Dear [insert Vice Chancellor’s name], 

I’m writing to you to raise urgent concern about the government’s recently-tabled ‘Economic Activity of Public Bodies (Overseas Matters) bill’, in particular with regards to its impact on students and university autonomy. 

If passed, this bill would limit university autonomy, making it difficult for universities to make ethical decisions about their own investments. It risks blocking universities from choosing to use their influence to seek accountability and push for companies, funds and other organisations to make decisions in line with their ethical commitments to the environment and human rights. 

I am particularly concerned by the fact that there are examples of similar laws in other countries being used to shut down ethical investment decisions, for example across the US to prohibit divestment from fossil fuels, banning public bodies from procuring any services from companies who support divestment, or targeting campaigners opposed to gun and weapons manufacturers.[footnoteRef:1] This legislation leaves all groups, including universities and their students, who take ethical stances on social, climate and international justice vulnerable to such government overreach in the UK. [1:  See, for example: ‘To crush climate action, fossil fuel advocates are copying anti-BDS laws’ in +972 Magazine, 21 March 2022. See also, the Foundation for Middle East Peace’s frequently updated list on US legislation proposed using anti-BDS laws as templates. ] 


A broad coalition of 70 civil society organisations made up of trade unions, charities, NGOs, faith, climate justice, human rights, and solidarity organisations are calling on MPs to reject this bill in parliament. Not all of these groups use boycott or divestment campaigns themselves, but all agree that it is our right to do so. They argue that boycott and divestment campaigns have long been used to campaign peacefully for progressive change in this country and around the world, including by local councils in Britain boycotting apartheid in South Africa in the 1970s and 80s: they are important tools for accountability and core elements of freedom of expression, which should be protected in a democratic society. 

Student campaigners, from those campaigning on the arms trade to fossil fuel divestment, have long used divestment campaigns, and if passed this bill would impact their ability to engage in these ethical campaigns. Regardless of your stance on these tactics, engagement in student politics and campaigning is an important part of political education at university, and this legislation risks placing severe limitations on students’ ability to take part in these sorts of campaigns.

It's important to me that you commit to opposing this bill, both because it is right that universities, and their students, should be able to take ethical stances and oppose complicity in human rights abuses and the destruction of our environment, and because this represents a dramatic overreach by the government into university decision making. I would really appreciate a response from you outlining what actions you will take - including speaking to our local MP and raising the topic with the APPG for Universities to ensure that these concerns are brought to parliament.

All the best,
[Insert your name here] 
