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CalPERS blocks gun divestment
proposal

The California Treasurer had asked CalPERS for an expedited vote on
divestment from wholesalers and retailers of guns that are illegal in the
state.

 Dietrich Knauth | 20 Mar 2018

The $335bn California Public Employees Retirement System rejected a

proposal to begin divestment from retailers and wholesalers of firearms

that are illegal in California but legal in other states.

The proposal, from California State Treasurer and CalPERS board member

John Chiang, would have gone a step further than CalPERS’ previous

divestment from manufacturers of military-style assault weapons. Many

public commenters, including victims of mass shootings in San Bernardino

and Las Vegas, spoke in support of the measure, and some opposed it.

Board members debated whether divestment was a more effective tactic

than engagement with retailers and wholesalers, some of whom have

already made moves to remove such weapons from their stores.

Chiang had called for a divestment vote in April, while CalPERS staff had

planned to discuss gun divestment early in 2019. CIO Ted Eliopoulos

warned that setting a vote with just a month’s notice would leave staff 0 - 12
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scrambling to get board members enough information on the impacts of

divestment in time to make an information decision.

Board president Priya Mathur and board members Theresa Taylor and

Bill Slaton praised CalPERS’ staff’s engagement with the large retailers that

sell guns,  including Big 5 Sporting Goods, Dick’s Sporting Goods, Kroger

and Walmart. Mathur credited CalPERS staff for helping to spur those

companies to discontinue sale of assault weapons, high capacity

magazines, and accessories bike bump stocks, as well as the raising the

minimum age to purchase firearms from 18 to 21.

Taylor said she wasn’t sure if divestment was the best option, and said

she’d prefer to stick the planned schedule rather than voting in April.

“We have a divestment policy that states that we generally don’t divest,”

Taylor said. “If we are divesting, we lose  our seat at the table.  We wouldn’t

have been able to get Dick’s or Walmart or the other companies to engage

with us if we no longer own those stocks.”

Chiang said that divestment was the best way to address financial risks

related to ownership of gun seller’s stock, and that the pension fund had to

take a hard line on guns in order to bolster its credibility in future

engagement efforts.

“If we don’t take action here, nobody is going to take us seriously on

engagement,” Chiang said.

Diversity on the forefront

CalPERS also discussed a broad range of environmental, social, and

governance (ESG) goals as its March meeting, including efforts to increase

diversity on corporate boards, reduce carbon emissions from portfolio

companies, and support shareholder voting rights.

CalPERS asked with 504 companies CalPERS asks 504 companies last

summer why they have all-male boards, and is continuing to follow up on

that initiative, staff said. Simiso Nzima, CalPERS head of global equity, said

that only 38% of the companies had responded to CalPERS’ initial

question, causing the pension to warn companies that it might vote against
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their proposed board of directors if they show a continued lack of

engagement. About 13% of the companies added a female director to

their board or are in the process of adding one within a year, Nzima said.

During the meeting, Taylor also criticized CalPERS staff for failing to

present more information about CalPERS’ investment in Snap, the maker of

SnapChat. Snap issued shares of common stock that carry no voting rights,

and Taylor said that the board had directed CalPERS staff to weigh in on

the issue by March.

Eliopoulous said he would review whether he and his staff missed a

direction from the board on that topic, and said that he would see whether

he could tee it up in time for the April meeting.

“We need to look through our work plan to see whether or not we can

bring a full discussion on this topic in April or not,” Eliopoulos said.
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