starkly put into context if we compare what they would 
mean in relation to the provision of social need. What is the social value of the £131bn 
in cash handouts given to BP and Shell shareholders in this seven-year period?

If we think about healthcare in Britain, it is of course difficult to know whether or 
not the 40 new hospitals pledged by the Johnson government will be built by 2030. 
If the government doesn’t renege on this promise, the Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) 
estimates this would cost somewhere between £18bn to £24bn, or less than a fifth of 
BP and Shell shareholder pay outs since the Paris Agreement was signed.

The Local Government Association (LGA) estimates that social care is 
underfunded by roughly £13bn – one tenth of the BP and Shell shareholder pay outs.

And if we take this analysis a little bit further: what if, instead of cash payouts, BP 
and Shell were forced to spend their spare cash on renewables?

While consumers are locked into buying their energy from Big Oil, these revenues 
won’t fall. But they could be invested in real alternatives. The Power project, for 
example, is currently working on a community-based project fitting a whole street 
in London with solar panels. The plan is for this street to effectively become its 
own self-sufficient power station, and to roll this model out further to “tackle the 
interlinked climate/energy/cost of living crises”. The other huge benefit of this project 
is that fitting a whole street brings down the cost of each panel to around £5,000 
because of bulk discounts. By this logic, Mark Eris from the project has estimated 
that panels and professional installation would cost around £1m for a street with 100 
houses. At this calculation, £1bn would fund the same project for 100,000 houses.

In other words, the £113bn in pay outs since the Paris Agreement would have 
funded a project like this for approximately 13 million houses, enough to provide 
every street in Britain with a similar project. 

As a signatory of the Paris Agreement, the British government has signed up to 
reduce emissions from heating and powering homes by 68% by 2030, and must 
reach net zero by 2050. Although retrofitting insulation to as many homes as 
possible has never been more crucial in reaching these goals, Britain’s houses are 
also among the oldest and least energy efficient in Europe. If BP and Shell profits 
were put to this kind of use, Britain might get closer to meeting its obligations.

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/dec/08/boris-johnson-40-new-hospitals-pledge-costed#:~:text=But if most were new,40 could co
https://www.local.gov.uk/about/news/underfunded-social-care-struggling-help-mitigate-growing-demand-nhs-lga-statement
https://www.power.film/about
https://www.constructionleadershipcouncil.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/CLC-National-Retrofit-Strategy-final-for-consultation.pdf
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5. The Carbon Profiteers
In 1963, UK-based individuals owned 54% of the country’s shares by value; by 

2020, that figure had fallen to 12%. The decline of individual shareholding has been 
coupled by a steady rise in institutional ownership, i.e. companies that invest funds on 
behalf of others for profit, such as insurance firms, pension funds, hedge funds and 
asset managers - rather than individuals investing their own cash. 

Approximately three quarters of UK shares are now estimated to be held by 
giant institutional investors. Of these, wealth is being increasingly concentrated 
in the hands of the largest asset management companies - such as BlackRock, 
Vanguard and State Street.

These features of the UK’s share markets provide important background to 
understanding the major investors in BP and Shell. The top ten shareholders in each 
company, represented in tables 3 and 4 below, are all institutional investors – and the 
majority are based outside the UK.

Table 3: BP’s top ten external shareholders’ earnings 2016-2022 1

BP Shareholder

BlackRock Inc.

Vanguard Group Inc.

Norges Bank Investment Management

UBS Asset Management AG

State Street Global Advisors Inc.

Franklin Resources Inc.

Capital Research & Mgmt Co.

SAFE Investment Co. Ltd.

Legal & General Investment Management Ltd.

abrdn PLC 2

Total cash earnings  
since 2016

£3,694,712,000

£1,645,229,000

£1,064,399,000

£888,727,000

£957,068,000

£488,220,000

£825,004,000

£636,865,000

£857,615,000

£716,835,630

Total shareholding,  
2016

1320639212

447255710

346085991

607216859

456813003

162230034

403810552

383507562

649526178

281810041

Total shareholding, 
2022

1905986438

782245186

495734225

385683597

359406811

323288521

290715716

254282821

249211259

238413293

% Change  
since 2016

44

75

43

-36

-21

99

-28

-34

-62

-15

  1. The calculations in tables 3 and 4 are based upon the proportion of value of total dividends and 
buybacks allocated to shareholders. Whilst dividends are paid as cash straight to shareholders, buybacks 
are cash purchases of share which accrue indirectly according to the value of the shareholding.
2. abrdn is the product of a merger between Aberdeen Asset Management and Standard Life 
in 2017. Aberdeen Asset Management was a major shareholder of both BP and Shell.  Estimates for 
shareholding prior to 2017 are based on shareholding of Aberdeen Asset Management; the data held in 
S&P Capital IQ does not indicate a significant shareholding by Standard Life.   

Table 4: Shell’s top ten external shareholders’ earnings 2016-2022 3

Shell Shareholder

BlackRock Inc.

Vanguard Group Inc.

Norges Bank Investment Management

Legal & General Investment Management Ltd.

UBS Asset Management AG

State Street Global Advisors Inc.

Amundi Asset Management SAS

FMR LLC

abrdn PLC 4

SAFE Investment Co. Ltd.

Total cash earnings  
since 2016

£6,492,383,000

£3,648,602,000

£2,335,301,000

£1,230,540,000

£1,166,625,000

£801,934,000

£503,965,000

£661,733,000

£1,732,699,000

£703,211,000

Total shareholding,  
2016

480946026

219505512

136288020

205110819

205110819

65056419

174118398

73787552

118317839

120169780

Total shareholding, 
2022

594613172

321470746

197126118

117907969

117907969

107859300

95847741

86747196

81436973

79391075

% Change  
since 2016

24

46

45

-43

-43

66

-45

18

-31

-34

 3. As footnote 1 above.
 4. As footnote 2 above.

Eight companies feature among the top ten investors of both companies: 
abrdn PLC; BlackRock Inc.; Norges Bank Investment Management; Legal & General 
Investment Management Ltd.; SAFE Investment Co. Ltd.; State Street Global Advisors 
Inc; UBS Asset Management AG; and Vanguard Group Inc. Those eight companies 
have benefited from a total of £28.7bn in earnings since 2016.

The top three investors in both BP and Shell are the investment giants BlackRock, 
Vanguard and Norges Bank Investment Management. Between them, they have 
benefited from a total of £6.4bn earnings from BP and £6.4bn of earnings from Shell, 
adding up to a total of £18.8bn since 2016. 

This group of three “mega” shareholders increased the proportion of their 
collective holding of BP from 11.48% in 2016 to 17.71% in 2022.  The same mega 
shareholders increased the proportion of their collective holding of Shell from 13.08% 
in 2016 to 15.89% in 2022.  

The top eight investors are dominated by passive asset managers – or index 
investors, as they are also known. These happen to be the biggest investors globally, 
owning shares in most companies listed on the world’s stock markets. As other – 
often smaller – firms have for one reason or another divested from Shell and BP, 
these “passive” investors have effectively gobbled up their shares. Yet their growing 
interest in the fossil fuel giants must be viewed in the context of the monstrous 
growth in passive funds more generally. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/investmentspensionsandtrusts/bulletins/ownershipofukquotedshares/latest
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6. Passive aggressive investing: the rise of the index funds

Passive investing refers to a risk-averse strategy of buying and holding stocks 
and bonds that are considered to be performing well based on sector and market 
benchmarks, such as stock market indices - for example Dow Jones, S&P 500 or 
Nasdaq. Asset managers pursuing passive investment strategies offer clients a large 
array of funds to put their money in – some of these invest in specific industries, while 
others hold shares in every company in a particular index, or section of the stock 
market.

This type of investing is seen as passive because there’s no concerted attempt 
to “beat the market” by buying and selling stocks at certain times and multiplying 
their returns. This - and the fact that it channels cash into a very broad range of 
companies - keeps risk low for investors. As a result, expert fund managers are not 
required, meaning fees are lower than for actively-managed funds. Passive investing 
is often promoted as a form of minimal-effort investing which is more accessible to 
the average person who has a day job, no knowledge of the stock market, and is too 
busy to follow financial developments.

The growth in passive investors over the past twenty years has been monumental. 
Representing $4tn (£3.2tn) in assets in 2015 5, within five years the industry had 
grown to over $15tn (nearly £12tn), when it owned up to potentially 37.8% of US 
stocks. Then in 2022, passive funds overtook actively-managed funds in the US for 
the first time.

There are now thousands of such funds run by many asset managers, although 
three companies dominate the market by a long shot: BlackRock, Vanguard and 
State Street. The most recent estimates of the so-called “Big Three” show that well 
over 80% of their assets are held in passive funds.6 And they have shares in pretty 
much every major company on the world’s stock exchanges, with each having stakes 
of 3-10% in thousands of firms. By late 2021, the Big Three companies combined held 
an estimated median share of nearly 22% in S&P 500 companies7; Vanguard had the 
highest median shareholding at nearly 10%, followed by BlackRock with nearly 8%, 
and then State Street at 4.5%.

These might not sound very significant, but to put this into perspective, 
BlackRock’s stake of just 8.7% in Shell alone generated nearly £1.4bn in dividends 
and buybacks for the firm in 2022. Investors with a stake of over 5% are “considered 
highly influential”; those with over 10% are considered “insiders” in US law, giving 
them substantial access to knowledge and influence in the company.  BlackRock is 
the only investor with a stake in Shell that is greater than 5%, and a stake in BP that is 
greater than 10%.8

Collectively, the Big Three now manage over $19tn in assets; that’s six times the 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of the UK, a similar size to the GDP of China, and not 
far off the GDP of the US, the world’s largest economy.

5.  Jan Fichtner, Eelke Heemskerk and Javier Garcia-Bernardo, ‘Hidden power of the Big Three? 
Passive index funds, re-concentration of corporate ownership, and new financial risk’, Business and 
Politics, vol. 19, no. 2, 2017.
6, 7, 8.  As footnote 5 above.

Besides their huge market share, the Big Three also hold significant shareholdings 
in each other. For example, Vanguard is the largest institutional shareholder of both 
State Street and BlackRock. As the industry mushrooms, major alarm bells have been 
sounded over this ever-increasing concentration of corporate ownership, and the 
implications for company environmental and social policies.

For the most part, it is these asset managers that vote in shareholder 
meetings, rather than their investor clients – with the shots ultimately called by 
top management. This is usually done by proxy (from afar), in view of how many 
companies they invest in. The Big Three, taken together, are often easily able to 
swing a vote, meaning that the heads of these companies wield enormous power 
over corporate policies.

  A 2019 report by Majority Action, a US NGO which promotes responsible 
shareholder behaviour, reveals that BlackRock and Vanguard voted against climate 
change mitigation measures in at least 16 crucial company votes, where their say 
would have swung the decision. In fact, a significant majority of resolutions which 
have been voted against by the Big Three concern Environmental, Social and 
Governance (ESG) measures. And Vanguard and BlackRock have consistently voted 
against “climate-critical resolutions” specifically – votes on policies to mitigate climate 
change. 

The top asset managers all now offer special ESG funds to carry out “impact 
investing”, as it is sometimes known – investing with environmental or social 
goals in mind. But the revolving door between global corporations negates these 
environmental claims. For example, although Vanguard’s ESG funds boast of 
excluding hydrocarbons, one of the largest investments of this same fund is in 
JPMorgan Chase, the world’s biggest financial backer of fossil fuels.

Yet, as we note above, the main strategy used by the big investors is “passive”. 
Passive funds now represent over 40% ownership of the fossil fuel industry. And the 
largest investors in both BP and Shell use passive funds that by definition are based 
on decisions to invest and divest made by algorithm, moving people further still from 
the decision-making process. 

https://www.ft.com/content/73a6527d-cd59-498e-9923-af5143cbb952
https://www.ft.com/content/27b5e047-5080-4ebb-b02a-0bf4a3b9bc08
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/business-and-politics/article/hidden-power-of-the-big-three-passive-index-funds-reconcentration-of-corporate-ownership-and-new-financial-risk/30AD689509AAD62F5B677E916C28C4B6
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?most_recent_value_desc=true
https://markets.ft.com/data/equities/tearsheet/profile?s=STT:NYQ
https://markets.ft.com/data/equities/tearsheet/profile?s=BLK:NYQ
https://www.wsj.com/articles/proxy-voting-what-11641594493
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3247337
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5d4df99c531b6d0001b48264/t/5d8006692e5b035cf0d2b17f/1568674165939/assetmanagerreport2019.pdf
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/business-and-politics/article/hidden-power-of-the-big-three-passive-index-funds-reconcentration-of-corporate-ownership-and-new-financial-risk/30AD689509AAD62F5B677E916C28C4B6
http://https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5d4df99c531b6d0001b48264/t/5d8006692e5b035cf0d2b17f/1568674165939/assetmanagerreport2019.pdf
http://https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5d4df99c531b6d0001b48264/t/5d8006692e5b035cf0d2b17f/1568674165939/assetmanagerreport2019.pdf
https://investor.vanguard.com/investment-products/etfs/profile/esgv#overview
https://www.fossilbanks.org/fossil-banks
https://www.funds-europe.com/news/passive-funds-face-future-as-holders-of-last-resort-as-fossil-fuel-ownership-increases
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7. Meet the investors
Here we turn to the top eight investors of both BP and Shell, breaking down these 

faceless, murky entities as best we can. We contrast the voluminous quantities of 
greenwash they spout, often facilitated by the mainstream media, with the stark 
reality of their profiteering. 

Meet the investors running – and destroying – our world. 

#1: BlackRock 
BlackRock, Inc. is an asset management company, investing money on behalf of its 

clients in return for fees. It controls approximately $8.5tn (£6.7tn) in investments, making 
it the largest asset manager in the world – a position it has held since 2009. It is also 
the largest index investor, with two thirds of its assets in passive funds. Headquartered 
in the US, it around 16,000 employees in over 35 countries servicing a million clients. Its 
clients are categorised as “retail” - for example individuals saving for retirement - and 
“institutional”, such as insurance companies and pension funds. Through the assets it 
manages, BlackRock holds shares and debt in thousands of companies. 

BlackRock was founded in 1988 by eight financial services professionals, including 
their chair and chief executive officer (CEO) Laurence ”Larry” Fink. It became a 
publicly-traded company when it listed on the New York Stock Exchange in 1999. The 
company grew via a series of competitor acquisitions, and cemented its position as 
the world’s largest asset manager with the purchase of Barclay’s Global Investors 
(BGI) in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis. Major shareholders include many 
of BlackRock’s competitors; the most significant stake is held by Vanguard Group at 
approximately 9% – its closest (apparent) rival in the asset management space. 

The scale of investments controlled by BlackRock affords it massive influence 
within the financial system and the US state. In 2008, it worked with the US 
government on the latter’s response to the financial crisis, advising it and helping 
manage the distressed and toxic assets it acquired in market interventions. It 
also had extensive involvement in the state response to the market impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. The company has made a number of high-profile 
hires from Barack Obama’s presidential administration. These include Brian Deese, 
who had helped negotiate the Paris Climate Accords, and was brought on to lead 
on sustainable investing. Several of these appointees subsequently returned to 
Washington to work for Joe Biden. 

The company’s political lobbying and donations reached a record $3.5m 
(£2.8m) in 2022. 

Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG): Claims vs Reality 

On the face of it, BlackRock has made prominent commitments on climate change in 
recent years, promoting “sustainable investing” and a transition to “net zero” by 2050. 
The concept of “net zero” or “carbon neutral”, means the amount of carbon pumped 
into the atmosphere is balanced out by what is removed. BlackRock has signed up 
to industry initiatives including Net Zero Asset Managers (NZAM) and Climate 100+; 
investor pressure groups aiming to convince major polluters to reduce carbon emissions. 

Recent data released by environmental NGO Urgewald indicates that BlackRock 
has at least $263bn (£208bn) invested in fossil fuels via its funds; indeed, BlackRock 
and Vanguard together reportedly represent 17% of institutional investments in the 
fossil fuels industry.

Like Vanguard, BlackRock voted against 80% of climate-related motions at the 
annual general meetings (AGMs) of FTSE 100 and S&P 500 firms between 2015 and 
2019. Meanwhile, BlackRock’s ESG-labelled funds were found to be the worst for 
deforestation risk in a 2020 analysis. 

A series of investigations published by Reclaim Finance have also contrasted 
BlackRock’s investments with their ESG messaging. They pointed to $85bn (£67bn) 
in managed assets invested in coal companies in 2020, including $24bn (£19bn) in 
firms with expansion plans, despite a policy to “exit thermal coal”. Votes against 
climate resolutions in shareholder meetings had in fact increased to 88% that same 
year. A 2021 report exposed the $75bn (£59bn) BlackRock had invested in companies 
engaged in environmentally ruinous tar sands projects, while Reclaim Finance’s 2022 
report, “The asset managers fuelling climate chaos”, examined BlackRock’s role in 
the corporate debt of major carbon emitters. BlackRock was found to be one of the 
biggest bondholders of coal companies with expansion plans, and one of the top 
bondholders in an analysis of more than 300 oil and gas companies. It was also ranked 
amongst the “worst in class” in a recent Share Action analysis of asset managers’ 
actions to address climate breakdown. 

Despite its ESG commitments, BlackRock simultaneously promotes its extensive 
investments in carbon emitters. In correspondence with US state officials, it has 
described itself as  “perhaps the world’s largest investor in fossil fuel companies”. 
When faced with an anti-ESG backlash, it emphasised the $170bn (£135bn) it had 
invested in US energy companies, denying accusations of any boycott or divestment 
strategy. In the UK, it told the parliamentary environmental audit committee last 
October that it would not end investments in coal, oil or gas, citing its fiduciary duty to 
clients over a decarbonisation agenda. Contemporary data from financial databases 
on shareholdings in major US, European, Chinese and Middle Eastern energy and fossil 
fuel companies shows that BlackRock controls the largest private share. As BlackRock 
itself says, its focus on climate is as capitalists, not environmentalists. 

UK location:

12 Throgmorton, 
City of London.

BlackRock CEO:  
Laurence “Larry” Fink

Laurence “Larry” Fink is the face of BlackRock. He has been chief executive 
officer (CEO) since he co-founded the company in 1988, and now also serves as 
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https://careers.blackrock.com/locations/london/#tab-id-3
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chair of the board of directors and the global executive committee. He has been 
called the “undisputed king of Wall Street” by the Financial Times, and is considered 
to be worth approximately $1bn (£792m). He was paid $36m (£29m) by BlackRock 
for 2021, up from nearly $30m (£24m) the year before. He holds $312m (£247m) in 
company stock at current market rates.  

Prior to BlackRock, Fink became the youngest managing director at investment 
bank First Boston, before a $100m trading loss on an interest rate bet in 1986 ended 
his career there. He was a pioneer of mortgage-backed securities (MBS), the financial 
product which would go on to be the trigger of the 2008 financial crisis. In 2021, 
he expressed an ambition to do for sustainability what he had done for mortgage-
backed securities. 

Fink has been at the forefront of BlackRock’s attempt to frame itself as an 
environmentally responsible investor. The topic has featured consistently in his 
most high-profile communications to clients and to the CEOs of major companies. 
However, he has faced calls to stand down by one investor, Bluebell Capital Partners, 
over the hypocrisy of the company’s continued fossil fuel investments, and has been 
named among the “dirty dozen” of climate crisis villains. 

Fink and his wife Lori own a number of rural estates in a wealthy enclave of North 
Salem, New York state, dubbed “Billonaires’ Dirt Road”.

#2: The Vanguard Group
Vanguard’s ethos? In the words of CEO Tim Buckley: “Climate change is a material 

risk but it is only one factor in an investment decision.”

Vanguard Group, Inc. is an investor-owned, US global asset manager, currently 
managing approximately $7.7tn (£6.6tn). Second only to BlackRock, Vanguard has 
over 30 million investors across 400 funds worldwide. The company’s founder Jack 
Bogle was the originator of the passive index fund in the mid-1970s, and it remains 
largely an index investor, allocating funds to every major company on the world’s 
exchanges – including, of course, many of the biggest polluters. 

Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG): Claims vs Reality 

In 2015, the same year the Paris accords were signed, Vanguard overtook 
competitors to become the second biggest investor in both BP and Shell. Speed 
forward to 2023 and Vanguard’s stake in these two big polluters has doubled. 

Vanguard’s growing investments in the two oil multinationals have paid off nicely: 
from  2016 to 2022, Shell paid nearly £3.4bn to Vanguard, compared £686m in the 
previous seven years.

The company currently holds the ignominious title as the largest institutional investor 
in fossil fuels, slightly ahead of BlackRock,with at least $269bn (£213bn) invested in the 
industry. Since the 1980s, it has offered specific funds for investors intent on funding 
the sector. These include the Vanguard Energy ETF, which is 100% comprised of firms 
involved in the production of fossil fuels, including coal; and Vanguard Energy Fund 
Investor Shares. Apart from Shell and BP, these funds are also pouring money into 
companies such as ConocoPhillips, Total, Exxon Mobil and Chevron. 

But Vanguard’s investment in climate wreckage is not ring-fenced to these 
special energy funds. According to the Financial Times, in 2022 only 17% of even 
Vanguard’s actively-managed funds were in keeping with with aim of net-zero by 
2050. Up until the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Vanguard had no qualms 
about investing in one of the world’s biggest gas producers, Russia’s state-owned 
Gazprom. Meanwhile, Vanguard had €1bn (£792.5m) invested in German coal giant 
RWE when the latter the evicted and destroyed Lützerath village for the expansion 
of the Garzweiler mine this January, despite the resistance mounted by 35,000 
protestors, including Greta Thunberg. 

Alongside BlackRock, Vanguard is one of the world’s top investors in the coal 
industry - with over $100bn (£79.3bn) invested in the sector.

As paltry as ESG funds may be, Vanguard offers just seven of them - representing 
a mere 0.38% of its assets - and trailing behind BlackRock in this respect. These funds 
invest in companies like Barclays (the UK and Europe’s top fossil fuel financier), JP 
Morgan, and Bank of America (both in the top four fossil fuel financiers over the last 
six years). 

Vanguard eventually joined – and recently pulled out of – the Net Zero Asset 
Managers initiative, because its “voice was being drowned out”. Although there 
was talk of other big investors defecting, so far only Vanguard and Green Century 
Capital Management have quit, leaving behind well over 500 other competitors. The 
company’s approach to corporate responsibility is summed up by CEO Tim Buckley: 

“We don’t believe that we should dictate company strategy...It would be hubris 
to presume that we know the right strategy for the thousands of companies that 
Vanguard invests with…. [Vanguard is] not in the game of politics”.

According to Majority Action, the company scored lowest of all asset managers in 
shareholder resolutions to disclose lobbying activities – with zero motions supported. 
This means Vanguard is actively preventing transparency about corporate lobbying 
activities of companies such as BP and Shell.

UK location: 

25 Wallbrook, 
City of London

Vanguard CEO: 
Mortimer J “Tim” Buckley

In 1991, Mortimer J “Tim” Buckley, fresh out of a BA in Economics at Harvard, joined 
Vanguard as assistant to the company’s founder, Jack Bogle. Buckley steadily rose 
up the ranks, serving as Chief Investment Officer before becoming the CEO in 2018 
and then Chairman in 2019.

On an autumn day last October, Buckley’s Pennsylvanian mansion doorstep was 
the site of a Quaker-led action. Fifty protestors with red t-shirts emblazoned with 
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“Vanguard Invests in Climate Destruction” delivered a letter to Buckley, unfolded 
deck chairs, and sat in silence for 30 minutes in front of the house. 

Since 2021, Buckley has lent his expertise as an Industry Governor for the US 
Financial Industry Regulatory Authority (FINRA). The authority supervises the 
integrity of financial markets and investors such as Vanguard.

Buckley’s annual pay cheque is unknown (salaries for Vanguard top brass 
are a closely-guarded secret), but the company reportedly provides “very high 
compensation levels” for managers. His predecessor’s salary, at the end of his term, 
was estimated to be $10-15m (£8 -12m) annually. 

#3: Norges Bank Investment Management (NBIM)
Norges Bank Investment Management (NBIM) is the day-to-day fund manager of 

the Norwegian Government Pension Fund Global (GPFG) – one of the world’s largest 
sovereign wealth funds (SWFs) The fund was established in the 1990s to protect 
the revenue made from oil in the North Sea. Norway is now the largest oil-producing 
state in Western Europe. 

In 1998, NBIM was formed to manage and grow the fund, and hedge risks from 
fluctuating oil prices by investing entirely in international markets. NBIM describes 
it as “the Norwegian people’s piggybank”. The fund generates income from oil and 
gas production, although the majority has been acquired through investments in the 
stock market, government and corporate bonds, and real estate.

NBIM is part of Norway’s central bank, Norges Bank, and the fund is ultimately 
managed on behalf of the Ministry of Finance. It is therefore an intermediary body 
owned by the Norwegian government.

Much like the index investors in this list, NBIM’s holdings are truly global, with an 
average 1.5% share in all the world’s listed companies. Details of current and past 
countries where the fund is invested can be found (and filtered) here. Its largest 
holdings by late 2021 were by far in the US (43.3%), followed by Japan (8.4%), and 
the UK (6.9%). 

Although the fund made a negative return on its investments last year of -14%, 
its market value was still a massive Kr12tn (£917bn), largely due to the soaring price 
of oil and gas.

Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG): Claims vs Reality

NBIM’s portrayal of itself versus its actual role in climate destruction is perhaps 
best painted through the example of its CEO, Nicolai Tangen, riding an e-scooter 
to work on his first day managing one of the world’s largest oil funds. The 
extreme dragging on ESG policies by Republicans in the US, exploited by NBIM’s 
greenwashing PR exercises, have portrayed the wealth manager and its CEO as 
climate-saving warriors. Its publications are riddled with all the common markers 
of greenwash, but a quick glance at NBIM’s accounts and actions exposes little 
substance behind proposals, commitments, and “engagements”.

NBIM has made huge profits from oil and gas companies, including BP and Shell. 
As one of the top shareholders of both, between 2016 and 2022 it received nearly 
£1bn in payouts from BP, and around £2.3bn from Shell. By early 2023, NBIM’s 
holdings in BP and Shell were valued at £2.7bn and nearly £5.4bn, respectively.

A quick glance at NBIM’s voting history for companies like BP, Shell, Exxon Mobil, 
and TotalEnergies, inevitably exposes a very different picture to that described in 
the company’s ESG literature. Despite sensational threats to vote against directors 
who don’t prioritise climate targets, NBIM has repeatedly voted to re-elect directors 
of oil companies such as BP and Shell. It will come as no surprise to readers to learn 
that this oil fund manager has also voted against numerous resolutions by activist 
shareholders to curb emissions.  

Despite its losses on investments, NBIM enjoyed a record injection of cash to the 
fund in 2022 from the Norwegian state’s oil and gas revenues, thanks to the rise in oil 
prices globally. This serves as a crucial reminder that for all its tough talk on climate 
change, the company remains fundamentally reliant on revenues from hydrocarbons.   

Norway’s fossil fuel industry continues to expand, and with the country planning 
to offer energy firms a record 95 oil and gas exploration blocks in the Arctic, we can 
expect to see the continued growth of the oil fund too.  

UK location: 

3 Old Burlington Street,  
Mayfair

NBIM CEO:  
Nicolai Tangen

NBIM’s CEO, Nicolai Tangen, was recently referred to as the “trillion dollar-man”, 
and “the most influential person in the world you have probably never heard of”. He 
made his fortunes as a hedge fund manager, having run his own fund, AKO Capital, 
for nearly fifteen years. With a net worth of £550m, his wealth had been large 
enough for him to make The Sunday Times’ “Rich List 2020”. Tangen was a former 
intelligence officer in the Norwegian military, and currently owns the world’s largest 
Nordic modernist art collection. 

When Tangen was appointed to CEO in 2020, his extravagant lifestyle and 
background as a hedge fund manager raised suspicions about his fitness for the job 
looking after the state’s wealth. Eyebrows were raised still higher given that his name 
hadn’t been put forward in a shortlist of candidates for the role. 

The appointment followed a lavish, all-expenses-paid-for event that he had 
organised for an array of high-powered corporate and government guests - 
including the outgoing CEO, Yngve Slyngstad. Tangen reportedly “spent millions 
of pounds flying 120 movers and shakers from across the world”. Guests included 
the former Conservative leader, William Hague; chef Jamie Oliver; and British 
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Museum director Hartwig Fischer. The exclusive list of invitees attended a diverse 
range of seminars before being entertained by a one-hour, one-million-dollar live 
performance by Sting. Think Ed Norton’s tech billionaire’s get-together in The Glass 
Onion and you get the picture.

Tangen also came under scrutiny for his large personal investments in tax 
havens and in particular, a case between HMRC and AKO Capital regarding deferred 
tax payments.

#4: Legal and General Investment Management (LGIM)
LGIM is another global asset manager, and Shell’s fourth-largest shareholder. It’s a 

subsidiary of Legal & General Group PLC, a British multinational financial services firm 
and one of the country’s largest insurance businesses. Founded in 1836, the Group 
is a major pension fund manager in itself. But it is perhaps better known for enabling 
other pension funds to hedge their risks - associated, for example, with market 
volatility, or people living longer than expected - and acting as a buffer between the 
market and its pension fund clients.

As part of this, LGIM has become the UK’s largest asset manager, controlling over 
£1.2tn in investments.

The corporate group is made up of hundreds of companies. Headquartered 
in London, it has approximately 10,000 employees worldwide. It was headed by 
outgoing CEO, Sir Nigel Wilson since 2012. A Brexiteer, Wilson was part of David 
Cameron’s business advisory board in the lead-up to the 2016 referendum. He has 
recently been replaced by António Simões, a former Santander boss.

Legal and General’s top shareholders include BlackRock, Vanguard and Capital Group.

Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG): Claims vs Reality

The Group’s current mantra is “Inclusive Capitalism”: of all the asset managers 
listed in this series, LGIM and its parent company try the hardest to paint themselves 
as responsible investors. LGIM is a signatory to the Net Zero Asset Managers pledge 
for a “net zero asset” portfolio by 2050, and has been rated favourably by Majority 
Action for its climate action in the form of targeted voting and investment sanctions. 
In contrast to most of Shell and BP’s other top investors, its stake in both companies 
has diminished steadily, while its recent voting record on climate targets more 
generally makes its actions more consistent with its ESG claims than many others. 
It has even partnered with US NGO Environmental Defense Fund to encourage 
businesses to “go green”, and its ESG targets became a criterion for awarding bonus 
shares under the Group’s management performance share plan in 2021. Executives 
and directors such as Nigel Wilson – who was awarded £2.6m in shares last year 
under the plan - now therefore stand to directly benefit from hitting ESG targets.

LGIM has reduced its shares in BP by 62% and in Shell by 43% since the Paris 
Agreement. Nevertheless, of the top investors in this list, only BlackRock has 
benefited more than LGIM from its investments in the two oil majors: LGIM has 
received over £2bn in returns on those investments since 2016; and in 2022, LGIM 

received £405m from these holdings. This is considerably more than in 2016, despite 
owning fewer shares.

Legal & General as a whole has at least $18bn (£14bn) invested in fossil fuels. 
Back in 2019, LGIM defended its choice to include Shell in the top ten holdings of 
its “climate-conscious” Future World fund in the face of criticism from one of its 
pension fund clients. Two years later, LGIM was apparently on the side of activists, 
voting at Shell’s AGM to reduce emissions. And yet, today, investing in LGIM’s fund 
“RAFI Fundamental Global Low Carbon Transition Equity Index”, means investing 
in companies such as Shell and Exxon Mobil – as well as top fossil fuel banker, 
JPMorgan Chase. 

In spite of being held up by some as an almost exemplary shareholder, besides 
oil and gas, the company still invests heavily in coal. Latest figures indicate that 
the company has $6.1bn (£5.3bn) resting in firms associated with coal mining or 
production, such as Duke Energy and Glencore.  

UK location: 

1 Coleman Street,  
City of London

LGIM CEO,  
Michelle Scrimgeour

In the words of LGIM CEO Michelle Scrimgeour, LGIM’s climate commitments are 
“not principles before profit”, but “simply good business sense”.

Michelle Scrimgeour joined LGIM as CEO in 2019. Her career in the sector began in 
the late eighties, when she held several senior positions at asset management firms, 
including BlackRock, one of Legal and General’s top shareholders.

Today, Scrimgeour also sits on the board of directors of the UK’s trade body 
for investment, the Investment Association. In 2021, she had the chance to put 
LGIM’s interests at the heart of climate crisis negotiations as the co-chair of the UK 
Government’s COP 26 Business Leaders Group, alongside COP 26 president Alok 
Sharma. Laughably, Scrimgeour used her platform to insist on the need for clear 
rules to guard against greenwashing.

Scrimgeour is also a member of the Women in Finance Climate Action Group. 
Presented as an industry role model, Scrimgeour makes it on the Financial News’ top 
100 influential women in finance year on year.

Before Scrimgeour stepped down from the group’s executive board in 2020, the 
company disclosed that she had received a salary of £2.4m.
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#5: UBS Asset Management
UBS Asset Management AG is a subsidiary of the Swiss-based bank and financial 

services firm, UBS Group AG. UBS Asset Management handles investments for 
corporate and private clients, primarily through actively-managed funds. It also has 
a relatively small portion ($443m; £351m) invested in passive funds, a figure which 
is expected to grow significantly since UBS’ recent takeover of Credit Suisse - a 
company with large investments in passive funds. 

The parent company is Switzerland’s biggest bank, and now the world’s fourth 
largest by asset. Since the Credit Suisse merger, the bank’s assets are in fact now 
twice the value of Switzerland’s GDP, sparking fears over its power and the Swiss 
economy’s exposure to a single company.

UBS Group has been described as the world’s largest private bank – meaning 
that through its “wealth management” division, the company services rich individuals 
with advice on topics such as taxation, wills and trusts, and by managing their 
investments.

The company’s roots are apparently several centuries old, though its current 
incarnation is the product of the 1998 merger of the Union Bank of Switzerland and 
Swiss Bank Corporation.

UBS AM has $1.1tn (£872bn) in assets under management; this is expected to 
grow significantly since the Credit Suisse takeover. The Group as a whole now has 
$5tn (nearly £4tn) in invested assets ($2.8tn prior to the takeover). Its fortunes were 
already growing before the merger: in a year with rising commodity prices and 
inflation triggered notably by the war in Ukraine, last year the Group made a net 
profit of $7.6bn (£6bn) – an annual increase of around £137m. With the dust of the 
Credit Suisse affair still settling, we have yet to see quite how much the acquisition 
will benefit the company.

The top shareholders of UBS Group are Dodge & Cox and Artisan Partners LP – 
both privately-owned US active fund managers – as well as BlackRock, Vanguard and 
Norges Bank Investment Management.

Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG): Claims vs Reality 

The company calls itself “a leader in sustainability”, with UBS AM having been 
one of the founding signatories of the Net Zero Asset Managers initiative. UBS AM 
plans to become “net zero” across the whole business – including so-called “Scope 3 
emissions” - by 2050.  Scope 3 emissions, by UBS’ own definition, refer to:

 “...emissions resulting from activities from assets not owned or controlled by 
the reporting organization, but that the organization indirectly impacts in its 
value chain”.

These can be interpreted as covering, for example, a bank’s investments. 
However, UBS’ application of this criteria is ambiguous. While its definition of Scope 3 
emissions appears to include financing fossil fuel exploration and production, it does 
not seem to include their transportation and trade. 

2021 has been called the “year of ‘net zero by 2050’ pledges”, with many banks 
and asset managers making bold public commitments to the goal. The 2050 target 
was agreed by the IPCC. However, it is now clear that the date is far too late; by that 
point climate change will be truly irreversible. And research shows that the top fossil 
fuel companies are – unsurprisingly – nowhere near on target. Net zero, along with 
“impact investing”, is therefore just another distraction with a catchy name, allowing 
companies to “burn now, pay later”.

Like other asset managers, UBS AM offers a number of “socially responsible” 
or “low carbon” funds for investors. But the Group has reported that its so-called 
“sustainable investments” – for example in energy-efficient properties – currently in 
fact represent just 6.8% of its overall portfolio. And by its own admission, 7.5% of the 
Group’s customer lending is still linked to carbon-related assets; in January 2023, it 
had at least $20.8bn (£16.5bn) invested in fossil fuels in the form of shares and bonds.

Among the risks identified by the group in its latest annual report are “concerns 
about greenwashing, where UBS may be subject to reputational risk if not fully 
aligned with sustainability-related criteria”. It specifically cited the “new standards and 
rules” being developed in some countries, and the “increased risk that UBS may not 
comply with all relevant regulations”. In other words, the company is clearly worried 
about the impact on its reputation if it fails to put in place adequate sustainability 
measures.

UBS AM has made over £1bn in dividends and buybacks from its investments in BP 
and Shell since the Paris Agreement. This will have benefited top management and 
directors, as well as its own shareholders.

Despite its bold declarations, UBS Group also has approximately $5.6bn (£4.45bn) 
invested in the thermal coal industry through both shares and bonds. UBS AM 
notably has no coal exclusion policy for its passive funds.

Its holdings are unlikely to decline following the acquisition of Credit Suisse, a 
company which financed the fossil fuel industry to the tune of nearly $91.8bn (£73bn) 
from 2016-2020. 

UK location: 

5 Broadgate,  
City of London.

UBS CEO:  
Sergio Ermotti

Until April 2023, UBS Group was being steered by “Europe’s best-paid bank 
boss”, Dutch banker Ralph Hamers. However, he was bumped out of position after 
less than three years following the surprise return of Sergio Ermotti, who was 
brought back to oversee UBS’ takeover of Credit Suisse. 

https://www.insiderintelligence.com/insights/largest-banks-europe-list/
https://www.ft.com/content/52729d2c-8204-4bff-90e4-0e7a2a3af4d8
https://www.ft.com/content/52729d2c-8204-4bff-90e4-0e7a2a3af4d8
https://www.privatebankerinternational.com/news/largest-private-banks-switzerland/
https://www.ubs.com/global/en/our-firm/our-history/roots-of-ubs.html
https://www.ubs.com/au/en/asset-management/existing-investors/about-us.html
https://www.ubs.com/global/en/media/display-page-ndp/en-20230319-tree.html
https://www.ubs.com/global/en/investor-relations/financial-information/annual-reporting/_jcr_content/mainpar/toplevelgrid_copy/col1/innergrid_1500259896_1942940003/xcol2/linklistreimagined_c_1869329777/link_copy_copy_copy.0201223442.file/PS9jb250ZW50L2RhbS9hc3NldHMvY2Mvc3VzdGFpbmFiaWxpdHktYW5kLWltcGFjdC8yMDIyL3Vicy1jbGltYXRlLWFuZC1uYXR1cmUtcmVwb3J0LTIwMjItZW4tZmluYWwucGRm/ubs-climate-and-nature-report-2022-en-final.pdf
https://www.ran.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/BOCC_2022_vSPREAD-1.pdf
https://theconversation.com/climate-scientists-concept-of-net-zero-is-a-dangerous-trap-157368
https://www.ubs.com/global/en/investor-relations/financial-information/annual-reporting/_jcr_content/mainpar/toplevelgrid_copy/col1/innergrid_1500259896_1942940003/xcol2/linklistreimagined_c_1869329777/link_copy_copy.0157744636.file/PS9jb250ZW50L2RhbS9hc3NldHMvY2Mvc3VzdGFpbmFiaWxpdHktYW5kLWltcGFjdC8yMDIyL3Vicy1zdXN0YWluYWJpbGl0eS1yZXBvcnQtMjAyMi5wZGY=/ubs-sustainability-report-2022.pdf
https://investinginclimatechaos.org/data?org=UBS
https://investinginclimatechaos.org/data?org=UBS
https://www.ran.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/BOCC_2022_vSPREAD-1.pdf
https://www.ubs.com/locations.html#uk/en/ps/all/_en_gb_london_5-broadgate/5
https://www.ft.com/content/23cc973b-49c3-4ba6-aa97-08233e0f771b
https://www.ft.com/content/23cc973b-49c3-4ba6-aa97-08233e0f771b
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#6: State Street Global Advisors
State Street Global Advisors (SSGA) is one of the world’s largest asset managers 

and the smallest of the “Big Three” index fund managers. It is the asset management 
division of its parent company, the finance giant, State Street Corporation. SSGA’s 
clients include pension schemes, corporations, investment consultants, endowments 
and foundations, governments, and other asset managers.

SSGA currently manages approximately $3.8tn (£3.3tn) in assets. The company 
has over 2000 clients in 58 countries; its largest geographical market is the US, where 
it is headquartered.

State Street Corporation’s largest shareholders mostly consist of investment 
management firms. Collectively, these top ten shareholders hold around 40% 
of the shares. Vanguard holds the largest, at nearly 13%; it is followed by 
BlackRock, Dodge & Cox, T Rowe Price Associates and Capital International 
Investors (owned by Capital Group).

Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG): Claims vs Reality 

The last decade has seen SSGA write its history as one concerned with matters 
of Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) issues. It has advertised the launch of 
an ESG Money Market Fund, as well as an ESG scoring tool called R-Factor. A closer 
look at SSGA’s policies and ties to the oil and gas industries, however, thoroughly 
undermines these gestures. 

State Street as a whole has at least $133bn (£106bn) invested in fossil fuels. SSGA 
has no exclusion policy for oil and gas - including for its “passive” assets, which 
are worth over $3tn (£2.4tn) – and fails to exclude coal from its investments. Since 
2016, SSGA has received cash earnings of over £1.1bn from BP, and over £1bn from 
Shell. And SSGA’s total shares and bonds in 12 major oil and gas companies with the 
biggest short-term expansion plans – including both BP and Shell - exceed $83bn 
(over £66bn).

Ermotti previously served almost a decade at the helm of UBS until 2020, and is 
credited with turning the company’s fortunes around during the 2008 financial crisis. 
He apparently drafted plans to acquire Credit Suisse “three or four times” during his 
previous tenure, making him an obvious choice to oversee the merger.

Ermotti’s banking career began aged 15. He worked at Citibank, UniCredit Group 
and Merrill Lynch, before several years leading insurance firm Swiss Re.

You have to wonder whether the change in leadership might have had anything 
to do with the revival of a criminal investigation into former CEO Ralph Hamers for 
suspected money-laundering from his stint at his previous bank, ING. The case 
against Hamers had been already been investigated twice, with ING settling out of 
court in 2018 for €775m (£673m). The 50% pay rise Hamers received at ING at the 
time reportedly led to hundreds of ING customers shutting their accounts in protest. 

In spite of the ongoing investigation, Hamers received a salary of $13m (over 
£10m) as boss of UBS in 2022 – an annual increase of 11%.

The company’s voting record reveals that despite its feeble attempts at 
greenwash, SSGA has been significantly obstructing action on climate change. 
Data from the first six months of 2021 and 2022 shows an actual decrease in 
SSGA’s support for climate-related proposals – apparently on the grounds of their 
“prescriptive nature”. And by its own admission, in the first six months of 2022 SSGA 
voted against all transition to renewable energy proposals, and against “operational 
changes in response to climate change” in 86% of cases. SSGA explained its 
opposition to action on climate change with the following:

 “we have not been supportive of proposals that request a specific operational 
change such as phasing out a product or business line within a defined timeframe, 
decommissioning assets, or requesting a transition to renewable energy…”.  

All motions made by oil and gas company shareholders to scale back greenhouse 
gas emissions in line with targets agreed in the Paris Agreement were either voted 
against or abstained on by SSGA. It has also voted against so-called dissident CEO 
candidates, such as those with expertise in renewable energy. 

SSGA has rejected calls for divestment, describing it as an inadequate “option for 
investors” that “is seldom an effective tool”. As shown by Reclaim Finance, pitting 
exclusion and engagement against each other can serve to paint these strategies as 
mutually exclusive. More problematic is the front that this framing of “engagement” 
can serve for investing in companies that continue to expand and profit from oil and 
gas production, as is the case for SSGA. 

UK location: 

20 Churchill Place,  
Canary Wharf.

Ssga CEO,  
Yie-Hsin Hung 

Yie-Hsin Hung has been the President & CEO of SSGA since December 2022. She 
was  previously CEO of New York Life Investment Management (NYLIM), and worked 
at Bridgewater Associates and Morgan Stanley. Hung has been listed in American 
Banker’s “25 Most Powerful Women in Finance” for five years, and has recently been 
re-elected as Chair of the Executive Committee of the Investment Company Institute 
(ICI). The ICI is an investment association which has members that manage $37.8tn in 
assets (almost £30tn).

Ronald O’Hanley is Chairman and CEO of SSGA’s parent company, State Street 
Corporation, and previously occupied Hung’s position at SSGA. Last year, Hanley 
received a salary of $18m (£14m) – a 93% increase from 2020 to 2022. Putting this 
into perspective, the pay ratio between his annual compensation and the median 
compensation of all State Street Corporation’s employees for 2021 was estimated to 
be a staggering 230 to 1. 

https://markets.ft.com/data/equities/tearsheet/profile?s=STT:NYQ
https://www.ssga.com/us/en/intermediary/etfs/about-us/who-we-are/our-history
https://investinginclimatechaos.org/data?org=State+Street
https://reclaimfinance.org/site/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Asset_Manager_Climate_Scorecard_2022.pdf
https://www.ft.com/content/35f1fe50-dc9b-4918-b2e6-b78e811a6b6f
https://www.finews.com/news/english-news/45189-ubs-ralph-hamers-ceo-money-laundering-ing-netherlands-criminal-investigation
https://www.ssga.com/library-content/products/esg/activity-report-q2-2022-asset-stewardship.pdf
https://www.ssga.com/library-content/products/esg/activity-report-q2-2022-asset-stewardship.pdf
https://www.ssga.com/library-content/products/esg/activity-report-q2-2022-asset-stewardship.pdf
https://www.ssga.com/library-content/products/esg/activity-report-q2-2022-asset-stewardship.pdf
https://www.ssga.com/us/en/institutional/ic/insights/making-it-plain-asset-stewardship-approach
https://www.ssga.com/us/en/institutional/ic/insights/making-it-plain-asset-stewardship-approach
https://s201.q4cdn.com/681076340/files/doc_financials/2021/ar/SSC_AR_2021_Final_Web_Full.pdf
https://reclaimfinance.org/site/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Asset_Manager_Climate_Scorecard_2022.pdf
https://www.ssga.com/us/en/individual/mf/about-us/who-we-are/our-locations
https://www.americanbanker.com/news/most-powerful-women-in-finance-no-17-yie-hsin-hung-new-york-life-investment-management
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#7: SAFE Investment Company
SAFE Investment Company Ltd. is one of China’s sovereign wealth funds (SWFs). 

It is the Hong Kong subsidiary of China’s foreign exchange regulator, the catchily-
named State Administration of Foreign Exchange. Its ultimate parent is the country’s 
central bank, the People’s Bank of China.

Established in 1997, last year SAFE controlled nearly $1tn in assets, coming in just 
behind the China Investment Corporation (CIC), one of the world’s largest SWFs.

China’s multiple SWFs were set up in the late nineties and early noughties as the 
government sought to increase engagement with international markets. Seeing an 
opportunity, SAFE began buying into major global firms during the 2007-8 financial 
crisis. Among the companies it began investing in at this time was BP; by 2008 it had 
upped its share in the company to a potential $2bn (£1.6bn).

Its shares in Shell and BP represent the company’s most valuable holdings, 
currently amounting to around £1.8bn and £1.2bn respectively. Besides these British 
oil giants, UK companies feature prominently among SAFE’s top public investments. 
These include pharmaceutical companies, AstraZeneca and GSK, and mining 
behemoths Anglo American and Rio Tinto. It invests in Yara, among the world’s 
largest producer of fertiliser (see Corporate Watch’s profile on Yara and its role in 
climate chaos here). These holdings are followed by a host of major Western brands, 
from Tesco and Lloyds Bank, to Burberry, Next, Whitbread and Compass Group. 

It owns 0.47% of the UK’s National Grid - a holding currently worth £198m – and 
even has a stake in the London Stock Exchange.

SAFE’s largest shareholdings betray a particular interest in North Sea oil and gas, 
China being the world’s biggest importer of oil. It holds millions worth of shares in 
Subsea 7, an engineering firm servicing the offshore petrochemicals industry, notably 
North Sea oil. Subsea 7 is in turn is being awarded contracts by Norway’s state oil 
firm Equinor – which SAFE also has a stake in.

Despite having such a broad array of investments in global companies, like other 
sovereign wealth funds there is remarkably little publicly available information on 
SAFE. It does not publish information, at least in English, on any environmental 
standards. 

UK location: 

Unclear if any.

Governor of the  
People’s Bank of China:  
Yi Gang

The management structure of SAFE Investment Co Ltd is not transparent. However, 
we know that the State Administration of Foreign Exchange is led by Pan Gongsheng, 

currently also Deputy Governor of its parent, the People’s Bank of China (PBoC). He 
answers to former SAFE administrator, and current head of the PBoC, Yi Gang.

Yi Gang gained a Ph.D in Economics from the University of Illinois and later taught 
at Indiana University, Indianapolis, which he has referred to as his “second home”.

Following his leadership at SAFE, he worked at the PBoC until he was appointed 
to the role of PBoC governor – the top management position – in 2018. He has just 
been re-appointed to the post for a second five-year term despite expectations to 
the contrary. Following an economic slowdown in China owing to strict COVID-19 
lockdown measures, a weakening real estate market, and inflation hitting demand for 
Chinese goods abroad, this decision has been read as a bid by the Chinese state to 
maintain the appearance of stability.

But even a man described as “the most prominent Chinese figure in global 
finance”, is to some extent just a figurehead. He reportedly has no role in developing 
state monetary policy, as is the case in many other countries. Instead he implements 
the decisions of a “policymaking body whose membership is a secret”.

And as we can expect, any details on his interests, personal life, family 
connections and property remain well-hidden from public view.

#8: abrdn
abrdn plc, pronounced “Aberdeen”, is a multinational asset manager headquartered 
in Edinburgh. It provides investment services and financial advice to both institutions 
and individuals. Holding nearly £500bn of investments on behalf of its clients, it has 
been described as a “generalist” financial services firm, not specialising in any one form 
of investment. It is one of the UK’s largest asset managers, and focuses on actively-
managed investments, although it manages some passive funds as well. It employs 
over 5,000 people. 

abrdn is the rebranded name of Standard Life Aberdeen, which was created by 
the merger between Standard Life and Aberdeen Asset Management in 2017. The 
latest name change (“disemvoweling” as it’s called) took effect in 2021 following 
the sale of assets and the Standard Life brand to UK-based pension fund Phoenix 
Group. abrdn and Phoenix have a complex strategic partnership, which includes 
abrdn managing around £147bn of Phoenix’s pension fund assets, making Phoenix 
abrdn’s largest client. abrdn and Phoenix Group have been fined over £7m and £35m 
respectively for investor protection and pension plan violations in the UK since 2010. 

Since the merger, the company has been struggling with an identity crisis, 
declining share price, significant job cuts, and low staff morale which has been 
compounded by disquiet over the CEO’s “draconian” management style.

Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG): Claims vs Reality

abrdn’s environmental, social and governance messaging, which features 
prominently in company communications, has to win the prize for the most 
hypocritical and absurd. This is exemplified in its sustainability-themed partnership 

https://www.swfinstitute.org/profile/598cdaa60124e9fd2d05bd9b
https://corporatewatch.org/broken-compass-the-scandals-of-compass-group/
https://www.subsea7.com/en/index.html
https://www.subsea7.com/en/media/company-news/2023/Subsea7_awarded_contracts_offshore_Norway.html
https://www.safe.gov.cn/en/2017/0721/691.html
https://www.weforum.org/people/yi-gang
https://www.scmp.com/economy/china-economy/article/3213245/who-chinese-economist-yi-gang-us-educated-governor-peoples-bank-china
https://apnews.com/article/china-central-bank-congress-appointments-290c849468d00d866402a2995d3fe84f?taid=640d5a0528a8a6000181d593&utm_campaign=TrueAnthem&utm_medium=AP&utm_source=Twitter
https://www.npr.org/2023/03/12/1162911910/china-reappointed-central-bank-governor-many-expected-change
https://apnews.com/article/china-central-bank-congress-appointments-290c849468d00d866402a2995d3fe84f?taid=640d5a0528a8a6000181d593&utm_campaign=TrueAnthem&utm_medium=AP&utm_source=Twitter
https://www.abrdn.com/en-gb/corporate/about-us
https://www.ft.com/content/1f329352-e4fb-4ddb-b723-f92ef86014a0
https://www.ft.com/content/11fd0550-ba65-4972-9898-92890fe597a1
https://www.scottishfinancialnews.com/articles/standard-life-aberdeen-to-sell-standard-life-brand-to-phoenix-group
https://violationtrackeruk.goodjobsfirst.org/parent/abrdn-plc
https://violationtrackeruk.goodjobsfirst.org/parent/phoenix-group-holdings-plc
https://archive.is/L2URi#selection-1557.105-1557.116
https://asi.ft.com/
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with the Financial Times, which includes content unironically offering to help spot 
corporate greenwashing, cautioning:

“As more consumers and investors embrace sustainability, companies are often 
tempted to exaggerate their social and environmental credentials.” 

In the same piece, abrdn suggests investors concerned about the environment 
could avoid selling shares in oil and gas companies, and even buy more of them. 

abrdn currently invests at least $5.7bn (£4.5bn) in oil, gas and thermal coal 
companies in the form of shares and bonds. Just over half of that total is invested in 
Shell and BP. abrdn previously rejected the call by “activist” hedge fund Third Point 
to break up Shell, in an apparent effort to accelerate the transition away from fossil 
fuels. According abrdn’s latest filings, it also manages holdings of around £3.4bn in 
destructive mining companies, most notably, notorious conglomerates Glencore, Rio 
Tinto and Anglo American. 

abrdn appears to have made urgent climate commitments as a signatory of 
the Net Zero Asset Managers Initiative (NZAM). However, the latest annual report 
reveals that only 30% of assets under management are within the scope of its carbon 
reduction targets. Reclaim Finance’s “Asset Managers Fuelling Climate Chaos” report 
offers a damning indictment of abrdn’s climate targets. It found no exclusion policies 
for investing in coal, oil or gas developers and allotted abrdn one of the worst ratings 
of the 30 firms under consideration with a score of just 1.3 out of a possible 30. abrdn 
in fact has significant investments in companies with plans to expand their fossil 
fuel operations. As of 2022, it held $900m (£713m) in bonds and $4.3bn (£3.4bn) in 
shares in these major carbon emitters. 

In particular, the company is among the biggest bond holders in scandal-hit coal 
producer Adani. Adani reported to have invested £2.5bn in new coal mines in the last 
decade, whilst its coal output increased by 58% between 2021-2022. Its appalling 
track record has been extensively catalogued by campaigners against Adani in 
efforts to oppose coal mining activities in Australia. Corporate Watch has also 
reported on the threat to the environment and communities posed by its expansion 
in Australia’s Galilee Basin with Adani’s Carmichael coal mine. Whilst abrdn has 
declined to comment about its Adani bonds, it touts its membership of the “Powering 
Past Coal Alliance” and recognises coal to be the most carbon intensive fossil fuel. 
Perversely, abrdn selectively cites the potential impact on communities “reliant” on 
coal as a counter-consideration to the need to phase out its use, declaring its support 
for a “just transition”. 

UK location : 

1 George St,  
Edinburgh

abrdn CEO:  
Stephen Bird

A Scot who started his career working in the steel industry, abrdn CEO Stephen 
Bird went on to enjoy a 20-year stint at Citigroup, most notably his role as CEO 
of consumer banking between 2015 and 2019. Citigroup have paid out huge fines, 
£282m and $26.6bn (£223m and £21bn) respectively, for regulatory violations in the 
UK since 2010 and the US since 2000. This includes nine-figure sums paid during 
the years that Bird was responsible for global consumer and commercial banking.  

Bird joined abrdn’s board in July 2020 before becoming chief executive officer in 
September of that year, presiding over the much-ridiculed rebranding. More recently 
he has been the subject of an extensive exposé, based on the testimony of insiders, 
regarding allegations of aggressive and intimidating behaviour in his leadership of 
the company. These include him reportedly shouting “Are you a group of delinquent 
primary school children? This is a f***ing disgrace” at his colleagues during a 
discussion on voluntary redundancies. 

His relationship with some of his co-workers has not been helped by his decision 
to award himself a £1.8m bonus, while cutting radically back on other staff bonuses. 
Since joining abrdn, Bird has been paid a total of £5.5m in compensation as chief 
executive officer and executive director. This is despite a continued decline in funds 
under management between 2020 and 2022 and the company briefly exiting the 
FTSE 100. 

https://asi.ft.com/is-it-too-soon-to-write-off-the-oil-producers
https://investinginclimatechaos.org/data?org=Abrdn
https://www.investmentweek.co.uk/news/4039448/abrdn-breaking-shell-destroy-benefits-fossil-giant-integrated-business-model-reports
https://violationtracker.goodjobsfirst.org/parent/glencore
https://corporatewatch.org/serbia-rio-tinto-driving-ecological-destruction-in-the-jadar-valley/
https://corporatewatch.org/serbia-rio-tinto-driving-ecological-destruction-in-the-jadar-valley/
https://londonminingnetwork.org/companies-in-focus-anglo-american/
https://www.netzeroassetmanagers.org/commitment/
https://www.abrdn.com/docs?editionId=9eb45586-7568-427c-9aa1-161b26ebc524
https://u6p9s9c8.rocketcdn.me/site/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Asset_Manager_Climate_Scorecard_2022.pdf
https://capitalmonitor.ai/institution/investment-managers/fossil-fuel-bonds-passive-assets-funds/
https://capitalmonitor.ai/institution/investment-managers/fossil-fuel-bonds-passive-assets-funds/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnhyatt/2023/02/01/theres-evidence-that-the-adani-group-likely-bought-into-its-own-25-billion-share-sale/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnhyatt/2023/02/01/theres-evidence-that-the-adani-group-likely-bought-into-its-own-25-billion-share-sale/
https://www.marketforces.org.au/campaigns/stop-adani/adani-fossil-fuel-expansion-plans/
https://corporatewatch.org/eco-defence-international-solidarity-4-the-fight-against-the-adani-coal-mine/
https://dailybusinessgroup.co.uk/2023/03/abrdn-quits-edinburgh-hq-after-just-six-years/
https://violationtrackeruk.goodjobsfirst.org/parent/citigroup
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-56888611
https://archive.ph/L2URi
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Conclusion
The tidal wave of fossil fuel investment has not abated, despite growing demands 

for divestment. While some investors have decreased their shareholding in Shell and 
BP since 2016, a large majority have retained or increased their stakes in the two 
companies.

This is driven by a rapidly growing asset management industry, which is enabling 
a small cohort of powerful shareholders to accumulate shares across sectors. These 
have been the big winners of the divestment era.

What does this mean for the divestment movement? Campaigns against fossil 
fuels are of course not designed merely to strangle cash flows. Rather, they aim to 
raise awareness about the deep financial connections between the fossil fuel industry 
and the institutions we work for and buy from. Second, they follow the money, by 
shifting the focus of public discussion from the management of ESG, to the question 
of who is benefiting from climate change – and by how much. On both of those 
counts, there can be no doubt about their success.   

But this study raises a more fundamental question about the clear limits facing 
divestment campaigns. While we will explore investment and divestment patterns in 
more detail in a follow-up report, the analysis we present here demonstrates that a 
move away from fossil fuels at a pace necessary to abate climate change is simply 
not possible while power is becoming even more concentrated in the hands of 
mammoth asset managers. 

It has been more than two years since the International Energy Agency (IEA) 
published findings of its report, commissioned by the UK government, into the global 
requirements needed to meet Paris targets. The IEA report concluded that the 
exploitation and development of all new oil and gas fields must stop this year if we 
are to give the world “around a 50% chance of limiting the long-term average global 
temperature rise to 1.5oC.” 9

The most recent IPCC report indicates that their conclusions are even more 
urgent today than they were two years ago. It concludes that a there is much more 
than a 50% chance that global temperature rise will reach or surpass 1.5oC, and 
that overshooting 1.5oC - even temporarily - will lead to significantly more severe 
impacts on the loss of biodiversity and human lives than previously thought. Many 
of those impacts will be irreversible.10

Even if there were an army of companies ready to completely divest on this basis, 
this will not deter the largest asset managers from expanding their investment in 
fossil fuels using passive investment strategies.    

9.   International Energy Agency (2021) Net Zero by 2050: A Roadmap for the Global Energy 
Sector p48, https://iea.blob.core.windows.net/assets/deebef5d-0c34-4539-9d0c-10b13d840027/
NetZeroby2050-ARoadmapfortheGlobalEnergySector_CORR.pdf 
10.   IPCC (2021) Synthesis Report of the Sixth Assessment Report: A Report of the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change, Geneva: IPCC

If the dominance of passive funds stands in the way of divestment, then we need 
to pursue other forms of intervention that drastically scale back production. We need 
to urgently take action to decommission oil and gas assets, and remove them from 
the reach of predatory investors and carbon expanders.

The planet is on fire, and there’s absolutely no time to play their media games 
or get caught up by gimmicks and distractions like ESG or “impact investing”. Taken 
away from private investors and put in public hands, their obscene profits could 
be used to fund an unprecedented investment in public renewables. Fossil fuel 
extraction must be immediately wound down, and a wholescale launch into a just 
transition for a sustainable future made now.

https://iea.blob.core.windows.net/assets/deebef5d-0c34-4539-9d0c-10b13d840027/NetZeroby2050-ARoadmapfortheGlobalEnergySector_CORR.pdf
https://iea.blob.core.windows.net/assets/deebef5d-0c34-4539-9d0c-10b13d840027/NetZeroby2050-ARoadmapfortheGlobalEnergySector_CORR.pdf
https://www.greenpeace.org.uk/challenges/environmental-justice/just-transition/
https://www.greenpeace.org.uk/challenges/environmental-justice/just-transition/


Further reading & resources

Asset Managers:

BlackRock’s Big Problem – network of NGOs campaigning to get asset managers 
like BlackRock to “go green”.

Vanguard S.O.S – campaign to get Vanguard to stop funding climate change.

Majority Action – organisation encouraging shareholders to prioritise a social and 
environmental agenda.

Banks:

Fossil Banks – great resource quantifying fossil fuel financing provided by banks.

Banking on Climate Chaos – detailed annual publication looking at the banks 
financing fossil fuels, by type.

Miscellaneous:

Reclaim Finance – NGO campaigning against those financing climate catastrophe, 
including asset managers, banks and insurers.

Insure our Future – Coalition of NGOs campaigning against insurance firms 
underwriting the fossil fuel industry.

Investing in Climate Chaos – recently published database from Urgewald and 
friends on investments in the fossil fuels industry, by investor.

Coal Policy Tool – Reclaim Finance project providing easy-to-access information 
on financial services firms’ policies on coal.

Wreckers of the Earth 2021 (finance section) – multi-format directory by Corporate 
Watch of 300 planet-wrecking companies and their financiers in London.

https://blackrocksbigproblem.com/
https://vanguard-sos.com/
https://www.majorityaction.us/
https://www.fossilbanks.org/fossil-banks
https://www.bankingonclimatechaos.org/
https://reclaimfinance.org/site/en/home/
https://global.insure-our-future.com/
https://investinginclimatechaos.org/
https://coalpolicytool.org/
https://corporatewatch.org/wreckers-of-the-earth-company-directory-2021/#2

