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HALF of all smokers can expect to die early because of their habit, a mortality rate that costs the NHS 

about £1.7 billion every year in treatment costs. The death toll has prompted a strategy to cut the 

number of people who smoke involving all public bodies, from the Department of Health to local 

councils. Yet councils in Sussex are investing millions of pounds in big tobacco companies.  

The East Sussex Pension Fund has shares worth more than £2.5 million invested in Imperial Tobacco, 

British American Tobacco, Gallaher and Philip Morris. Robert Brynin, director of Hove based National 

Stop Smoking Centres, said: "I would not expect our local government organisations to be investing in 

unethical funds and clearly tobacco is an unethical investment by any standard. "I am sure the individual 

pensioners would not want their money to be going into tobacco companies. They would not be 

wanting to make a profit out of other people’s deaths."  

The East Sussex Pension Fund, at about £1 billion, is one of the largest in England and Wales and invests 

in most of the familiar names in global big business. The fund’s members include East Sussex County 

Council, Brighton and Hove City Council, the University of Brighton and all five district and borough 

councils in East Sussex. In all, there are 50 members, among them colleges, such as Brighton, Hove and 

Sussex Sixth Form College and City College Brighton and Hove, more than a dozen town and parish 

councils, Brighton and Hove Citizens’ Advice Bureau, a handful of housing associations and public and 

voluntary sector organisations.  

The fund’s statement of socially responsible principles, which all pension funds must draw up, says the 

companies it invests in should be 

encouraged to pursue ethical policies, particularly on employment and environmental standards and 

human rights. Campaigners against the arms trade believe that should rule out investment in companies 

who supply weapons and military equipment to countries with questionable records on human rights. 

The East Sussex Pension Fund has shares worth more than £6.8 million invested in many of the UK’s 

main arms producers: BAE Systems; RollsRoyce; 

GKN; Smiths and Cobham. Another £1 million is invested in American aerospace and defence 

companies, among them some of the bluechips of the military industrial complex: Boeing; General 

Electric; General Dynamics; Lockheed Martin and Northrop. Investing overseas is not unusual. The fund 

invests in, among other countries, the United States, Canada, Japan, Germany, Belgium, France, Norway, 

Switzerland, Hong Kong, Singapore and Australia. British legislators have little power to influence what 

foreignbased companies do, particularly if they are based outside the EU.  

Alan Staley, of the Campaign Against the Arms Trade, in Brighton and Hove, said: "I am not happy it is 

investing in arms manufacturers and that sort of thing. It would be desirable that it invested it in British 

companies." One of Britain’s biggest and longestrunning consumer boycotts is against Swiss giant 

Nestlé, which, according to campaigners, continues to market artificial baby milk in contravention of the 



World Health Organisation’s (WHO) code on marketing breastmilk substitutes. The United Nations 

calculates that bottlefed babies in the developing world are 25 per cent more likely to die of diarrhoea 

than those who are breastfed.  

The East Sussex Pension Fund has shares worth more than £3.1 million in Nestlé. Joanna Hargreaves, 

Eastbourne spokeswoman of the pressure group Baby Milk Action, said: "It is not hard to find out what 

companies do and it just seems an awful shame when there are so many other companies that could be 

invested in." Nestlé denies the claims, saying it abides by the WHO code in the developing world and is 

included in the Dow Jones Sustainability Index. Similarly, Rio Tinto, one of the world’s largest mining 

conglomerates, denies claims by trades unionists and human rights and environment campaigners that 

it is one of the perennial bad guys of global business. In recent years, Rio Tinto has been accused of 

dumping 40 tonnes of toxic waste in the OtomonaAjkaw river in West Papua and opening a copper mine 

in Papua New Guinea, which provoked civil unrest that killed thousands. 

In Australia, the company has been involved in a 20 year dispute over opening a uranium mine in the 

Kakadu national park, a World Heritage site on land owned by the Mirrar aboriginal people. Rio Tinto 

says many of the criticisms are out of date, the international mining industry recognises the need to 

improve and it has begun to address ethical concerns. For good or ill, the East Sussex Pension Fund has 

shares worth more than £1.6 million in Rio Tinto. East Sussex County Council, which administers the 

fund, said: "It is the role of the county council to encourage its pension fund managers to invest in 

companies that comply with the county council’s standards. "This is what we do and this is what 

happens. But beyond that it cannot tell them not to invest in certain companies as to do so might be 

detrimental to the fund and, in any case, the council would not be legally entitled to do so." 

When Lewes and Uckfield flooded in 2000, many blamed global warming for the exceptionally heavy 

rain that caused rivers Ouse and Uck to burst their banks. Exxon Mobil, the world’s largest oil company, 

has been accused of playing a leading role in attempts to sabotage international efforts to stop global 

warming, spawning a boycott of products by Esso, the multinational’s UK arm. Uckfield Town Council 

has joined the boycott, Lewes District Council is thinking about it. Both are members of the East Sussex 

Pension Fund, which has shares worth more than £2.6 million in Exxon Mobil. Lewes District Council 

leader Ann De Vecchi said: "It seems a bit weird local government should be in a sense underwriting 

organisations we would find undesirable in their activities. "We worry a lot about the way we do things 

so it would be a bit bizarre if we did not worry about the way public money was invested in terms of 

pensions." 


