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Gates Foundation to keep its investment approach
The philanthropy's CEO, responding to a Times inves tigation, maintains that divesting 
from businesses that harm society would make little  difference.

By Charles Piller, Times Staff Writer
January 14, 2007

Despite recent statements that it planned several changes,
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation will keep its current 
approach to investing its endowment, Patty Stonesifer, its 
chief executive, says.

It would be naive, Stonesifer said in a letter published today 
on the editorial page of the Los Angeles Times, to think that changing the foundation's 
investment policy could stop the human suffering blamed on the practices of companies 
in which it invests billions of dollars.

Stonesifer wrote in response to an investigative series published by The Times last
Sunday and Monday that showed that the Gates Foundation, founded by the chairman 
of Microsoft Corp., reaps vast financial gains from investments in companies that 
contribute to the human suffering in health, housing and social welfare that the 
foundation is trying to alleviate.

During the investigation and throughout a succession of statements last week, the 
foundation would not answer questions from The Times about its investment policies. 
Instead, it responded in an interview with the Seattle Times and in two statements on its 
website, saying that it would consider changes in its investment practices.

The Seattle newspaper reported that Cheryl Scott, chief operating officer of the 
foundation, told one of its reporters that the foundation would, for the first time, conduct 
a methodical review of its investments to determine whether it should divest from 
companies doing harm.

The foundation's first statement on its website, written by Scott, said it would continue a
regular review of its approach to investments, and added: "We will review other
strategies that can fulfill a social responsibility role … [and] formalize the process by
which Bill and Melinda Gates analyze and review these issues."

The foundation's second website statement, also written by Scott, replaced the first. It 
said the foundation's investment team would enforce its regular investment exceptions, 
now limited to tobacco firms, and "consider whether there are other exceptions."

In today's letter to the Los Angeles Times, however, Stonesifer said that none of this 
signaled a change in the foundation's practices. "The stories you told of people who are 
suffering touched us all," she said. "But it is naive to suggest that an individual 
stockholder can stop that suffering. Changes in our investment practices would have 
little or no impact on these issues."

She accused The Times of implying that the foundation had made "secret investments."

"We have always been open about the investments we make," Stonesifer wrote.

In an explanation of how it conducted its investigation, published along with its series, 
The Times said the foundation did not provide details for about $4.3 billion of 
investments it characterizes as loans.

In a check of the foundation's financial statements, including its tax returns, The Times 
found no information about these loans, other than their amount.

charles.piller@latimes.com
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