From: Highland Palestine <highland.palestine@gmail.com>

To: <info@transitionblackisle.org>

Sent: 05/01/2021 13:42:34

Subject: Highland Council Pension Fund: A Charter for Responsible Investment



Dear Friends

 

We are writing on behalf of local organisation Highland - Palestine to invite you to join our campaign to persuade Highland Council Pension Fund to adopt a ‘Charter for Responsible Investment’. 

 

On March 18th this year Highland Council Pension Fund Committee and Board will meet to approve a new ‘Statement of Investment Principles’.  As required by law, this must include a statement of ‘the extent to which social, environmental or ethical considerations are taken into account in the selection, retention and realisation of investments.’ We believe this is an opportunity for Highland Council Pension Fund to remedy some of the worst deficiencies in their current approach and to set out an explicit and publicly available set of principles and criteria governing their investment decisions. 

 

Highland Council Pension Fund currently manages some £2 billion of investments, yet they have no policy to identify the kind of companies they will or will not invest in. They claim to take ‘environmental, social and governance issues’ seriously, yet they operate without any explicit criteria defining what those terms mean in practice. In effect, responsibility for their investment ethics is delegated to the managers of seven investment funds over whom they exercise a weak form of stewardship. 

 

Consequently, Highland Council Pension Fund currently holds at least £140 million of shares in companies directly involved in socially and/or environmentally harmful industries such as fossil fuel extraction, armaments, nuclear, mining, gambling, alcohol and tobacco. To our knowledge, a number of different local organisations, including ourselves, have raised concerns with the pension fund over its investments only for these approaches to be rebuffed. This is unacceptable. 

 

We believe that, in line with current legislation, Highland Council Pension Fund should be consulting its scheme members over its investment policy. Moreover, as a publicly-funded body, it should be responsive to the interests and concerns of the broader community.

 

To further the process of encouraging the pension fund to adopt a transparent and accountable investment policy we have produced the attached report, which sets out a strong case for Highland Council Pension Fund to adopt a model that would address these concerns and which has been successfully implemented elsewhere. We intend to submit this to Highland Council Pension Fund before its meeting on the 18th March and to call on them to adopt a ‘Charter for Responsible Investment’ based on four key recommendations:

 

· Highland Council Pension Fund should incorporate an explicit ethical policy into its Statement of Investment Principles; 
· it should identify explicit Environmental, Social and Governance criteria against which it can monitor the performance of investment fund managers; 
· it should adopt screening procedures to identify the type of shares that should not be acquired and those that should be favoured;
· it should take steps to consult with its scheme membership over these policies, and be responsive to the values and concerns of the wider Highland community.
 

It has recently been reported that the North East Scotland Pension Fund has shed investments worth almost £30 million previously held in 23 arms companies. This followed a successful campaign similar to the one being pursued by Highland - Palestine against Highland Council Pension Fund’s investments in US arms company, General Dynamics; it shows that it is possible to persuade local authority pension funds to do the right thing. 

 

We would, naturally, encourage you to support our particular campaign. However, in this instance,  we are asking you to endorse the more general principle that, while securing the financial interests of its scheme members, Highland Council Pension Fund should take account of the longer-term consequences of its investment decisions and act responsibly for the public good. 

 

We invite you to read our report and to discuss the issues it raises as an organisation. If you agree with what we are proposing, please, add your organisation’s weight to our approach to Highland Council Pension Fund. Please respond, if possible, by the 15th February so that we can add your organisation’s name to the list of local groups supporting our call for a ‘Highland Council Pension Fund Charter for Responsible Investment’. 

 

We would appreciate an acknowledgement that you have received this notice.

 

Many Thanks 

 

On behalf of Highland - Palestine

 

Derek Newton, Alistair Currie, Susan and Gary O’Neil, Eleanor Adam, Kenny Brown, Ron MacLean, Paul Robertson, Tor Justad 

