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We acknowledge that we meet and work on land of many first 
nations people. We pay respect to their Elders, past and present, 
and acknowledge the pivotal role that Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people continue to play within the Australian community. 
There can be no climate justice without justice for First Nations 
people across the globe.



Climate change is the most important 
health issue of our time. Medical 
students and future doctors have 
a unique opportunity to be public 
health advocates and use divestment 
to drive forward action on climate 
change. However, the carbon clock is 
ticking - the critical window in which 
to act is rapidly drawing close. As 
Leonardo DeCaprio states, “we are 
the last generation that has a chance 
to stop climate change before it is too 
late”1. 
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+ The scale of the issue

Climate change is described by The Lancet medical journal as 
the biggest health threat of the 21st century, and the burning of 
coal, oil and gas (fossil fuels) is the greatest contributor to climate 
change2. 

The impacts are being felt today. Already, millions of people 
worldwide are feeling the impacts of climate change – from 
droughts, extreme weather events, heatwaves, spreading patterns 
of infectious disease and rising sea levels. We need to urgently 
phase out fossil fuels to limit climate change to a ‘safe’ level, which 
the latest science tells us means no new fossil fuel projects- no 
new coal mines, no new gas wells or pipelines, anywhere.

For young people, climate change is a fight for our very survival. For 
the world we are inheriting, climate change is wreaking damage to 
the ecosystems, species and life-sustaining systems that ensure 
a prosperous and functioning human civilization. 

Given that a 2 degree rise in temperature would spell the end of 
many island nations such as our neighbours in the Pacific Islands, 
countries signing the Paris Agreement agreed to aim for only 1.5 
degrees of warming3. This means unequivocally that we must keep 
all new fossil fuels in the ground4,5. 
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A transition to renewable energy is inevitable and is rapidly 
accelerating globally6. In order for this transition to happen in the 
timeframe that climate science demands, we need to all work 
together to create a rapid and just transition away from fossil fuels. 

+ Climate change and health

Climate change is already responsible for an estimated 400,000 
deaths annually7. Here are some of the ways in which climate 
change impacts on health8:

+ Increase in frequency and severity of heatwaves and fires: for 
Australia, this will mean more heatwaves like the 2009 Victorian 
heatwave, which resulted in 173 people dying in the Black Saturday 
Bushfires and 374 excess deaths associated with the extreme 
heat9.

+ Increase in frequency and severity of storms and floods: these 
events result in injury, drowning, hypothermia and risk of infectious 
disease as well as damage to infrastructure, including health 
services.

+ Change in geographical distribution of vector-borne disease: a 
greater number of people may be at risk of malaria, dengue fever 
and tick-borne diseases, including increased risk of dengue fever 
and Ross River virus in Australia.

+ Increased rates of food- and water-borne infections: this 
includes cholera and other bacteria, parasites and viruses.

+ Malnourishment and malnutrition: projected to increase greatly 
with the effects of climate change on water supplies and agriculture 
and also increased risk of infection.

+Effects on mental health: extreme weather events can result in 
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post-traumatic stress disorder as well as longer-term impacts 
such as anxiety and depression. Slow developing events, such 
as droughts can result in distress and increase the incidence of 
suicide.

+ Fossil fuels and health

Fossil fuel usage also directly damages human health, contributing 
to air pollution that causes 7 million deaths per year worldwide10. 

+ Coal pollution is a significant cause of air pollution in Australia and 
globally, which contributes to asthma, the development of cardiac 
and respiratory disease, lung cancer and neurological conditions 
such as stroke. It also affects foetal growth and development, and 
children’s lung development11. 

+ Unconventional gas mining (coal seam gas (CSG), shale and tight 
gas) has serious health concerns including the contamination 
of water, soil and air with carcinogenic and harmful chemical 
substances12. Concerns about the health effects of unconventional 
gas were one of the factors leading to the Victorian governments’ 
ban of all unconventional gas exploration in 201613.

Global deaths per terawatt hour: comparing different fuel sources14. 

DEATHS PER TWh:  
HOW DO FUEL SOURCES COMPARE?

COAL 161 deaths/TWh
OIL 36 deaths/TWh

SOLAR 0.44 deaths/TWh

WIND 0.15 deaths/TWH
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+ The role of medical students and health professionals

Health professionals have a responsibility to ‘first, do no harm’. The 
importance of this guiding principle extends beyond the clinic, and 
has implications for the broader health system. 

Investment in the fossil fuel industry provides support for 
businesses that are fundamentally damaging to human health15. 

Australian health professionals are leaders in tobacco control – 
pushing their institutions to divest from tobacco and driving policy 
reform. 

Tobacco case study:  
 

The health profession has a proud record of public health 
advocacy and divestment from harmful substances such as 
tobacco, arms, gambling and alcohol. In 1985 the British Medical 
Association published a report disclosing prominent health 
institutions’ investments in tobacco – the same organisations that 
were campaigning for tobacco control. Embarrassed into action, 
many of these organisations announced that they would sell all 
their tobacco stocks. The AMA, the Heart Foundation and many 
other health bodies have been strong advocates encouraging 
Australian State governments to divest from the tobacco 
industry. Today, the health profession has unambiguously stated 
that public investment in the tobacco industry is unacceptable 
as an industry hazardous to human health. 

- Investing in Health report, 201615
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+ The money – a healthy investment portfolio

 It’s pretty clear that making money off the key driver of climate 
change doesn’t make moral or ethical sense. It also doesn’t make 
economic sense to invest in fossil fuels, as fossil fuels will become 
stranded assets as the world moves towards renewable energy to 
tackle climate change.  

As countries take action to limit warming to 2 degrees, that means 
that 80% of fossil fuels need to remain in the ground – translating 
to over $20 trillion worth of fossil fuel reserves16,17. This ‘carbon 
bubble’ is the threat of devaluation of these reserves that comes 
with climate action, and turns these fossil fuel reserves into 
stranded assets. There is growing recognition amongst investors 
that continuing to invest in fossil fuels is breaching their fiduciary 
duty, due to the significant risk of these stranded assets. 

Reports also show that fossil fuel free investment portfolios do just 
as well (if not better) than continued investment in fossil fuels18. 

“Divestment is dis-investment: the deliberate movement of 
money away from a particular asset class. Health bodies have 
long practised divestment from tobacco, arms, gambling and 

alcohol; in the interests of the widely held health dictum ‘first, do 
no harm’, fossil fuels must be added to that list”

- Investing in Health report, 201615
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The Australia Institute, 201418

+ Does it work? 

Divestment is one of the most powerful statements an institution 
can make with its money. The Paris Agreement has set the world on 
course to tackling climate change, however the election of Donald 
Trump and Australia’s continued unnecessary reliance on fossil 
fuels means that divestment becomes an even more important 
tool to speed up the transition to clean energy. 

Divestment works in 2 main ways:
+ By putting economic pressure on fossil fuel companies – over 
$7 trillion AUD divested so far (by 706 institutions and  over 
58,000 individuals across 76 countries, see https://gofossilfree.org/
commitments/ for the complete list of institutions)  

+ Removing the social licence of these companies and pushing for 
tighter regulation. It is this step that medical students and health 
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professionals have the greatest impact in – as respected members 
of society, health professionals can set the moral and ethical 
compass firmly away from fossil fuels and influence broader 
society. 

Medical associations have shown some leadership, but more 
needs to be done. The British Medical Association, World Medical 
Association, Canadian Medical Association and Royal Australasian 
College of Physicians have committed to divestment from fossil 
fuels.

 
Arabella advisors, 201619

The fossil fuel divestment movement has doubled 
over the past 15 months, with the value of assets 
held by divesting institutions and individuals now 
exceeding $5 trillion USD.
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There are many ways that medical students can fit into the broader 
divestment movement on campus. Here are some ideas…

Medical faculty – encourage your medical faculty to publically 
support university divestment. Their public support will put pressure 
on the university as a whole to divest, especially if there is a Fossil 
Free group on campus also putting pressure on the university. A 
wave of medical faculty statements will also encourage other 
medical associations such as the Royal Colleges and the AMA to 
divest. 

Medical societies – even though your MedSoc, Global Health 
Group or Rural Health Club might not have thousands invested in 
fossil fuels, chances are they have their bank account in one of 
the big 4 banks which are invested heavily in fossil fuels. Changing 
your bank to one that has ethical investments is a straightforward 
process (see Page 12).
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Well done to these Global Health Groups that have 
divested already!
+ Monash University – Ignite
+ University of Queensland – TIME
+ Flinders University – HHRG 
+ University of Tasmania – IMPACT
+ University of Sydney – Global Home
+ University of New England – ASPIRE
+ James Cook University – SANTE (in process of divesting)

Individual medical students and staff – how many of your fellow 
medical students know where their money is invested? How 
about your superannuation – do you know where they invest your 
money? Check out marketforces.org.au to see where your bank and 
superannuation invests. It’s easy to make the switch if you discover 
they invest in fossil fuels. Make use of events such as Divestment 
Day to raise awareness and do mass divestment actions with other 
university students. 
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For a more detailed ideas and information, see: 
gofossilfree.org/australianunis 

Step 1: Build a team

You can’t do this alone, and besides it’s much more fun with a team 
of amazing people! 

Step 2: Do some research and plan your campaign

Does your university already have a Fossil Free campaign or similar 
divestment campaign? Talk to these groups! They’ll be very happy 
to hear from a group of keen medical students and will be willing to 
share their knowledge and progress so far. 

Step 3: Build support amongst medical students and staff

Start a petition or open letter and start getting support! From 
talking in lectures and in the classroom about the issue to knocking 
on staff’s doors and holding stalls, film screenings or discussion 
groups, there are so many ways you can get the support of the 
medical community at your uni.  

Step 4: Turn up the heat

Organise a meeting with the Dean of Medicine or their 
representatives. You can do this at any time during the campaign, 
however they’re more likely to take you seriously if you come with 

How to support
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strong support from students and staff. 

- If they’re on board and supportive – well done! Make sure you 
publicise the decision and statement of support, and let others 
know what you have done!

- If they’re not supportive, there are many things you can do to 
get them on side. You can work out who their closest colleagues 
and confidantes are and get them on board to help you persuade 
the Dean. You can get supportive staff to put divestment signs 
on their doors and poster the whole medical faculty, so the Dean 
can’t ignore the support. Finally and most importantly- just keep 
building the support of the community until the Dean can’t help but 
get swept along ;) 

Step 5: Let everyone know what you have done

Publish an article in the campus magazine, let the MJA know, host a 
divestment celebration party…and don’t forget to let the DEA team 
know – the media officer can help you get more media attention 
for your great work!
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The following is adapted from AMSA Global Health guide to 
divestment for Global Health Groups.

These steps can also be used for individual divestment. 

Step 1: write to your bank

It’s simple. Follow this template (adapted from MarketForces) 
and let your bank know that as a global health group (GHG) or 
Medical student society, it is contradictory to keep your money 
in a bank that finances practices that are detrimental to global 
health.

To find details about how much your bank has invested in fossil 
fuels, head to https://www.marketforces.org.au 

Dear XXXX,

We are [insert GHG], a global health group from [insert 
university ], which is part of the Australian Medical Students’ 
Association Global Health Committee. [insert GHG]   believe in 
protecting and improving our natural environment to improve 
and protect local and global human health and as a customer 
of[insert bank], we expect the same from the bank that has 

how to divest your
OR
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custody of our money.

The expansion of the coal and gas industry in Australia is 
threatening our land and water resources, people’s health and parts 
of our natural environment. New mines such as the Carmichael 
mine project in Queensland would destroy traditional lands of the 
Wangal-Jagalingou people, threaten the health of the Great Barrier 
Reef World Heritage Area and increase the production of carbon-
polluting coal.

The world is at a point where rapid development from polluting 
fossil fuels to clean, renewable energy is needed if we are to avoid 
runaway climate change. Climate change has been described by 
medical journal, The Lancet, as “the biggest global health threat of 
the 21st century”1. Any new loans to coal and gas projects represent 
a massive risk to our prospects of keeping global warming to within 
manageable limits.

These projects are also an economic gamble, as they are about 
extracting fossil fuels that we cannot afford to burn if we want to 
preserve a safe climate for future generations.

We were shocked to learn that over the past five years, [insert 
bank] has loaned over$[insert billion] to new coal and gas export 
projects along the Australian Eastern seaboard. As a group devoted 
to improving and protecting global health, we cannot keep our 
money in a bank that is financing practices that are set to reverse 
our efforts.

We want to be sure that [insert bank] will no longer provide loans to 
coal and gas mining, transport and export projects and, by the end 
of the year, establish a policy that clearly rules out loans to these 
projects in future. Otherwise, [insert GHG] will be forced to close 
our account with you and take our funds to a bank which invests 
positively and ethically.
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I urge [insert bank] to act as a leader in this area and look forward 
to hearing back from you.
 
Yours sincerely,
XXXX

1 Costello A, Abbas M, Allen A, Ball S, Bell S, Bellamy R, et al. 
Managing the health effects of climate change: Lancet and 
University College London Institute for Global Health Commission. 
Lancet. 2009; 373 (9676): 1693-733.

Step 2: switch banks!

If your bank does not reply with a satisfactory response, then it is 
time to move your GHG or Medical student society’s money into a 
bank that does not loan money to fossil fuel expansions. 

It is best to do your own research about which bank to open a new 
account with. MarketForces has a list of ethical banks that don’t 
invest in fossil fuels, and also has a simple ‘Switching Banks Guide’ 
– which helps you divest from your bank in five simple steps (steps 
3 and 4 may not apply to your GHG bank account):

1. Choose a new bank
2. Open a new bank account
3. Identify regular transactions
4. Move regular transactions to your new account
5. Close your old bank account!
http://www.marketforces.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/
Switching-Banks-Guide.pdf

Step 3: let everyone know what you have done!

Write an article for your university newspaper, medical student 
news and share on social media!
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We, the undersigned medical students and staff from the Faculty of Medicine 
at [insert university], recognize that climate change is a global health issue 
of utmost importance and that fossil fuels are the number one contributor to 
continued climate change. We encourage the Faculty of Medicine to make a 
statement supporting full university divestment from fossil fuels.  

 

Name Title/Position Email Address Phone Number
I wish to know 

more or be 
involved

sample petition
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Dear XXXX, 

We, the undersigned medical students and staff from the Faculty of Medicine, 
encourage the Faculty of Medicine to publically support the full divestment of this 
university away from fossil fuels.

Climate change is described by The Lancet medical journal as the biggest health 
threat of the 21st century, and the burning of fossil fuels is the greatest contributor 
to climate change. The impacts are being felt today. Already, millions of people 
worldwide are feeling the impacts of climate change – from droughts, extreme 
weather events, heatwaves, spreading patterns of infectious disease and rising sea 
levels. We need to urgently phase out fossil fuels to limit climate change to a ‘safe’ 
level, which means leaving 80% of fossil fuel reserves in the ground. 

Whilst our university and this Faculty of Medicine are empowering and preparing 
us for our future careers as doctors, we are aware that our university continues to 
invest in fossil fuels. To invest in the single greatest contributor of climate change 
makes no sense for an institution that is educating the future. It also doesn’t make 
financial sense, as fossil fuels are risky investments at high risk of becoming 
stranded assets as the world rapidly transitions to renewable energy. 

As future doctors, we will strive to “first, do no harm”. This extends beyond the 
clinic and hospital, and health professionals have a proud record of public health 
advocacy – in tobacco control for example. Just as health institutions would not 
consider investing in the tobacco industry due to the damage it does to health, 
health institutions should not invest in the fossil fuel industry for the same ethical 
and moral reasons. 

We have seen leadership from the British Medical Association, the World Medical 
Association, the Royal Australasian College of Physicians and the Royal Australian 
College of General Practitioners – these organisations have committed to divesting 
from fossil fuels. We urge you, our medical faculty, to join these health leaders 
and publically support full university divestment from fossil fuels. Full university 
divestment from fossil fuels would include:

 1. Freezing all new fossil fuel investments immediately
 2. Full fossil fuel divestment within 5 years

We thank you for standing up for our future. 

Yours sincerely, 
XXXX

sample open letter
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It’s best to use an online platform like Survey Monkey – it’s quick and easy to 
set up. 

The following survey is for medical students and staff from the Faculty of 
Medicine at [insert university] to gather opinion on attitudes towards climate 
change and divestment from fossil fuels. 

Name:
Title/position:
Contact details:
[NB: you can choose to fill out this survey anonymously]

Question One:

Are you concerned about climate change and the impacts it has on health?

Yes/No/Unsure

Question Two:

Would you like to see institutions (such as this university) take the lead on 
climate change by divesting from fossil fuels, the number one driver of climate 
change?

Yes/No/Unsure

Question Three:

Would you like to see the Faculty of Medicine publically supporting university 
divestment from fossil fuels, to protect health?

Yes/No/Unsure

sample survey
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Meeting with your Dean of Medicine, professor or Medical stu-
dent society representative? Take these 2 fantastic reports 
along with you:

Investing in Health – a DEA and CAHA report (for hard copies of this 
report ask your DEA state student representative):
https://www.dea.org.au/images/general/Investing_in_Health_04-16.
pdf 

350 divestment primer:
https://s3.amazonaws.com/s3.350.org/images/Divestment_Primer_
March2015.pdf 

Need some more tips or information about starting groups and 
running campaigns?

350 fossil free guide:
http://gofossilfree.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/350_
FossilFreeBooklet_LO4.pdf 

Want more information on divestment?
Unhealthy Investments – a report from the UK
https://www.medact.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/
UnhealthyInvesments-Spreads-Final-Version.pdf 
 
DEA, AMSA, 350 (2014) Divestment and public health flyer 
https://www.dea.org.au/divestment-and-public-health-flyer-healthy-
planet-healthy-people-dea/ 

Need resources? 

350 - Fossil Free Unis:
www.gofossilfree.org/australianunis

DEA:
www.dea.org.au

resources
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