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Turning Back the  
Tide of Inequity
B Y  S Y LV I A  PA N E K

F EDERAL MONETARY and 
fiscal policies buoyed the 
stock market during the 

pandemic, but they did not keep 
millions of American families from 
sliding below the poverty line. Yet 
daily news commentaries tracking 
quarterly earnings and shareholder 
profits have painted a rosy picture of 
the 2021 economic recovery. The latest 
plan by the Biden Administration to 
help economically struggling families 
is a step in the right direction, but the 
proposed measures are not enough 
to address the threats posed by the 
extreme wealth disparity in the US that 
began to take hold decades ago. 

WAGE STAGNATION

According to a recent study by 
RAND, the wealth gap in America 
has grown into a chasm over the 
past fifty years. The report estimates 
that the US income gap takes nearly 
$2.5 trillion from the bottom 90% of 
workers annually and redistributes 
it to the top 1%, who increase their 
wealth by suppressing wage increases, 
weakening labor laws, and destroying 
unions. Decades of wage stagnation 
and benefits reductions coupled with 
soaring costs in healthcare, childcare, 
and education have hobbled an 
entire generation of young adults, 
who will struggle mightily to have the 
kind of economic stability that was 
accessible to previous generations. 

The report states that although wages 
have kept pace with inflation––which 
is to say they have remained stagnant––

the median worker should be making 
twice what they earn now considering 
the increase in productivity. The most 
acute consequence of stationary 
wages is that the real cost of living has 
outpaced inflation. Major expenses 
such as housing, transportation, and 
education that could once be sustained 
on a single earner’s income now 
require working multiple jobs or a 
dual-income household, according to 
the Manhattan Institute.

Failed federal policies are not the 
only reason tens of millions of 
Americans cannot earn a living 
wage within a forty-hour work week. 
Much of corporate America actively 
misclassifies workers as contractors 
and fights proposals to increase the 
minimum wage. The federal minimum 
wage has not risen above $7.25/hour in 
more than a decade. Yet, the Economic 
Policy Institute estimates that raising 
the federal minimum wage to $15/hour 
would pull approximately 32 million 
Americans (nearly one tenth of the 
population) out of poverty.  
The continued stalemate in Congress 
over a minimum-wage increase 
discounts the desperate need of 
average citizens in favor of  
corporations lobbying against it.

Hospitality and food industry leaders 
often claim that raising wages for 
service workers would force price 
increases on the consumer. Upon 
closer inspection, however, it seems 
some companies are more than willing 
to increase prices—yet for a different 

set of priorities. Chipotle, for example, 
recently increased its menu prices by 
4%, which reporters attributed to the 
planned increase ($2-$6) in hourly 
pay for line workers. However, few 
outlets noted that Chipotle CEO Brian 
Niccol also received a $24M pay raise 
(more than doubling his salary) during 
the pandemic, which means he earns 
approximately 2,900 times more than 
his average employee. Additionally, 
Chipotle announced a plan to spend 
$153M on stock buybacks. The 
buyback will not contribute to material 
improvements within the company, 
but it will inflate the share price––
which keeps the shareholders happy. 
It should be noted that 85% of stocks 
in America are owned by the top 10% 
of households, another facet of the 
extreme concentration of wealth in the 
United States. 

CEO PAY RATIO

While most corporate sectors in 
America fight wage increases for 
lower-level employees, executive 
management at these companies 
have put no such limits on their own 
salaries, as shown by Chipotle. The 
Institute for Policy Studies reports that 
during the pandemic, average CEO 
compensation increased by 29% 
among many companies, while median 
worker pay fell by 2%. Board directors 
often moved goalposts in order to 
reward CEOs for weathering a “tough” 
year by changing compensation criteria 
so that executives could continue to 
qualify for large raises and generous 
stock options. One Bloomberg 
commentator’s titular quip on the 
pay trends was “Heads, I Win. Tails, I 
Win Almost As Much.” Though lavish 
CEO compensation is nothing new, as 
described below, sustaining them at 
the expense of workers during a year 
defined by economic devastation is not 
only morally bankrupt, but reckless.

The pay ratio gap in the US has been 
rising for the past five decades, with  
the chasm exploding in the 1990s.  
The ratio varies among institutions, but 
there is consistent agreement that while 
average worker pay has increased by 
double digits, CEO pay has increased 
by triple to quadruple digits. 

After the 2008 economic collapse,  
a new rule in the Dodd-Frank Act  
gave shareholders the right to vote 
on CEO compensation packages. 
Corporate governance experts 
anticipated a curbing effect on the 
sweeping rise in CEO pay. That has 
obviously not occurred even though 
approval ratings have decreased over 
time, likely because “say on pay”  
votes are non-binding. So, while 
firms may be required to listen to 
shareholders at the annual meeting, 
they have no obligation to heed 
shareholder recommendations.

TURN BACK THE TIDE 

The US is in the midst of a Second 
Gilded Age, the stark inequities of which 
are becoming difficult to hide. Waiting 
for the government to enforce better tax 
structures, stronger labor policies, and 
measures to foster local economies is not 
a reasonable expectation. 

As socially responsible investors, we 
understand the importance of where and 
how we invest. Supporting cooperative 
businesses is perhaps one of the most 
effective means of building a wage-
equitable economy. A cooperative 
structure signifies the entity is owned 
by the members, who will share in the 
profits and losses.

Social Venture Circle, in conjunction 
with the American Sustainable Business 
Council, recently held an event called 
“Investing Strategically to Close the 
Wealth Gap.” Several funds that Natural 

Investments uses for clients, including 
Seed Commons and Apis & Heritage 
Legacy Fund, participated in a 
discussion on how employee-owned 
enterprises give equity and control to 
workers. When laborers have input 
and benefit from profit-sharing, they 
also achieve higher incomes and 
better workplace conditions. Through 
research and experience, we have 
learned that investing in grocery, 
housing, and worker cooperatives is a 
concrete way to cultivate an equitable, 
thriving society. And we continue to 
lead the way in supporting the growth 
in the cooperative economic model.  

S Y LV I A  PA N E K ,  A I F ®  is a 
financial advisor at Natural Investments,  
as well as manager of the Heart Rating. 
Her career has entirely focused on assisting 
individuals, concerned for people and 
planet, influence change through socially 
responsible investing. She resides in  
Chicago, IL.

This publication is distributed to clients and 
friends of Natural Investments, LLC (NI). NI is an 
investment adviser registered with the SEC. It is 
for educational purposes only and is not intended 
to contain recommendations or solicit sales of 
any specific investment. Authors, representatives, 
or related persons of NI may own securities 
mentioned in here.
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“Supporting cooperative businesses is  

perhaps one of the most effective means  

of building a wage-equitable economy.”



Wisdom from SRI  
Veteran Tim Smith

B Y  M I C H A E L  K R A M E R ,  M A N A G I N G  PA R T N E R

F IFTY YEARS is a long time 
to be active in any field. 
For Tim Smith, his five-

decade career has been defined 
by leadership in the socially 
responsible investment industry. 
Smith co-founded the Interfaith 
Center on Corporate Responsibility 
(ICCR), which is celebrating its 50th 
anniversary this year, in 1971 and 
served as Executive Director from 
1976 to 2000. The Episcopal Church, 
one of its members, was the first 
organization to file a shareholder 
resolution with a corporation; the 
resolution to General Motors in 1971 
addressed its investment in South 
Africa’s apartheid regime. Smith 
joined the ICCR after graduating 
from Union Theological Seminary, 
where he did his thesis on the role of 
corporations in South Africa. He has 
spent the last few decades conducting 
shareholder advocacy at Boston Trust 
Walden Company (formerly known 
as Walden Asset Management). 

Smith has received numerous lifetime 
achievement and service awards, and 
he still co-chairs the Policy Committee 
of US SIF: The Forum for Sustainable 
and Responsible Investment (on 
which I also sit). And he continues 
to be a leader and mentor to many 
in this field. Although he has no 
plans to retire, his unique perspective 

on Sustainable and Responsible 
Impact Investing (SRI) is valuable 
during this time of rapid growth and 
change. The following is an edited 
version of our recent conversation.

Michael Kramer: What led you  
to this work?

Tim Smith: I attended seminary in 
NYC and did field work with the 
United Church of Christ, which 
focused on South Africa, including 
challenging banks that were lending 
to the apartheid government. There 
were also other social issues in those 
early days that were important to the 
faith community besides apartheid, 
such as the Vietnam War, diversity and 
women's rights, and the environment. 

Initially it started with the simple sense 
that we were living in a contradiction. 
These faith-based investors clearly 
had social values motivating them as 
well as official policy statements on 
social issues. Yet our investments did 
not reflect this, and many felt we were 
living a “schizophrenic existence,”  
an uncomfortable ethical dilemma. 

Looking at banks lending to the South 
African government, we realized 
we owned shares and had accounts 
in these banks. This was a business 
connection that opened the possibility 
of influencing their decisions.
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Tim Smith, Senior ESG 
Advisor at Boston Trust 
Walden and leader in 
the socially responsible 
investment industry for 
five decades.

was a research group in the National 
Council of Churches working on 
corporate responsibility. Eventually 
six Protestant denominations 
came together to coordinate their 
work on issues like South Africa, 
including shareholder actions. 
I became the first member. 

MK: When did you expand to  
other issues?

TS: We started using the same 
tools to address strip mining in 
Appalachia, diversity and equal 
employment opportunity disclosure, 

human rights, and environmental 
issues. We also worked on the role 
of companies in the Philippines 
and Dominican Republic, pointing 
to how companies should conduct 
themselves in their overseas operations. 

MK: After 10 years of leading the faith 
community’s filing of shareholder 
resolutions, you started engaging 
with emerging socially responsible 
investment firms. 

TS: I joined the advisory board for 
Calvert Group, a remarkable group 
founded by Wayne Silby and  

John Guffey. Calvert was the first 
mutual fund to take a position on  
South Africa. 

At the same time, some pension funds 
like New York City and New York State 
also started filing resolutions on South 
Africa, as well as TIAA-CREF, an early 
expansion of investor advocacy.

MK: You’ve seen the entire arc of this 
history to date from its very nascent 
state. Did you ever think you’d see this 
way of investing going mainstream,  
as it is now?

TS: Even the most optimistic of us 
wouldn’t have guessed back then 
it would evolve to this extent. I 
would never have guessed that 
we'd someday be debating what 
positions BlackRock and Vanguard 
are going to take on shareholder 
resolutions or the types of ESG funds 
they would be publicly selling.

MK: One of the concerns of SRI 
industry veterans is how some of these 
more conventional firms might weaken 
the long-held industry standards.  
What are your views? 

TS: The traditional leaders of our 
industry are passionate about 
their social and environmental 
commitments, which led them to this 
work. Today, paying attention to ESG 
(environmental, social, and governance 
issues) has become a “best practice,” 
because these issues can affect the 
financial value of your portfolio. 
Whether investors are motivated by 
this strong business case or a sense of 
mission, at the end of the day they take 
similar actions on issues like climate 
change and racial diversity. If a pension 
fund or investment firm says it’s going 
to vote against boards that don’t have 
enough women and people of color 
on them based on the business case, I 
say “that’s great. I’m glad you’re there. 
Thanks for having your voice heard.”
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Many faith-based investors already 
had ESG screens in place for 
decades, even centuries, given 
their stance on alcohol, tobacco, 
weapons, and slavery, so the 
denominations had a history of 
ethics in investing to build on. 

MK: As I recall, at that time there were 
debates about the value of divesting 
from companies versus owning them  
in order to engage their management.

TS: Indeed, and this debate continues 
today––with fossil-fuel companies,  
for example. In these early days, faith-
based organizations, pension funds, 
foundations and others decided to use 
our leverage with these companies to 
apply pressure. So we were a voice in 
the marketplace, a critical advocacy 
approach we continue to use today.

MK: When you came out of seminary, 
is this what you thought you were 
going to be doing?

TS: Well, my thesis on corporations in 
South Africa got some attention. It was 
even published in the Congressional 
record when I spoke before the House 
Africa Committee. 

I wasn't looking to go into a local 
parish. I was more interested in what 
we could do in the faith community 
to be a force for change. Initially there 

“The traditional leaders of our industry 

are passionate about their social  

and environmental commitments, 

which led them to this work.”



MK: Back in the day, making the ethical 
case was not good enough, especially 
when the financial performance of 
ESG investing didn’t always match that 
of conventional investing. Now some 
firms are doing this based on the solid 
financial returns and not primarily for 
social or ethical reasons.

TS: For many years, ICCR and its 
members were described as “social 
activists” rather than investors. But 
now, whether it’s investor members 
in US SIF, the Council of Institutional 
Investors, or Ceres, investors may be 
driven by different motivations but 
speak with strong common voices.

MK: To some extent one could say 
we’re fortunate because it was difficult 
to project the business case for 
sustainability or social responsibility 
back then, because there wasn’t early 
evidence or data to support that claim. 
We had to wait for years of research to 
prove it. Now we can say, “Look,  
here’s the data.”

TS: Also, there are business leaders 
who have acted on social and 
environmental issues due to the 
ethical imperative and also saw the 
strong business case for doing so, 
including reputational risk, stakeholder 
concerns, and keeping up with 
peers. There are many companies 
whose leadership is willing to do 
something because it’s right, not 
because just because it’s going to 
make more money next quarter.

MK: Which brings us to the purpose of 
investing, since many say this sort of 
investing breaches their fiduciary duty. 
Whose responsibility is it ultimately 
to expand the definition of fiduciary 
responsibility to include ESG factors?  
Is it ultimately a regulatory agency  
that redefines it?

TS: I’ve read multiple studies now  
on the relationship between ESG  

and financial performance. Acting 
on issues like climate is a fiduciary 
responsibility because it’s likely to 
affect the companies in your portfolio, 
their bottom line, and the markets. 
So the case for acting as responsible 
fiduciary agents is being made. And 
it’s also very helpful that the SEC 
recently stated we need more company 
disclosure on climate because it's 
material for investors. 

MK: Wouldn’t it be interesting  
if someday we could get to a place 
where it would be considered a  
breach of fiduciary responsibility  
to not consider these issues?

TS: I think we’re close on some issues. 
When you have major investment 
firms and pension funds issuing 
research papers about the threats of 
climate change and declaring that 
racial diversity is good for long-term 
shareholder value, people take notice.  
I remember during a conference held at 
TIAA-CREF in the 1980s, Ira Millstein, 
one of the conference’s respected 
leaders, got up and said something  
to the effect of: “Corporate governance 
is not rocket science. It has a significant 
impact on shareholder value, and we 
don’t need more research to prove 
that. It is demonstrably so.” And he had 
such stature that those words rippled 
outward in the room and the industry. 
So when the mainstream pension  
funds and the largest financial firms 
start affirming the importance of ESG 
factors in the investment process,  
it is compelling.

MK: It’s interesting to see how people 
are defining investment risk now. What 
had before been considered immaterial 
to financial performance is suddenly 
considered material. When did that 
crossover happen? 

TS: The concern about violating 
fiduciary duty is still heard in 
boardrooms and from trustees of 

pension plans. But there are now 
hundreds of companies who detail 
how these ESG issues have a significant 
impact on their reputation and bottom 
line, and this has a cascading effect. 
Senior executives also describe the 
business case when they talk about 
how their ESG record affects their 
employees, attracts new college 
graduates, and responds to changing 
consumer purchasing habits. 

MK: And they also do consumer 
market research and they know that if 
they want to capture a certain kind of 
customer, they’ve got to shift or they’re 
going to miss this huge and growing 
market for their product or service.

TS: Few companies ignore this 
anymore. Leading profitable companies 
certainly worry about their reputation, 
trajectory for growth, and evolving 
consumer trends.

MK: For a long time, our industry has 
set its sights on mandatory corporate 
ESG disclosure as the game-changer 
for investors’ having a more complete 
picture of a company’s corporate 
responsibility record. Do you think we 
stand a chance at achieving that with 
the SEC in the next few years?

TS: I do, and not just because the 
leadership of the SEC is moving in that 
direction. There is now a critical mass 
of investors who have embraced this 
and are talking about how climate is 
material. They publicly argue this sort 
of disclosure is urgently needed, and 
an increasing number of companies 
agree they’re willing to do such 
disclosure whether it’s required by 
regulators or not. Having a “common 
rule of the road” with all companies 
following suit will be vital for investors. 

MK: Is climate change the watershed 
issue that could lead to disclosure  
on all the other issues? Or do you  
think it could just be limited to  
climate change disclosure? 

M I C H A E L  K R A M E R  is a  
Managing Partner and the Director of 
SRI Research for Natural Investments. He 
was Vice Chair of US SIF—The Forum for 
Sustainable and Responsible Investment. 
Michael is co-author of The Resilient Investor: 
A Plan for Your Life, Not Just Your Money.  
He lives in Kailua Kona, Hawaii. 

TS: I think it is a watershed issue 
that has brought so many investors 
together. And I’ve also seen expanding 
affirmation of the need for disclosure 
on diversity, human rights, and other 
issues because companies are talking 
about how these issues are important 
and material for them. Of course, the 
debate is about how deep to get into 
the details. But we’ve won this battle 
conceptually. Now the conversation is 
focused on how to implement it.  

DISCLAIMER: The views, information, 
or opinions expressed in this interview 
are solely those of the individuals 
involved in their individual capacity 
and do not represent those of 
Boston Trust Walden Company and 
its employees. Boston Trust Walden 
Company is not responsible for and 
does not verify the accuracy of any 
of the information presented. The 
interview is based on personal opinion 
and is for educational purposes only 
and it should not be considered as 
financial, investment, legal, or tax 
advice. The ideas discussed should not 
be considered without first assessing 
your own personal financial situation, 
and only after consulting with your 
financial, legal, or tax professionals. 
Views and opinions are subject to 
change at any time, without notice,  
and without obligation to update.

If you find any errors in the content, 
please notify Michael Kramer  
at Natural Investments  
(michael@naturalinvestments.com). 
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“There are many companies  

whose leadership is willing to  

do something because it’s right,  

not just because it’s going to  

make more money next quarter.”



T HE PAST YEAR was 
defined by incomprehensible 
loss—and for many, the 

losses were personal. In May, my 
father-in-law Bernie passed away 
on his 94th birthday. In the end, he 
said he was ready to go, but we are 
mourning the loss of an attentive 
and engaged family man who 
was like a second father to me.

In the midst of our grieving, I was 
thankful that we had done some 
planning ahead of time for this 
moment. With this recent experience 
in mind, here are some steps you 
can take to prepare in advance for 
inevitable end-of-life transitions.

Will: A valid will can transfer 
property, manage debt and estate 
taxes, designate guardians for minors, 

establish trusts, and name charitable 
beneficiaries. Without a will, a 
state’s intestacy laws will direct the 
distribution of property; a will provides 
control and an assurance that a 
loved one’s wishes will be followed. 
Remember that a will may need to be 
updated after a divorce or the death  
of a spouse or relative.

Healthcare: Advance medical 
directives provide clarity in situations 
that are often emotionally fraught. A 
durable power of attorney (DPOA) for 
healthcare appoints a trusted person 
to make healthcare decisions for an 
individual and becomes effective 
in the event of incapacity. A living 
will dictates in which situations an 
individual will receive life-sustaining 
treatment. The DPOA for healthcare 

Planning for the 
Inevitability of Loss
B Y  G R E G  P I T T S ,  W I T H  K I R B I E  C R O W E ,  C F P ®

In addition to these basic planning 
documents, there are additional steps 
you can take to minimize or eliminate 
the need to have the surrogate court 
probate the will. Probate court is where 
the will is read, and papers prepared 
to establish who (the Executor) will 
take care of following the wishes in the 
will. Following these steps will speed 
up the transition process and make 
funds immediately available for paying 
expenses and debts.

“The death of a loved one can 

be overwhelming, so the more 

groundwork one does in advance 

of the inevitable, the better prepared 

surviving family members will be.”

Beneficiaries: Add beneficiaries  
to non-retirement accounts. While all 
IRAs are required to have designated 
beneficiaries, brokerage and bank 
accounts can also have designated 
beneficiaries to keep these assets  
from being subject to probate.  
For taxable investment accounts, 
use the Transfer-on-Death (TOD) 
designation; for checking and savings 
accounts, the equivalent designation  
is Payable-on-Death (POD).  

G R E G  P I T T S  is a partner  
at Natural Investments. As a financial 
professional for fifteen years, helping others 
do well and integrate their financial choices 
with their values is one of his ways of giving 
back. Greg resides in White Plains, NY. 

K I R B I E  C R O W E ,  C F P ®  brings 
a strong social justice focus to her investing 
and planning work, with a particular interest 
in divestment from fossil fuels and private 
prisons. She lives in Greenville, SC.

Your Natural Investments advisor can 
help you put TOD designations in place 
and review your current beneficiary 
arrangement with you; your bank can 
assist you with POD designations.

Bank account: Talk with your loved 
one about adding a trusted individual 
to a joint checking account. More 
helpful (and secure) than sharing 
a username and password, joint 
ownership provides immediate access 
to liquid funds for the expenses that 
arise in the event of a loved one’s 
death. This arrangement can also 
prove useful during life if assistance 
is required with budgeting and bill-
paying. Since this involves a transfer  
of ownership, talk to your NI advisor  
or tax preparer about any potential  
gift tax issues.

The death of a loved one can 
be overwhelming, so the more 
groundwork one does in advance  
of the inevitable, the better prepared 
surviving family members will be  
to navigate through complex processes 
efficiently, so they can prioritize  
what matters most.  

does not usually cover this situation, so 
it is valuable to have both the DPOA 
and a living will in place.

Finances: A DPOA for financial matters 
allows a trusted loved one to act on 
behalf of another in all contractual and 
financial matters. For extended periods 
of incapacitation or illness, having this 
in place can be key.

An estate planning attorney can 
assist you with preparing these forms; 
You can search for one through the 
National Network of Estate Planning 
Attorneys (nnepa.com). However, an 
attorney isn’t always necessary. Many 
state governments and bar associations 
offer simple online versions of estate 
planning forms that can be completed 
without legal help, although some 
forms may still require notarization. 
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S C O T T  S E C R E S T,  A A M S ® 
is an Accredited Asset Management Specialist 
with more than 25 years of experience in the 
investment industry. Scott works in portfolio 
management with an emphasis on renewable 
energy investing, and retirement planning. 
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T HE STOCK MARKET moved 
generally higher during the 
second quarter, although we 

saw a fairly sharp diversion between 
the results of domestic large company 
stocks and smaller company stocks.  
For the quarter, large US stocks were 
up 8.5%,  small US stocks were up 
4.3%, and foreign stocks were up 
5.2%.  Bonds rebounded from first 
quarter losses, rising 1.8% for the 
second quarter.

The US economy continues to revive 
after being ravaged by the Covid-19 
pandemic.  This economic recovery 
is unlike others in recent history in 

that many Americans have expanded 
savings accounts (built up during 
pandemic lockdowns), a number of 
businesses and industries are eager to 
re-hire, and substantial governmental 
policy and stimulus support are in 
place. When the pandemic sent the 
US economy into a free fall last spring, 
analysts worried it would take years 
for businesses and the labor market 
to recover. The overall economy is 
rebounding at a surprising pace and is 
now expected to surpass pre-pandemic 
levels this quarter. At the same time, 
unemployment numbers remain 
elevated, and less fortunate Americans 
continue to struggle getting their lives 
and finances back on track.

structural economic challenges such as 
wage inequality, according to the Wall 
Street Journal. These remarks could be 
interpreted as a clear call for increased 
and targeted socially responsible 
investment in the US.

For climate-minded investors, May 26, 
2021, was a watershed day for many 
reasons. Exxon Mobile shareholders 
sent ripples of shock through the 
energy industry when they voted out 
three board members and replaced 
them with climate-focused newcomers. 
Chevron shareholders approved a 
landmark resolution requiring carbon 
emissions to be audited, just like 
financials, and for the company to 
account for emissions caused by 
burning the oil it sells. These are 
each noteworthy examples of the 
power of responsible shareholder 
activism. Elsewhere, heavily coal-
reliant Indonesia announced that it 
would build no new coal-fired power 
plants. And finally, Ford Motors, 
maker of the enormously popular 
F-150 pickup trucks, announced that 
an all-electric version of the vehicle 
will be available in 2022 with the 
tagline, “Say goodbye to gas.” Each 
of these events could potentially help 
transform entire industries.  

“The overall economy is rebounding at a 

surprising pace and is now expected to 

surpass pre-pandemic levels this quarter.” 

The Fed cut interest rates to near-zero 
in March 2019 as part of its effort 
to avoid economic collapse in the 
US. Many economists thought rates 
would remain right about there until 
perhaps 2023, or even later if recovery 
came slowly––but rapidly improving 
conditions are sparking expectations 
for a 2022 Fed rate increase. This 
decision would be significant in 
terms of both economic impact and 
messaging to the markets, since Fed 
rate increases are recognized as a sign 
of economic prosperity.

The rapid pace of the recovery thus 
far is having the unexpected effect of 
creating shortages of equipment, raw 
materials, and labor––all of which 
are stoking inflation concerns in the 
US. Some inflation is helpful to an 
economy, but too much can snuff out 
a recovery. Runaway inflation––as the 
US experienced in the 1970s––can 
prove difficult to harness and lead to 
overheating of the economy, followed 
by an unwelcome recession. Many 
economists expect the jump in inflation 
to be temporary, though others worry 
that it could persist and create longer-
term economic risks.  

In June, Treasury Secretary Janet 
Yellen addressed the Senate Finance 
Committee with the message that the 
US economy needs ambitious fiscal 
policy to help unwind the factors 
that perpetuate racial inequality, 
fuel climate change, and keep 
prosperity out of reach for millions 
of Americans. She defended the 
Biden administration's 2022 budget 
proposal, which calls for policies such 
as paid family leave, infrastructure 
investment, emissions reductions, 
and more investment in affordable 
housing and higher education. She 
added that the private sector hasn’t 
made enough investment in support of 
these objectives to reverse long-term, 

An entrance to the ExxonMobil world headquarters located in Irving, Texas. 
ExxonMobil is the world's largest publicly traded energy company.
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T HE CHANGE IN  
US administration this year 
has generated a palpable 

sense of optimism among proponents 
of socially responsible investing and 
a sustainable and just economy. The 
Securities and Exchange Commission 
(SEC) and other federal agencies have 
appointed new leaders whose values 
align with our priorities. As a result, 
many of the 11th-hour rules and 
regulations put in place by the previous 
administration in 2020 have either 
been paused, deemed unworthy of 
enforcement, or canceled.

Ethical investors were particularly 
concerned with legislation that 
ended limits on methane emissions 
from new oil and gas wells while 
removing additional curbs on leaks 
of smog-causing compounds. They 
were also dismayed by new rules 
imposing limits on shareholders’ 
rights to file resolutions with company 
management. While the methane 
regulation passed the Senate in April, 
the shareholder rights bill did not. This 
leaves it up to the SEC to determine 
how to enforce the methane regulation, 
which wouldn’t go into effect until 
2022, and/or go through a new rule-
making process, which will take time. 

In the meantime, we are expecting the 
imminent filing of a lawsuit against 
the SEC challenging the manner in 

which the shareholder rights rule was 
implemented (it failed to conduct the 
required economic analysis) and asking 
a judge to halt its implementation. 
Natural Investments has contributed 
financially to the legal fund of the 
plaintiffs in this case: the non-profit 
advocacy groups Interfaith Center on 
Corporate Responsibility (ICCR) and 
As You Sow, as well as shareholder 
advocate and Corporate Governance 
founder James McRitchie. ICCR has 
been a leader in shareholder advocacy 
for 50 years, starting with its founder 
Tim Smith (whom we interviewed for 
this newsletter).

The SEC made positive news in 
March when Acting Chair Allison 
Lee, a longtime ally of the sustainable 
investment industry, issued a request 
for public comment on a proposed 
rule that would require companies to 
disclose data related to climate change 
(e.g., greenhouse gas emissions, 
reduction targets, and progress). We 
submitted a comment letter, and while 
we agreed that the SEC should require 
companies to provide emissions 
data, we asked the SEC to broaden 
its disclosure requirement to include 
as many environmental, social, and 
governance issues as possible. This has 
long been the top regulatory priority 
for the sustainable investment industry, 
as it has the potential to establish 
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The United States Securities and Exchange 
Commission in Washington, D.C.The gap between workers and CEOs 

widened during the pandemic as public 
companies granted top executives some 
of the richest pay packages ever. 

NYT: Meager Rewards for Workers,  
Exceptionally Rich Pay for C.E.O.s

The oil giant Exxon lost a historic 
proxy battle after a small hedge fund 
won three board seats, with the goal 
of pushing the company to address 
climate change. Shareholder support for 
environmental and social resolutions is 
on the rise, with significant implications 
for companies around the world.

Barron’s: Exxon’s Shareholder Revolt  
is a Warning for Boards Everywhere

A record-setting 81% of shareholders 
voted for DuPont chemical company 
to report on plastic pellets (also known 
as “nurdles”), chemical spills in the 
ocean, and general supply chain issues. 

As You Sow: DuPont Shareholders  
Approve Proposal Calling for Plastic 
Pellet Pollution Reporting

Natural Investments advisor, 
Malaika Maphalala, shares her 
journey as a woman of color leading 
change in the finance world. 

Green Money Journal: On the Road  
to Gender and Racial Equity in Finance
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1:
The Securities and Exchange Commission 
will look at climate, as well as other ESG-
related issues, in determining misconduct 
or mislabeling of information at fund 
companies. The federal agency’s move is 
meant to address possible greenwashing.

Investment News: SEC establishes  
task force on ESG issues
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“Many of the  
11th-hour rules 
and regulations 
put in place by 
the previous 
administration in 
2020 have either 
been paused, 
deemed unworthy 
of enforcement, 
or canceled.”
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Urging large asset managers to: 

Vote against approval of all-white 
boards of directors

Vote against approval of directors 
in charge of political spending at 
corporations that have failed to address 
their role in funding elected officials 
implicated in the Capitol Insurrection 
or those behind or supporting voter 
suppression efforts

Support shareholder demands for racial 
equity audits at critical companies

Support shareholder demands 
for complete transparency and 
accountability on political  
spending and lobbying

Requesting President Biden and  
Vice-President Harris to prioritize  
the protection of women’s 
reproductive health care and 
supporting existing bills that: 

Remove federal restrictions on the  
use of federal health insurance  
funds for abortion

Establish a federal statutory right  
to abortion care

Extend postpartum insurance coverage 

Provide 12 weeks of paid family  
and medical insurance leave

Make reasonable accommodations  
for pregnant workers

OTHER NATURAL 

INVESTMENTS ADVOCACY 

HIGHLIGHTS FROM 2021:

Imploring Congress and the 
Environmental Protection 
Agency to protect Bristol Bay in 
Alaska from mining development 
and waste leaching

Encouraging leading corporations to 
take a stand where they operate and 
advocate against state-level efforts  
to restrict voting rights via support  
for the For the People Act

We remain committed to using our 
voice, in concert with our industry 
peers, to raise the bar of corporate 
social responsibility and to seek 
policies and laws that facilitate  
a just and sustainable economic 
system. Watch this space to stay  
up to date with our efforts.  

Requesting the President and 
Congress to increase the federal 
minimum wage gradually  
to $15/hour by 2025

consistent and complete reporting of 
environmental, wage, human rights, 
worker safety, community, diversity, 
and board-related issues––and to do 
so with clear minimum performance 
metrics. Right now, such disclosure 
is voluntary and too inconsistent 
and incomplete to properly inform 
investors’ decision-making process. 
We look forward to seeing how the 
public input influences the SEC’s next 
rulemaking on disclosure.

Support shareholder proposals 
demanding long-overdue action to 
address practices that reflect white 
supremacy and cause related harms, 
including inequitable workplace 
practices and discrimination, customer 
discrimination and abuse, algorithmic 
bias, and community surveillance. 

“We look forward to seeing how the public input  

influences the SEC’s next rulemaking on disclosure.”
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