
ESG-focused 

shareholder activism

Anna Christie

Assistant Professor of Banking, Corporate & Financial Law

Edinburgh Law School

Shareholder Activism in Belgium: 

Boon or Curse for Sustainable Value Creation

Brussels | 9 June 2022



The ‘Maldives of Italy’



Bluebell Capital Partners / Solvay

▪ Chemical waste from Belgian 
company, Solvay

▪ WHO: “priority pollution 
hotspot in the Mediterranean”

▪ Bluebell: “open air landfill”

▪ No economic interest: pro 
bono campaign with one share

▪ Hedge fund’s contribution to 
ESG cause

▪ Called for replacement of 
Solvay’s CEO



Outline of Presentation

• ESG Hedge Fund Activism

– Origins

– Big Questions illustrated by case studies:

• Engine No. 1 / Exxon

• Bluebell / Solvay

• Icahn / McDonalds

• Bluebell / Danone

• Role of Asset Managers & other Institutional 

Investors

• Environmental & Social Shareholder Proposals



Hit and run 
activists

Preying on 
corporations

A disease that 
affects American 

business

Swarms of locusts

Activist Hedge Funds



Greed is Good Green is Good? 

ESG Hedge Funds



Origins of ESG Hedge Fund Activism 

in the US  

Jana Partners / Apple

▪ 2018 – bespoke ESG fund –

Jana Impact Capital

▪ “a convergence of Wall Street’s 

roughest fighters and it’s do-

gooders”

▪ Damage of too much “screen 

time”



Origins of ESG Hedge Fund Activism 

in the US  

ValueAct Capital / AES

▪ 2018 – bespoke ESG fund – Spring Fund

▪ Founder Jeffrey Ubben joined the board of AES to 

support the company to transition to renewable energy 

and sell legacy coal assets

▪ 2020 – Jeffrey Ubben leaves ValueAct to launch 

Inclusive Capital Partners – new ESG focused hedge 

fund



Engine No.1 / Exxon

• Dec 2020 – new ESG fund 

– Engine No. 1

• Campaign at Exxon – first 

boardroom battle to focus 

on climate change

• $250 million in capital

• 0.02% of Exxon’s shares

• Successfully replaced one 

quarter of Exxon’s board



How did Engine No. 1 Succeed?

1. Long-term financial underperformance –

$22 billion loss in 2020

2. Shareholder discontent – Exxon’s board 

refused to engage with largest investors

3. ‘Fossil fuel dinosaur’ – notable industry 

laggard with respect to energy transition

Used 



An alliance of powerful allies

▪ Campaign had backing of CalSTRS from 

outset

▪ Support from four biggest US pension funds

▪ Most influential proxy advisory firms 

recommended investors vote for Engine No. 1 

slate of directors

▪ Pivotal voters – Big Three asset managers 

(over 20% of Exxon’s shares)



ESG Hedge Funds as 

ESG Arbitrageurs

▪ Activist Board Representation campaigns very 

common (at least in the US)

▪ E&S campaigns can parallel these successful 

campaigns

▪ Engine No.1 used tried and tested activist 

hedge fund strategy of board representation 

plus it had an environmental platform



The Role of Asset Managers 

Increasingly disposed to vote 

against directors who fail to 

make sufficient progress on 

climate change



The Limits of ESG Hedge Fund 

Activism

▪ ‘a sea change in the climate battle’

▪ ‘investors are increasingly using their clout to bring 

carbon-intensive businesses into line on climate 

change’

BUT…

▪ Engine No. 1’s campaign focused on financial 

underperformance as well as climate

▪ The ‘greenest’ board nominee secured less than 10% 

of the vote – only Engine No. 1 nominee not to secure 

a seat



Bluebell / Solvay

▪ ‘Pure’ ESG campaign

▪ Solvay’s asset manager stakes lower than typical in US:

▪ BlackRock 3.04%, Vanguard 1.73%, State Street 0.55%

▪ Institutional Investors & Proxy Advisors divided on 

supporting Bluebell:

▪ Glass Lewis abstained, ISS supported management

▪ CalSTRS supported Bluebell

▪ No public statements by Big Three asset managers

▪ Proposal ratifying board acts:

▪ Gained 92% support in 2022 (compared to 99% in 2021)

▪ Independent shareholders withholding support was around 

18%



Bluebell / Solvay

▪ Collaboration common in E&S campaigns – Bluebell 

working with NGOs to pressure Solvay

▪ Solvay’s ESG rating from MSCI was downgraded 

from AAA to AA

▪ More than 170 funds focusing on ESG investing track Solvay



Carl Icahn / McDonalds

▪ Another “pure” E&S campaign – animal welfare

▪ Icahn purchased $50,000 shares

▪ Nominated two director candidates to push McDonald’s 

to stop buying pork from suppliers that house pigs in 

gestation crates

▪ McDonald’s said the change would result in “an 

untenable financial burden”

▪ Only 1% of shareholders 

voted for Icahn’s nominees

▪ Icahn dropped a similar 

campaign at Kroger in June 2022 after McDonald’s loss



Lessons from ESG Activist Campaigns
▪ The support of other (institutional) investors will 

always be necessary to succeed.

▪ Poor financial performance and a subpar ESG record 

can lead to activists launching two-pronged attacks.

▪ Campaigns with a dual-platform (e.g. Engine No. 1 / Exxon) 

can enable activist hedge funds to secure more widespread 

support from other investors.

▪ In “pure” E&S campaigns – to what extent will 

investors be willing to trade-off financial returns in 

favour of E&S progress?

▪ Icahn failed to secure support – McDonald’s was performing 

well financially



A Cautionary Tale from another 

Bluebell Campaign
Bluebell / Danone

▪ In 2021, Bluebell succeeded in ousting Danone CEO 

Emmanuel Faber, a vocal advocate of corporate social 

and environmental responsibility

▪ Highlighted as ‘a case study in the pitfalls of purpose’

▪ Bluebell stressed it supported Danone’s ‘dual 

economic and social project’ but that ‘Danone did not 

manage to strike the right balance between 

shareholder value creation and sustainability’



Bluebell / Danone

▪ Still a clear focus on financial returns, despite growing 

attention to E&S factors.

▪ A strong commitment to ESG goals will not protect 

companies from becoming an activist target

▪ 99.4% of Danone shareholders had voted the previous year to 

transform Danone into a société à mission.

▪ Bluebell stated that ‘support by fellow shareholders [to oust 

Faber]– also the French ones – was overwhelming’ 



Other types of European ESG-related 

activist campaigns

▪ Activist hedge fund campaigns in Europe are pushing 

companies such as Shell, Glencore, and RWE to break 

up or separate the more polluting parts of their 

business from the greener ones

▪ Clearway Capital – a recently launched European 

activist fund focusing solely on ESG issues –

undertook its first campaign at TotalEnergies, urging 

the energy company to stop buying Russian oil after 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine



Is ESG Hedge Fund Activism 

a Trojan Horse?

▪ Are E&S issues being used by hedge funds to secure 

the support of other investors and obscure the true 

financial motivations driving their campaigns?

▪ ESG-focused activist hedge funds tend to be upfront 

about their purpose and business models:

▪ Engine No. 1: ‘a capitalist group, definitely not a non-profit’ 

with a mission ‘to create sustainable long-term value by 

driving positive impact through active engagement’

▪ ValueAct Spring Fund: ‘there is not just a societal good to be 

done, but excess return to be captured in identifying and 

investing in businesses that are emphasizing and addressing 

environmental and social problems’



E&S Shareholder Proposals

▪ Shareholder proposals traditionally filed by ‘gadflies’ or 

NGOs (also by religious organisations & pension funds)

▪ E&S shareholder proposals are increasingly filed by 

European asset managers and coalitions of shareholders

▪ e.g. Legal and General Investment Management (LGIM), BNP 

Paribas Asset Management, Amundi

▪ Big asset managers are teaming up with smaller 

organisations (often NGOs with specific E&S 

expertise)

▪ US asset managers have not filed proposals, but have 

increasingly voted in favour of E&S proposals



E&S Shareholder Proposals

▪ Proposals can cover disclosure on carbon emissions, 

GHG reduction targets and strategy, lobbying 

disclosure, workforce diversity etc

▪ The volume of proposals and their success rates is 

increasing – a record number of E&S proposals won 

majority support in the US in 2021. 

▪ Shareholder proposals less 

common in Europe, but also 

Increasing in prevalence and

success rates



‘Say on Climate’

▪ Major global campaign

▪ Launched by the hedge fund manager Chris Hohn

through the Children’s Investment Fund Foundation

▪ Caused companies such as Unilever, Nestlé and Shell to 

introduce shareholder votes on climate plans


