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Requirements for a  
Sustainable Investment Strategy 

 
The Responsible Investment at Harvard Coalition (RI@H) has called on Harvard University for the past 
three years to establish a sustainable investment strategy. A sustainable investment strategy 1) explains 
Harvard’s responsibilities, 2) transparently guides policy and investment practice, and 3) requires 
engagement and grievance mechanisms so concerns can be raised and addressed. 
 
1. Harvard’s responsibilities 
 

 Harvard has a duty to respect international standards of human rights, ensuring its actions do not 

directly or indirectly violate these fundamental rights.  

 

 Harvard has a fiduciary responsibility to decrease financial risk by evaluating securities according to 
environmental, social, and corporate governance (ESG) criteria. ESG analysis can identify long-term 
investment risks and opportunities that are vital for institutional investors with multi-decade planning 
horizons. ESG performance can impact a corporation’s ability to expand to new markets, attract skilled 
employees, build a positive brand, and avoid liability. 

 

 Harvard has an ethical responsibility to invest in companies that are consistent with its role and values, 
and to avoid entities with practices that are antithetical to its role and values. Harvard’s priorities include 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions, promoting cross-cultural understanding, respecting worker’s rights, 
solving public-health challenges, and supporting intellectual freedom. 

 

 Investing for the long-term, endowments need not allow short- and medium-term returns to outweigh 
long-term performance. Investing for the future means investing in activities that reinforce the foundations 
of economic health, such as a stable environment and productive workers. Investments that directly 
benefit the real economy promote economic health more than speculative or excessively complex 
financial instruments. 

 
Our full Statement of Investment Beliefs is online at responsibleharvard.com.   
 

2. Sustainable investment policy and practice 
 

 Harvard cannot simply claim to be meeting the responsibilities listed above. Managers must develop 
transparent policies and procedures and demonstrate how they are adhering to them. 

 

 Harvard must create a transparent policy and practices to incorporate environmental, social and 
governance due diligence into all aspects of the investment portfolio.  

o The Annex to this document contains guidelines that are an appropriately detailed commitment for 
private equity investments. 

 

 Managers must disclose past investment information after a reasonable period of time has passed, to 
improve transparency without undermining investment strategy. 

 
3. Engagement and grievance mechanisms 
 

 Harvard must establish a credible grievance mechanism where concerns about meeting investment 
obligations can be raised and addressed.  

 

 In addition, increase the purview Advisory Committee on Shareholder Responsibility (ACSR) and the 
Corporation Committee on Shareholder Responsibility (CCSR) beyond proxy voting to proactively advise 
HMC on controversial investments, institutionalize the consideration of ESG risk, and engage with 
stakeholders. The ACSR and the CCSR are the only entities designed to take on complex issues of 
broader social responsibility, and their mandates have not kept up with the changing nature of Harvard’s 
investments, most notably greater activity in private equity and emerging markets exposure. 
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Annex: Sustainable private equity investment strategy  
 

HMC should enforce rigorous ESG guidelines across all asset classes. The following three-part 
guidelines are an appropriately detailed commitment to these principles for private equity investments. 
HMC should develop and implement such standards across all other investment classes. 
 
Part 1: Position on responsible ownership 
 

The Responsible Investment at Harvard Coalition asks that Harvard University and Harvard Management 
Company adopt and apply the following position on responsible ownership to all funds and companies in 
which it holds a controlling stake–that is, it is a majority shareholder, majority owner, or full owner. 
 
As a nonprofit educational and research institution, Harvard University and its subsidiary Harvard 
Management Company have a responsibility to ensure Harvard does not negatively impact the world. As 
such, Harvard will act to ensure that the policies of the companies of which it is holds a controlling stake 
comply with the following regulations: 
 

1. Legal Compliance. Companies of which Harvard owns a controlling stake must comply with all local, 
national and international laws and treaties in all areas where the company is operating, whether or 
not these laws are rigorously enforced by local authorities. 

 

2. Environmental practices. Companies of which Harvard owns a controlling stake must release detailed 
reports on current emissions and environmental impact and their plans for sustainable practices. 
They must also commit to concrete reductions of greenhouse gas emissions. 

 

3. Labor practices. Companies of which Harvard owns a controlling stake must recognize workers’ right 
to collective bargaining and union representation, as well as promise neutrality and a fair process for 
unionization, even if these rights are not enshrined in local legislation. They must also guarantee 
parity in wages and benefits between directly hired and sub-contracted employees. 

 

4. Land rights. Companies of which Harvard owns a controlling stake must not infringe on any legitimate 
land tenure rights, including where such rights are not formally recorded, and must seek to prevent all 
violent conflict over land tenure rights. 

 

5. Non-discrimination Companies must state and abide by a comprehensive non-discrimination policy 
that forbids discrimination in hiring or employment based on race, color, sex, sexual orientation, 
gender identity, religion, age, national or ethnic origin, political beliefs, veteran status, or disability. 

 

6. Transparency in corporate governance. Companies of which Harvard owns a controlling stake must 
produce and publish online annual reports disclosing all political contributions, all lobbying activities 
with an explanation of the purpose, position and compensation of the top ten highest-compensated 
employees, and conflicts of interests. 

 
Part 2: Accountability 
 

To remain accountable to these positions on responsible ownership, Harvard Management Company and 
Harvard University will release separate reports for each company that Harvard owns a controlling stake 
in, available for download publically from www.harvard.edu.  
 
Each report must detail how the company is complying with the regulations above and should be 
presented according to the guidelines to being developed by the Sustainable Accounting Standards 
Board. The Harvard Management Company’s Vice President for Sustainability will oversee the 
enforcement, documentation, and reporting of HMC’s compliance with these principles. 
 
Part 3: Congruence with university policies on campus and international standards 
 

Many of these policies are in accordance with Harvard University practice on Cambridge and Boston 
campuses. In addition to compliance with international human rights standards, the Principles for 
Responsible Investment, and the Carbon Disclosure Project, the University should commit to compliance 
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with the Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, developed by Harvard Kennedy School 
Professor John Ruggie, and engagement to further these outcomes. 

 
 

1. Legal compliance. Agricola Brinzal, a Chilean logging company 99.99 percent owned by Harvard, is 
currently being sued by CONAF, the National Forestry Corporation of the Ministry of Agriculture of 
Chile, for multiple violations of Chilean law against deforesting native forest and reforesting with 
eucalyptus trees. Another Chilean company owned by Harvard, Agrícola Duramen Limitada, was 
finedby Chilean courts for similar activity. Workers at the DoubleTree Hotel in Allston, which is owned 
fully by Harvard, filed suit with the National Labor Relations Board in April, 2013  alleging that 
management illegally interfered with their unionization process. Harvard must ensure that legal 
violations like these do not take place at any company in which it holds a controlling stake. 

 

2. Environmental practices. Harvard has an established commitment to sustainability and the reduction 
of greenhouse gas emissions. The University’s website states, “Harvard University believes 
universities have an accountability to the future– a special role and a special responsibility to address 
global challenges as large as climate change and environmental sustainability.” Harvard’s 
Sustainability Principlesnote, “The University has an affirmative record of responsible compliance with 
environmental and safety regulations and a proven effective system of environmental management 
accountability.” The university has also committed to a 30% reduction of greenhouse gas emissions 
from a 2006 baseline by 2016. This accountability must also apply to the companies in which Harvard 
has a controlling stake. 

 

3. Labor practices. Harvard has repeatedly recognized the right of its workers to organize for a union 
with a fair process–including employer neutrality–and to bargain collectively. Companies of which 
Harvard has a controlling stake should similarly recognize workers’ right to collective bargaining 
without employer retribution as well as union representation, even if these rights are not enshrined in 
local laws. Similarly, Harvard’s wage and benefit parity policy ensures that wages and benefits given 
to Harvard’s direct employees are shared by vendor and sub-contracted employees. The principles 
and protections of fair labor treatment should not be bypassed by outsourcing personnel to 
companies which violate those standards. In addition, all of the companies in which Harvard has a 
controlling stake should comply with the recommendations of the International Labor Organization for 
fair treatment of workers, includingoccupational health and safety recommendations, 
recommendationsfor working conditions in hotels and restaurants, andrecommendations for 
indigenous and tribal populations. 

 

4. Land rights. The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations’ Voluntary Guidelines on 
Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the Context of National Food 
Security define legitimate land tenure rights and provide the international standards for good 
governance. Harvard should abide by these guidelines, which are endorsed by organizations 
including the United Nations General Assembly and the G20. 

 

5. Non-discrimination policies. Harvard University’s own published non-discrimination policy states that 
“Any form of discrimination based on race, color, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, religion, 
age, national or ethnic origin, political beliefs, veteran status, or disability unrelated to course 
requirements is contrary to the principles and policies of Harvard University.” The same policy must 
apply in hiring and employment policies for all companies in which Harvard has a controlling stake 

 

6. Transparency in corporate governance. Harvard Universitydiscloses lobbying activities, including 
dollars spent and positions on bills on which it lobbies. The Harvard Office of Federal 
Relationsexplains university positions on central lobbying issues. The university discloses 
compensation for top-paid Harvard Management Company executives and Harvard University 
officials. Examples of potential conflicts of interest, include: (1) the company has a business 
relationship, including one-time transactions, with an organization or individual with which a director 
or senior officer of the company, including his/her immediate family members, (a) has or had a 
personal, professional, or business affiliation with, (b) has an ownership interest in, or (c) has a 
financial or compensation arrangement with; (2) the company’s independent auditing firm also 
provides other consulting services to the company; or (3) the company bought back company shares 
from a director or senior officer. 
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