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Shareholder Activism in 2011 
 

In 2011 Ethinvest continued to build momentum on a range of initiatives designed to improve the environmental 

and social performance of Australian listed companies 

 

Banks and Coal Fired Power 
 

Our major effort in 2011 was to seek greater clarity from the major banks in relation to their financing of coal fired 

power stations in Australia. 

In response to the Pillars of Pollution report published in 2010 by Greenpeace, a number of clients submitted 

questions to ANZ and Westpac seeking more information about their lending for coal. While all banks have 

exposure to coal fired power, Westpac and ANZ have both sought to emphasise their environmental credentials and 

commitment to sustainability in recent years (which explains why dozens of clients own their shares). Westpac 

responded by providing greater information and by ruling out further investment in coal fired power. ANZ was 

more cautious, emphasising its commitment to renewable energy, and acknowledging its historical legacy of lending 

to the sector. 

In 2011 we hoped to drive the process further. We continued to work with Greenpeace and Australian Ethical 

Investments to build pressure on these two banks – using provisions that allow shareholders to raise formal 

resolutions at Annual General Meetings. 

As we prepared our strategy we engaged with both banks. In meetings with Westpac it became clear that the Bank 

was willing to cooperate and enhance reporting, which is already substantially more detailed than the other banks. 

As a result, rather than pursue a shareholder resolution, we organised 75 shareholders to lodge a question to the 

Board, which was well answered by the Chair, Ted Evans, at the AGM. (Ironically total lending to coal was reported 

to have risen during the 2010/ 2011 financial year by 24%. However, this is because the sale of operating contracts 

by the NSW government to an existing Westpac corporate client meant that the Bank needed to reclassify some of 

the lending to that group as having exposure to the sector – proof that there is real transparency in the Bank’s new 

reporting regime.) 

ANZ proved more resistant to providing information, so a formal resolution was prepared, with the assistance of 

Maurice Blackburn Lawyers – which was disappointingly not put to the AGM at the discretion of the Company 

Secretary. However, Ethinvest was given the first question at the AGM, which was addressed in detail by the Chair. 

The Bank remains committed to promoting renewable energy but expects to retain exposure to long-term clients 

with coal assets for the foreseeable future, and does not expect that the eventual de-commissioning of these plants 

poses a significant financial risk to shareholders (the premise of our question). 
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More importantly, we believe that this experience underlies the fact that current regulations in Australia are too 

vague, and that Company Secretaries should operate under tighter guidelines regarding the acceptance of 

resolutions from shareholders that comply with existing Corporations Law requirements (100 shareholders or 

shareholders holding 5% of voting shares). Lobbying for this will be our key activity in 2012. 

 

Navitas 
 

In April 2011 a story was published in the Newcastle Herald reporting that ACL, a subsidiary of Navitas, was 

housing refugees in inappropriate and rundown accommodation. We wrote a letter to the chairman of Navitas 

asking for some insight into this story. Rod Jones, the CEO of Navitas, wrote a letter back stating that they have 

undertaken their own review of the situation as did Ernst and Young as commissioned by the Minister for 

Immigration and Citizenship. Upon the findings of the review, Navitas has now taken direct responsibility for 

accommodation services and has also installed a full-time, Newcastle based housing officer.  Navitas has also 

initiated meetings with local community groups and agencies to discuss settlement issues within the local area. 

Trevor met the Chair of the Navitas Board in December and received assurances that the company takes its 

obligations to students in its programs very seriously, outlining a number of ways in which the company has learned 

from the experience with its subcontractors in Newcastle. 

 

Hunter Hall 
 

We hold the team at Hunter Hall in the highest regard, particularly in relation to the company’s substantial 

donations to charity. However, in 2010, we noted a small incongruity in that the booklet sent to shareholders 

inviting them to nominate their favourite charity for Hunter Hall donations was packaged in plastic. We mentioned 

this to Hunter Hall and were very pleased to note that they had acted on our suggestion to use recycled paper 

instead when these documents were mailed out at the end of 2011. 

 

Origin Energy 
 

In 2011 Ethinvest became aware that Origin Energy had purchased the Eraring Power Station in NSW and that it 

was increasing its involvement with Coal Seam Gas exploration.  
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Ethinvest was disappointed that Origin Energy was moving towards these unsustainable projects and had no choice 

but to downgrade Origin Energy to a lower investment rating. Consequently we informed clients who decided to 

divest their Origin shares. Australian Ethical Investments also divested its entire holding after consulting with 

Ethinvest. 

We also provided a letter for clients to forward to Origin informing it of the reasons why they have decided to sell 

their shares. Ethinvest provided details of Origin Energy’s recent developments to the media as requested. 

 

Metcash 
 

In August 2011, Ethinvest became aware of a campaign that Greenpeace was running regarding Metcash’s 

relationship with Asia Pulp and Paper (APP). APP supplied Metcash with the paper for its Black and Gold and 

Signature paper products, like toilet paper and tissues. APP has had many companies like Fuji Xerox, Woolworths 

and Nestle elect not to continue to use them due to its questionable sustainability practices and claims of old forest 

logging in Indonesia. Ethinvest wrote a letter to the CEO of Metcash, Andrew Reitzer, regarding this problem, and 

while we didn’t get a response, the Sydney Morning Herald reported on the 25th August that Metcash will no longer 

trade with APP until it has stopped deforestation. 

 

Westpac 
 

On the 1st August, the Sydney Morning Herald reported that Westpac was the senior financier of a deal with 

Delecta Ltd, providing $12.1 million for the re-development of what was touted to be the ‘world’s biggest brothel’. 

Ethinvest wrote a letter to the head of Investor Relations at Westpac, Andrew Bowden, to which he replied that the 

deal was no longer going forward as Westpac had withdrawn its offer of finance. Another article in the Sydney 

Morning Herald on the 15th August confirmed this. 

 

Climate Advocacy Fund 
 

Trevor Thomas and Ross Knowles, as nominees of this fund, were involved in supporting a resolution to Woodside 

Petroleum. The resolution asked the board to annually disclose the carbon price assumptions it uses in its 

assessment of new and ongoing capital expenditure. Unfortunately the resolution was defeated, receiving only 5.7% 

of the total vote. 
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The Climate Advocacy Fund put forward resolutions to Oil Search, Aquila Resources and Paladin Energy seeking a 

change in their Constitution as a means of side-stepping rejection by their Company Secretaries. These three 

companies responded favourably to the resolution, circulated Australian Ethical’s statement to all shareholders and 

committed to reporting emissions and/or adopting a reduction target. In response to these positive actions The 

Climate Advocacy Fund withdrew each resolution. 

 

Looking ahead to 2012… 
 

As previously mentioned Ethinvest is intending to lobby the Government in 2012 to seek greater legislative 

certainty regarding shareholder resolutions. The Climate Advocacy Fund has indicated to Ethinvest it would also be 

willing to work towards this and has begun speaking to some of Australia’s largest institutional investors to explore 

the possibility of working jointly to press for change. 

 

We also have increased our monitoring and review activities across the universe of stocks that we cover to ensure 

that we are on top of developments. In particular we are able to use social media to complement traditional media, 

the research that we subscribe to, and our existing network of Non Government Organisations, academics and 

investors, to ensure that we have as broad an understanding as possible of issues that interest our clients. 

 

We look forward to working with you this year, hoping to bring about as much positive change as possible. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Lisa Elliott  

Screening Co-ordinator 

 
Trevor Thomas 

Managing Director 
 

 

  


