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“As institutions with local 
connections, we are right there 
where the biggest changes 
need to take place: in the 
middle of the real economy 
and at the heart of society.”  
Helmut Schleweis
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In the middle of 
the real economy 
OUTGOING ESBG PRESIDENT AND PRESIDENT OF THE GERMAN SAVINGS 
BANKS ASSOCIATION (DSGV) HELMUT SCHLEWEIS DISCUSSES ROLE OF 
SAVINGS AND RETAIL BANKS IN GREEN TRANSITION 

Berlin, September 2021 

Mr Schleweis, the European Union aims to be 
carbon-neutral by 2050. This will change the 
way we live, work and do business. What path 
will the savings banks take? 
 

The establishment of the first savings 
banks more than 200 years ago was 
based on a societal and socio-political 
mission that was as pressing then as it 

is today: to enable everyone, regardless of their 
gender, origin or social status, to participate in 
economic life and therefore in the social sphere. 
Nine of the 17 global Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) alone relate to issues involving 
economic and social participation: from “no poverty”, 
“zero hunger”, “good health and well-being for all”, 
“inclusive and equitable education” to “decent 
work”, “reduced inequalities” and “gender 
equality”. Participation is our business idea.  
 
Participation is part of social sustainability. 
What do savings banks contribute to 
environmental sustainability?  

The potential to participate in society requires 
that we preserve both livelihoods and natural 
resources. Environment, climate and biodiversity 
are goods with an impact on commercial returns. 
Dealing with this properly is primarily an entre -
preneurial task. And performing entrepreneurial 
tasks with responsibility for society – that’s what 
Sparkasse is all about. 
 
But the environment is a global issue – and 
savings banks are regional. Can they make 
a sufficient impact? 

As institutions with local connections, we are right 
there where the biggest changes need to take place: 
in the middle of the real economy and at the 
heart of society. We have set ourselves ambitious 
targets in Europe. To reach them, companies need 
support in transforming their business models; 
the investment decisions made by the general 
public move large portions of the capital that 
is allocated to modernisation; and, of course, 
this also involves the infrastructure in cities and 
towns. So the ecological transformation is a major 
challenge, but even more so a major business 
opportunity for savings banks across Europe. 
 
How can savings banks support sustainable 
business practices by companies? 

I can assess this chiefly for the situation in 
Germany, where savings banks and regional 
banks account for more than 40% of all corporate 
financing. So we are talking about almost half 

of Germany being reflected in the loan portfolio 
of the Sparkassen-Finanzgruppe (savings banks 
financial group). This puts great responsibility 
on us to assist companies in the wide-ranging 
transformation process that lies ahead of us. 
And in this regard it can be said that, if companies 
do not meet sustainability requirements, it is no 
longer conceivable for them to conduct business 
in a way that is successful over the long term. 
Meeting these requirements is, after all, absolutely 
necessary in order to raise capital from third 
parties, to comply with the increasing regulatory 
requirements, and for the company to find social and 
customer acceptance of its own business activities.  
 
Deka, for example, as the savings banks’ 
central asset manager, excludes a whole range 
of investments from its investment portfolio on 
the basis of sustainability criteria. These include 
companies that produce controversial weapons, or 
those that have sub stantial operations in the coal 
sector. We do this because we believe that, in the 
interests of investors, it is economically sustainable 
and therefore a reasonable course of action. And in 
the same way, this idea is gradually finding its way 
into the lending policy of German savings banks.  
 
Legislators and regulators are trying to enforce 
more sustainability through “sustainable 
finance”. How much effect will this have? 

Just with good will alone, it will not work. 
Clear political guidelines are needed. Nevertheless, 
wanting to enforce sustainability primarily 
through regulation or reporting is perhaps a little 
too difficult to understand. I think it would be 
better to internalise the cost of unsustainable 
behaviour into the economic system. CO2 pricing 
provides this kind of approach. If environmental 
consumption costs money, any economic system 
will adapt to it very quickly. This type of market-
based procedure works better and faster than 
regulatory reporting requirements. After all, 
change only gains momentum when it comes 
from a company’s own insight. 
 
The Green Deal sees the credit industry 
chiefly as a lever for channelling investment 
capital into sustainable investment. 
How do you view this? 

An overall picture of sustainability along the 
dimensions Environment, Social issues and good 
sustainable corporate Governance has long since 
emerged as a market standard on the capital 
markets. It is no longer a question of ‘whether’, 
but solely of ‘how’ to meet these requirements.  
 

(CONTINUES ON PAGE 2) 

Isidro Fainé re-elected 
as WSBI president  
 
Isidro Fainé, president of “la Caixa” Banking Foundation, was re-elected for 
another three years as president of World Savings and Retail Banking Institute 
(WSBI) at the organisation's 2021 General Assembly, held in Paris.  
 

The priority lines of action established for 
the coming years include financial inclusion, 
promoting sustainable finance (reflecting 
the fact that WSBI member institutions are 

characterised by their social commitment to the 
communities in which they operate), exchanges of good 
practice in the implementation of the new Basel IV 
solvency framework, and innovation, seeking to make 
digitalisation a tool to bring members closer to customers. 
 
In his speech, Isidro Fainé noted that, “over the coming 
years, we will have to address major challenges: 
economic recovery, increasing inequality, demographic 
changes that will put pressure on natural resources, 
climate change, sustainability… The urge to help the 

most vulnerable and strengthen the community forms part of our members' DNA: 
members' social contributions stand at some 1.8 billion dollars per year, aimed at 
fighting poverty and social exclusion”. 
 
Besides Isidro Fainé and WSBI Managing Director Peter Simon, the WSBI President's 
Committee is formed by Dominique Goursolle-Nouhaud, president of the Fédération 
Nationale des Caisses d'Epargne (France); Rebeca Romero Rainey, president & CEO 
of the Independent Community Bankers of America (USA); Macario Armando Rosales 
Rosa, president of Fedecrédito (El Salvador); Helmut Schleweis, president of the 
German Savings Banks Association (Germany); Isara Wongrung, executive vice-
president of the Government Savings Bank (Thailand); and Redouane Najmeddine, 
chairman of the Management Board of the Banque Al Barid (Morocco). 
 
 

Ms Dominique Goursolle-
Nouhaud elected ESBG 
President 

 
During the ESBG General Assembly of 16 December, Dominique Goursolle-
Nouhaud, president of the Fédération Nationale des Caisses d’Épargne (France) 
was elected ESBG President for the period 2021-2024.  
 

In her speech, Ms Goursolle stressed the 
importance of the anchorage of savings and retail 
banks in the local economy and their close links 
with SMEs. She pointed to the challenge of climate 

change for financial institutions, as well as the sweeping 
influence of the digital revolution.  
 
“It is essential that ESBG members speak with one 
voice to make clear to legislators and regulators to take 
our importance, our values and our specificities into 
account”, she said. Given the swift evolution of 
European regulation and supervision, it is important 
to have rules adapted to the size of banking institutions 
and respecting the principle of proportionality. 
 
Mr. Isidro Fainé (Spain), Mr. Helmut Schleweis (Germany), Mr. Jens Henriksson 
(Sweden), Mrs. Gabrielle Semmelrock-Werzer (Austria) and Mr. Gerhard Brandstätter 
(Italy) were elected as vice-Presidents. Mr. Brandstätter will also act as Treasurer.  
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IN THE MIDDLE OF THE REAL 
ECONOMY (CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1) 

 

“The ecological 
transformation is a major 
challenge, but even more 
so a major business 
opportunity for savings 
banks across Europe.” 

Helmut Schleweis 
 
Yet it is small and medium-sized 
enterprises that make up the broad 
base of the European economy. 
Many of them have still to become 
aware of the requirements and 
opportunities of comprehensive 
sustainability management. 
This creates considerable 
opportunities for investment and 
thus financing. Making use of these 
chances resolutely is a major task of 
business policy and an opportunity 
for European savings banks. We do, 
after all, have special proximity to 
small and medium-sized enterprises 
and are well acquainted with them, 
especially through our corporate 
client advisors. It is often much 
easier and more trustful to organise 
ambitious change from a position 
such as this, rather than through 
regulation, political appeals or 
unfamiliar third-party providers.  
 
What would you say is the most 
important task of the savings 
banks in the ecological 
transformation? 

I think our most important task 
is to involve our customers in the 
opportunities provided by change. 
And this is also something that 
investors demand nowadays. 
The German savings banks, 
for example, have included 
sustainability products in every 
advisory process on the subject 
of securities. We have followed the 
guiding principles of our mission: 
to promote people’s asset accumu -
lation, always in line with the 
possibilities and necessities of 
the particular period.  
 

Helmut Schleweis is President 
of the German Savings Banks 
Association since 1 January 2018. 
He is also Chairman of the Board 
of Directors of Dekabank and holds 
various other mandates within the 
German Sparkasen-Finanzgruppe 

He is ESBG President since 
November 2018. And is also Vice-
President of WSBI

EU NEWS 

Basel on my mind 

HOW IT ALL STARTED… 

On 7 December 2017, the Basel Committee on 
Banking Supervision (BCBS) agreed on the final 
elements of Basel III. The new rules need to be 
implemented by 2023, including the Fundamental 
Review of the Trading Book (FRTB), which is 
now also due for implementation by 2023.1  
 
From a timeline perspective, the BCBS has 
decided on 27 March 2020 to postpone the 
implementation of the Basel framework by one 
year (from 1 January 2022 to 1 January 2023) 
in response to the outbreak of Covid-19. 
The accompanying transitional arrangements 
for the output floor have also been extended by 
one year from 1 January 2027 to 1 January 2028. 
The implementation of the revised market risk 
framework has also been deferred by one year 
to 1 January 2023.  
 
In terms of implementation within the EU, 
the European Commission is expected to issue 
the legislative proposal to transpose the Basel IV 
standards in the EU regulatory framework on 
27 October 2021. By that time, the Commission 
will also publish its own impact assessment of 
the Basel reform, which will substantially differ 
from the impact assessment finalised by the 
European Banking Authority (EBA) in December 
2020 (i.e. based on less conservative assumptions 
and taking more into account the EU specificities). 
The Commission believes the final impact in 
terms of capital requirements will be rather 
closer to the overall objective agreed in the 
ECOFIN in 2016 of “avoiding any significant 
capital increase”. 

We expect that the proposal will not be the 
“worst-case-scenario” from a banking perspective. 
While it will contain some elements that we are 
not happy about (notably on the single stack 
vs parallel stack debate), it is expected that the 
Commission did not choose the strictest possible 
options for other elements (e.g. the output floor 
should probably be applied at consolidated level 
only and also regarding the operational risk 
framework the ILM is expected to be set at 1). 
 
WHAT IS ESBG’S POSITION? 

ESBG thinks the implementation of the Basel IV 
standards in the EU should be based on the 
following pillars: 
 
• Avoid any significant capital increase 

in the light of Covid-19: The EBA impact 
assessment as well as other studies show 
that the Basel III rules imply higher capital 
requirements for banks. The Commission 
should closely examine the absolute effects 
of the Basel III reform package, considering 
the recent impact of the pandemic on the 
European banking system and, if necessary, 
postpone its publication. 

 
• Proportionate implementation and reflect 

the EU specificities: The Basel framework is 
designed and calibrated for internationally 
active banks engaging in complex business. 
The EU should consider a differentiated 
application of the framework to the 
6000 banks in the EU. 

The features in the current EU regulatory 
framework that have been calibrated to 
support important segments of the EU 
economy, like supporting factors for SMEs 
and infrastructure exposures, should be 
maintained. 

 
• Output floor: ESBG suggests that the EU 

applies the output floor as a backstop and at 
the highest level of consolidation, to recognise 
the importance of risk sensitive capital 
requirements, and to take into account 
diversification effects and avoid any 
unintended impact on specific business 
models. 

 
• Operational risk: ESBG sees merits in EU 

legislators exercising the discretion of setting 
the Internal Loss Multiplier (ILM) equal to 
1 for bucket 2 and 3 banks. It would mitigate 
the fundamental flaws and weaknesses 
that have been clearly identified in the 
Standardised Measurement Approach (SMA) 
which give rise to more than disproportionate 
increases in capital requirements as a result. 

 
• New Standardised Approach to Credit Risk 

(SA-CR): ESBG advises to adopt a series of 
measures to avoid distortions in the cost of 
financing for the European corporate sector, 
which is more dependent on bank financing 
compared to other markets where the Basel 
regulatory framework applies. The following 
types of exposures will be unduly affected 
due to lack of risk sensitivity in the regulatory 
treatment:  

- European mid-sized corporates without 
an external credit rating; 

- Some equity and off-balance sheet items.  
- Commercial as well as residential real 

estate; 
- Development projects (in a Basel context 

referred to as “specialized lending”). 
 
• Credit Valuation Adjustment (CVA) risk: 

the CVA exemption introduced through CRR II 
should be maintained in CRR III given that an 
additional capital charge for the CVA risk is 
not justified and would force banks to pass 
the additional costs on to their counterparties 
which would thus be disincentivised to hedge 
their own risks. 

 
• Market risk: there should be the possibility 

to keep funds and listed equities in the 
banking book if the bank can prove that 
positions are held without trading intent. 

A brief history of the Basel III regulation  

• 1974: The Basel Committee on Banking Supervision is established 

• 1988: Basel Capital Accord (aka “Basel I”) is approved. The accord calls for a minimum ratio 
of capital to risk-weighted assets. 

• 2004:The BCBS releases a revised capital framework, known as “Basel II”, that introduces the 
“three pillars” concept (minimal capital requirements, capital adequacy, disclosure to 
encourage sound banking practices 

• 2008: the financial crisis  halts the implementation process of Basel II 

• 2009: Basel III Upgrades Basel II inter alia on securitisation, trading book exposures and off-
balance sheet vehicles. Stricter requirements for regulatory capital and liquidity requirements 
are introduced. 

• 2017: BCBS publishes large-scale amendments to Basel III, dubbed “Basel IV” by the industry. 
An important aspect concerns the way risk-weighted assets are calculated.  

• 2021: The European Commission is expected to present a proposal on the implementation of 
Basel III in EU law. 

• 2023 (1 January): Implementation of Basel III

1 The general outline of the deal is the following: 

• Output floor set at 72.5% - implemented from 2023 until 2028 – special treatment for low-risk mortgages, which was a big ask by multiple (Northern) European jurisdictions; 
• FRTB implementation postponed until 2023 – recalibration of some aspects (including P&L attribution and model-ability of risk factors); 
• Leverage Ratio G-SIB surcharge;  
• New Operational Risk standardised approach agreed; 
• Changes to standardised approach and internal model approach for credit risk – including limitation of use of models for low default portfolios (e.g. exposures to large corporates); 
• Move to a revised standardised approach on credit valuation adjustment (CVA) charge, removal of possibility of using internal models.

The Road beyond Basel  

The implementation of the Basel standards 
within the EU regulatory framework should 
reflect the proportionality principle, taking 
into consideration the risk nature, scale and 
complexity of the activities of European 
credit institutions. 
 
ESBG and its members believe that the 
European Parliament and the Council of 
the European Union should implement 
the Basel III framework adapting it to the 
specificities of the European banking 
market, where needed. This includes 
a reconsideration of the single stack 
approach of the output floor. Indeed, 
a parallel stack approach would help 
preserve and strengthen the EU’s diverse 
banking system. 
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INTERVIEW 

Not an era of changes, 
but the change of an era 
CHRIS DE NOOSE RETIRES AT THE END OF THIS YEAR AS WSBI-ESBG MANAGING DIRECTOR   

Brussels, October 2021  
 
He started working at WSBI and ESBG when the ink of the 
Basel I accord was barely dry and leaves the association when 
the Basel III rules are about to enter in force. After 26 years at 
the helm of both associations, Chris De Noose retires at the 
end of this year, although he will stay active in other projects. 
A great occasion thus for Financial News and Views to ask him 
which changes he has seen in the financial sector – for good 
and maybe also for bad. 
 
Chris, how are you feeling now that you are about to leave 
WSBI and ESBG? 

Relieved and worried at the same time. Relieved because I leave 
with the feeling of having consolidated two well-functioning 
organisations with a good membership. Between 1994, when I 
started working here and now, ESBG has considerably increased 
its membership and we have a European association that is part 
of the leading representative organisations of the European 
financial sector. As the EU financial services regulation has 
become more and more complex and detailed, we have developed 
a real knowledge center in-house and we have created a positive 
collaboration with the financial experts of our various European 
members. I am thinking of course about the traditional 
prudential files – you started this article by mentioning Basel – 
but don’t forget the payments area, where we have, over the 
years, developed a leading position with our work on SEPA, 
digital and mobile payments and many other topics. 
This expertise has been recognised by the European Payments 
Council, the European Central bank and other organisations.  
 
I see also a positive evolution for WSBI, our international arm. 
Here also, we have increased considerably our membership, 
but even more importantly is another evolution. While in the 
beginning WSBI was mainly about banks from developed 
countries helping banks in developing countries, we are now in 
a partnership of equals. Despite  a very challenging economic 
situation and a regulatory framework that is far from optimal, 
our WSBI member banks have made enormous progress in the 
field of outreach and  financial inclusion of large parts of the 
society. Digitisation helped a lot, but what also constituted an 
important factor is the exchange of knowledge in distribution, 
compliance, core banking systems between WSBI partners in 
an environment free from competition.  
 
A fascinating development in the WSBI and the ESBG remit is 
financial inclusion. It started with microcredit and later the 
broader concept of microfinance, outside of the formal banking 
sector. Retail banks in and outside our membership joined this 
movement in the early stage and included the mission of 
financial inclusion, i.e. bringing as many people as possible 
in the formal banking sector – in their mission statement.  
 
We did not only participate in theoretical debates, we carried 
out projects in the field. The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 
funded project “WSBI Doubling Savings Account” and the 
Mastercard funded project “Making Small Scale Savings work” 
allowed us not only to invest respectively 20 million USD and 
16 million USD in concrete projects, but it also delivered us 
a real treasure trove of experience and learnings. 
 
You said that you are also a bit worried? 

Yes, I am also worried because even if the financial sector, 
like any economic sector, has always gone through changes, 
I have the feeling that very far reaching changes are coming 
at us in the near future. 
 
I see three dangerous cliffs: regulation, digitisation and a loss 
of identity. Regulation, to start with the first cliff, is absolutely 
necessary, essential to come to a well-functioning sector where 
all players have their rights protected. My impression is, however, 
that regulation goes too much in a “one-size-fits-all” direction, 
without a distinction between banks doing the “core business” 
of collecting deposits and granting credits and institutions 
involved in a myriad of other – often much more risky – 
activities.  
 
The digital transformation that we will all have to undertake 
– countries, organisations and individuals alike – goes far 
beyond digitising processes and services. We are moving 
towards a new era, a genuine digital era. It is of course 
a difficult challenge but for us, savings and retail banks, 
this digital transformation offers us the means and the 
opportunity to service our customers in a more efficient way, 
faster, more targeted and with tailored products and high 
quality standards. 

And what about identity, the third danger that 
you highlighted? 

Identity is not nostalgia for a past that will never come back, 
for some utopia that never existed. It is the reason why people, 
citizens chose to become a customer of one financial institution 
and not of another. I think a savings bank, a retail bank needs 
to make clear that their primary mission is to service a local, 
regional ecosystem, made up of businesses, public authorities, 
households and the civil society at large. Making profits is a 
necessity to stay healthy, but it cannot be the sole objective. 
We need to give back to our communities, create a positive 
loop. For me, this is the basis of our identity, it is what sets us 
apart. A “one ring to rule them all” regulation or a digitisation 
that wipes away the difference between a local bank and 
an IT-platform in Silicon Valley are grave dangers for our 
identity and our long-term future. 
 
The soul and the essence of savings and retail banks is 
characterised by three words: Retail, Regional and Responsible, 
in other words: the three Rs I have been talking about for 
the last two decades. Our retail orientation has enabled us to 
maintain a strong connection with our customers, even in times 
of Covid. We will have to maintain this connection for future 
challenges: a new climate protection legislation, a changing 
global environment and new demands coming from the market 
in a new digital age. 
 
When it comes to the second R, regional, I am convinced that 
the solution to many of the global challenges lies in our villages 
our towns and our cities.  
 
Concerning the third R, responsible”, let it be clear that 
economic growth needs to benefit all of the population 
and not just a small segment of our society. 
 
After 26 years in the job, you must have some nice stories 
to tell? 

Well, I have met a lot of very nice and very interesting people 
who were really good at what they did. Working in the savings 
banks sector is not like working for a big investment bank 
where you work more with spreadsheets than with people. 
Here we are really in the “people” segment of the banking 
sector. That is what made this job so nice. Many members have 
become friends, rather than just colleagues. 
 
Any plans for the future? 

Certainly. I will of course enjoy having more time for family and 
friends. But having spent my whole working life in the financial 
sector, I will certainly follow with attention the developments 
in the sector, in particular one that is very close to my heart; 
financial education. The key to the future is education and 
a good knowledge of the financial aspects of life is essential 
for everybody, young or old, poor or rich. If you allow me to 
express one wish for the future it is that our WSBI and ESBG 
members, and the different public and private shareholders, 
dedicate as much time and efforts to financial education as 
possible. It is a long-term investment in the future and it is 
a concrete way for savings and retail banks to give back to 
their communities. 
 
A few thing that you are proud of? 

I am proud of the good work that WSBI and ESBG have 
delivered, thanks to all the people that have worked for our 
associations over the years. Among the things I am really proud 
of is that WSBI  has been able to create partnerships with many 
international institutions and banking associations and has 
developed a good presence and strong contacts with the main 
banking authorities, regulators and multilateral organizations.  
 
As an example, I will just mention a few of them: the Basle 
Committee, the OECD, the World Bank, the IMF, the Asian and 
the African Development Banks, and others. 
 
When I started my career, international advocacy was still in 
its infancy. Shortly after, our association began to deliver strong 
proposals and position papers to regulators, even at the level 
of the G20. Some of these proposals dealt with International 
Accounting and International Reporting; Proportionality 
Standards; Microfinances and entrepreneurship; Financial 
inclusion and digitalization. 
 
Proportionality is a concept that is very valuable to you, 
if I understand well?  

Proportionality is an essential part of regulation and super -
vision. It is based on the conviction that I have always 
promoted: that regulation and supervision need to take into 
account the risk profile of a bank’s business activities. 

At ESBG, we have always called this the “Same risks, same rules” 
concept. I am really happy that this concept of proportionality 
is now a standard part of all legislative developments in the EU 
and elsewhere. I’ll put the title of Mr. Proportionality with pride 
and pleasure on my bio. 
 
 
Chris De Noose in short 
 
It’s difficult to describe “in a few bullet points” as he would say, 
a man who has been active in the financial sector for all of his 
life. But here we go:  

• Managing Director of WSBI and ESBG from 1994 to 2021 
• Member of the European Banking Industry Committee (EBIC) 
• Member of the Board of the Hochschule der Sparkassen-

Finanzgruppe 
• Member of the European Payments Council 
• former Member of the Banking Stakeholder Group of 

European Banking Authority  
• President of the Mediterranean Confederation 
• Member of the Kuratorium of the Foundation for 

International Co-operation of the German Savings Banks. 

A farewell message by the Chair of 
the Single Supervisory Mechanism 

Dear Chris, 

I would really like to wish you all the best for your 
retirement and take this opportunity to celebrate your 
outstanding contribution to a constructive and fruitful 
dialogue between savings banks and regulatory 
authorities. It has been a real pleasure to engage with 
you in all these years, while I was at the Committee of 
European Banking Supervisors, the European Banking 
Authority and now at the European Central Bank. You have 
always been a point of reference when there was a need to 
understand the positions of the savings banks across 
Europe. I particularly enjoyed the close collaboration that 
we developed when you joined the Banking Stakeholder 
Group, steering the discussions on proportionality, a topic 
at the centre of our discussions throughout the years. 
But besides the professional perspective, I always 
appreciated the human touch you brought into your 
relationships with all constituencies, your ability to listen 
and to bring some laughter also in tense discussions.  

It is a real pity that we cannot say goodbye in person, 
I hope we’ll find an opportunity to meet again in the near 
future. 

Thanks a lot for your contribution to better European 
regulation and supervision! 

Andrea Enria
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Europe, inspire the world! 
By Sebastian Stodulka 
 

Haven’t we all heard  in recent years 
that Europe is not competitive 
enough, not powerful enough, 
not a world leader? The current 

division of competences between the EU and 
Member States indeed does not allow the EU 
to play a big geopolitical role. Another example 
is  the digital economy, where most BigTechs 
have their roots in the United States and China.  
 
I cannot remember who said it, but I recall a 
very trenchant remark that, as the 21st century 
is progressing, Europe will at some point be 
only playing a leading role as a preferred place 
for touristic activities.  
 
Is this satisfactory from a European point of 
view? Certainly not. Have European leaders 
understood that it should be a strategic 
objective for our continent to do some counter 
steering? Thankfully they have: they have put 
sustainability in general, and the mitigation 
of climate change in particular, higher on the 
agenda than many other regions of the world. 
 
Driven by an increasing number of scientific 
studies which emphasise that climate change is 
a very serious threat, and driven by the clearly 
voiced concerns of large parts of the society, 
European politicians have understood that 
there is an urgency to act. They have also 
understood that Europe can take a leading 
role in the fight against climate change and 
its detrimental effects. It is crystal clear that 
Europe’s efforts alone will not be enough to 
stop global warming. However,  other parts 
of the world could take deep inspiration, 
if Europe succeeds and delivers what is 
promised. Awareness levels will rise globally, 
local communities will be more outspoken, 
and companies will be increasingly nudged 
to reflect on their climate footprint. 
 
The European Union has  taken a large 
number of initiatives to raise awareness 
within the financial services sector and 
to guide it towards more sustainability. 
A legislative centrepiece is  the so-called 
taxonomy, a classification system that helps 
identify environmentally sustainable economic 
activities. Although it is already very detailed 
and complex, it is still work in progress. 
To mention one example, in the environmental 
chapter of the EU taxonomy, it still needs to be 
clarified whether nuclear energy could qualify 
as an economic activity that is environmentally 
sustainable. Supporters would claim that 
nuclear energy is free from any CO2 emissions 
and therefore, this question should be 
answered with “yes”. Countries that rely to a 
significant extent on nuclear energy in order 
to fulfil their energy needs, such as France, 
identify themselves with this point of view. 
Other countries, such as Germany, have an 
opposing opinion. They would argue that 
every nuclear power plant also produces 
nuclear waste, which is extremely challenging 
to deal with, and that this  leads to the 
conclusion that nuclear energy production 
cannot be considered as environmentally 
sustainable. A decision on this delicate but 
important matter is expected in the coming 
months. Whatever the outcome will be, 
this example  illustrates clearly  how tricky 
the debates and the decision-making are, 
how much is at stake and how many different, 
legitimate interests must put on the scale.  
 
The EU taxonomy is not only focussing on 
environmental aspects. WSBI-ESBG regularly 
point out that sustainability means more than 
just green. Rightly so, in my opinion. Once final, 
the EU taxonomy will also include chapters on 
social sustainability as well as good (corporate) 
governance, next to the environmental 
sustainability. All three together are often 
referred to as “ESG” (environmental, social, 
governance). If the EU decision-makers can 
agree in the not too distant future on a sensible, 
inclusive, and widely-accepted taxonomy, 
the latter could be a trendsetter at global level. 
There is no doubt that other jurisdictions are 
also working on classification systems, but if 
the EU manages to deliver an excellent end-
product, the European taxonomy could be 

a very well-respected and inspirational 
source for other parts of the world. Reuters, 
for example, reported in July that “giving 
financial firms a common taxonomy and 
framework for managing their climate risk 
exposures is seen as one of the first 
coordinated actions by U.S. financial 
regulators, say experts, with efforts by the 
European Union possibly serving as a model 
to future regulation.” Europe, inspire the world! 
 
Apart from the taxonomy, regulators and 
supervisors have been putting a lot of effort 
into the identification and recognition of 
climate risks in banks’ balance sheets. 
To easily understand the point of departure 
of this project, let me give you the following 
example: scientists predict that the weather 
could become more extreme in the years to 
come. Both more floods and more draughts 
could occur. If this assessment holds true, 
companies (e.g. the harvest is destroyed due 
to a long-lasting draught) and individuals 
like you and I (e.g. our home is damaged by 
inundations), who perhaps have an open bank 
loan, could face difficulties to pay back this 
loan in the way it was originally envisaged. 
Eventually, this can affect bank capital. 
 

"Europe puts sustainability 
and mitigation of climate change 
higher on the agenda than 
the rest of the world." 
 
While savings and retail banks have traditionally 
had low levels of non-performing loans, thanks 
to  a customer-centric and locally-focussed 
business model, the assessment of climate 
risks has to be taken up by the entire financial 
services sector. Similarly to the EU taxonomy, 
this project is sensitive, challenging and a large 
number of legitimate interests need to be 
balanced. While the demands and expectations 
of supervisory authorities are very straight-
forward and clear, from a bank’s perspective, 
it is crucial  that the timeline to develop 
methods and processes for the quantification 
of climate-related and environmental risks, 
and to adapt the IT structures, is not too tight. 
Furthermore, and very much related to this, 
one of the biggest challenges ahead might be 
the still-existing lack of data, to which I will 
come in a moment. Before, just to repeat the 
impression from the EU taxonomy above, 
the EU’s framework seems again a step 
or two ahead of other jurisdictions. 

I am convinced that it is imperative to give the 
sector enough time to adapt, but nevertheless, 
Europe, inspire the world with a smart, 
proportionate and balanced ESG risk 
management framework!  
 
The lack of available data is indeed an 
noticeable obstacle, but it is being worked on. 
On many occasions, WSBI-ESBG have been 
emphasising that several regulatory develop -
ments in the context of the EU’s sustainable 
finance agenda create an urgent need for 
an increased availability of ESG data. 
Compliance with the new disclosure 
obligations introduced by the Sustainable 
Finance Disclosure Regulation, but also with 
risk management obligations, require banks 
to have access to comparable, robust and 
reliable ESG data at the level of companies. 
Unfortunately, the availability of such ESG data 
of good quality is currently insufficient to 
comply with the increasing expectations and 
new regulatory requirements. When available, 
data is, indeed, frequently difficult to compare 
and raises reliability questions. Moreover, 
ESG data by third party providers is often 
expensive to purchase, in particular for 
small-size financial market players, including 
WSBI-ESBG member banks.  
 
Also in this area, the EU is working on 
solutions. The Commission, this spring, 
presented a proposal for a Corporate 
Sustainability Reporting Directive, that, 
amongst others, aims to extend the scope 
of companies which are required to disclose 
information on the way they operate and 
manage social and environmental challenges. 
It has also provisions on the audit (assurance) 
of reported information, and it foresees 
the adoption of EU sustainability reporting 
standards in the near future. Second, the EU 
decision-makers are also working on the 
establishment of a public European single 
access point for companies’ financial and 
sustainable investment-related information.  
 
These initiatives will  be extremely helpful to 
tackle the data gap. There is no doubt about it, 
and it calls for another “Europe, lead the world”! 
At the same time, it appears particularly 
important to me to take the principle of 
proportionality duly into account. As much as 
additional data is needed, small (non-financial 
and financial) companies could be drowned 
in reporting and disclosure obligations. 

Developing a legislative framework that 
inspires other parts of the world has to go 
hand in hand with attention to the specificities 
of local businesses. 
 
The EU is currently also working on the design 
of a green bond standard. The European 
Commission even speaks about setting a 
“gold standard for how companies and public 
authorities can use green bonds to raise funds 
on capital markets to finance ambitious 
large-scale investments, while meeting 
tough sustainability requirements and 
protecting investors”.  
 
Finally, the EU is extending its Ecolabel 
concept, which you may know from your 
washing machine or your fridge, to retail 
financial services. The idea is to help citizens 
identify sustainable banking products, such as 
green investment funds, and avoid a so-called 
greenwashing. Once again, these two projects 
have the potential to inspire other jurisdictions, 
if they are adapted fast, are well-balanced and 
trustworthy. Europe, inspire the world! 
 
In conclusion, it would be an illusion to 
assume that Europe alone, or that the financial 
services sector alone can shoulder what is 
required in order to achieve the ambitious, 
but necessary climate objectives. Each of us 
individually, each financial and non-financial 
company, each political party has to shoulder 
a certain responsibility. All over the world, 
in fact. The EU still has the opportunity to 
assume the role of a global leader in this 
context, based on the condition that the 
various policy initiatives and transformation 
processes are pursued in a serious, swift and 
inclusive manner. Nobody must be left behind 
and all legitimate environmental as well as 
social interests need to be duly considered. 
 
Let’s show some European spirit, let’s work 
together and let’s show the world that the EU 
deserves better than what is written about it 
every now and again.  
 
Europe, inspire the world!  
 
The author is Head of Regulatory Affairs 
at ESBG.
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Sustainable Finance: it’s complicated 
Brussels, October 2021 
 
A few years ago, the former Goldman Sachs 
CEO Lloyd Blankfein raised a few eyebrows 
when he declared that his company was 
“doing God’s work”. There might have 
been some provocation in his comment, 
but admit that it would be interesting 
to research to which extent financial 
institutions are able to really improve the 
world by just doing their job: collecting 
deposits, granting credits, being active 
on the financial markets.  
 
Some people will tell you that making 
the world a better place is exactly what 
financial institutions are doing in the field 
of sustainable investing – by directing an 
enormous stream of money to ESG 
investment opportunities. Admit that this 
seems like the best of both worlds: 
institutional and private investors take care 
of their portfolio, chase returns and at the 
same time fund the deployment of clean 
energy, the decarbonisation of our economy 
and a flurry of other projects. The “Letter to 
Shareholders” that Blackrock CEO Larry Fink 
sends every year conveys exactly that message.  

However, some dissenting voices are 
heard, among these Tariq Fancy, who was 
Blackrock’s Chief Investment Officer for 
Sustainable Investing but left after one year 
in the job. He thinks sustainable investing 
is not doing anything to address the world’s 
climate crisis because money that is 
divested from “bad” companies is quickly 
replaced by capital of less scrupulous 
investors. In Tariq Fancy’s view, the only 
way to advance sustainability is by putting 
in place public policy. 
 

I AM FROM THE GOVERNMENT 
AND I AM HERE TO HELP 

Beyond the sustainable finance/sustainable 
investing debate, this also raises the 
question about the place and the role of 
banks in our society. Should  banks drive 
societal change, as Blackrock seems to 
think, or should they just do their fiduciary 
duty of investing their clients’ money in 
the most profitable way? Shouldn’t it be 
the democratically elected governments 
deciding on policy options? Ronald Reagan 
once quipped that the most terrifying words 
in the English language are “I am from the 

government and I am here to help”, but as 
Tariq thinks, without government leading 
the way, things will probably not change. 
The taxonomy the EU is putting in place 
can be a leading example for the rest 
of the world.  
 
Savings and retail banks are part of 
a dense network of local, regional 
structures, from private and public nature. 
As such, we have the duty to participate 
in the debates that are of interest to our 
clients and our stakeholders. In these 
debates, we will rather position ourselves 
as equal partners, not as the sole force. 
The core of our belief is that banks are part 
of a complex ecosystem, along with other 
companies, organisations, civil society, etc. 
Banks obviously have a role to play and a 
contribution to make, but they should not 
steer the evolution. And if the government 
is willing to help out, it would be foolish 
to refuse.  
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Sharing Agent Banking Infrastructure: 
WSBI Scale2Save partners go from 
competition to cooperation 
Nairobi, August 2021  

On a warm quiet morning in Uganda last 
October, FINCA kicked off retail cash-in and 
cash-out transactions through agents of its 
traditional rival, Centenary Bank. It was 
a low-key event, muffled by COVID-19 
restrictions, that did not reflect the 
extraordinary nature of the occasion. 
For the first time in the history of African 
banking, two erstwhile competitors were, 
of their own accord and without regulatory 
prodding, choosing to share service-
distribution infrastructure for the benefit 
of low-income customers.  
 

Kimathi Githachuri, Scale2Save Local Technical 
Specialist 
 

The cast: 
 
• FINCA Uganda is a microfinance deposit-

accepting institution (MDI). It is licensed and 
supervised by the Bank of Uganda, the central 
bank and national banking regulator. 

• CENTENARY BANK is Uganda’s leading 
commercial microfinance bank, serving more 
than 1.8 million consumers, employing over 
2754 staff. The institution has UShs. 
3.567 trillion (USD 1 billion) in assets 
as of December 31, 2019. 

• SCALE2SAVE: A six-year partnership with the 
Mastercard Foundation and WSBI, Scale2Save 
is a programme to establish the viability of 
low-balance savings accounts and to 
understand the extent to which savings allow 
vulnerable people to boost their financial 
resilience and wellbeing 

 
 

Enticing two competing financial 
institutions to work together is not 
an easy task. And it is particularly 
challenging if the rivals operate in 

the same geographic environment and the 
proposal is to share infrastructure in a way 
that might advance the interests of one of 
them. Our team at Scale2Save had already 
experienced rejection when we made a similar 
proposition to two of our partners in another 
country. So, this time we went in better armed 
to respond to the preliminary objections we 
might anticipate to our proposal for FINCA 
Uganda and Centenary Bank to share agency 
banking infrastructure. 
 

THE RIVALS WHO BECAME PARTNERS 

FINCA Uganda, a member of the FINCA 
Impact Finance global network, is a leading 
microfinance deposit-taking institution 
regulated by the central bank. FINCA has been 
successful at implementing agent banking in 
Tanzania, Zambia and the Democratic Republic 
of Congo. Unfortunately, in Uganda, FINCA is 
not allowed to offer agent banking services, 
as the agent banking regulation only allows 
tier-one and tier-two financial institutions to 
do so, and FINCA Uganda is categorized as 
tier-three. The institution has been involved in 
efforts with several other tier-three MFIs that 
have been trying to lobby with the central 
bank for a review of the regulations. 
 
Centenary Bank, on the other hand, is the 
country’s leading commercial microfinance 
bank, serving more than 1.8 million 
consumers. Its reputation was built in rural 
development banking and serving the Catholic 
Church, which is its single largest shareholder. 
The bank has evolved and now attends to the 
needs of a wider range of retail and corporate 
customers through an expanded product 
portfolio. Centenary was among the first banks 
in the country to roll out agent banking 
operations, and currently boasts the largest 
network of agents of any bank in Uganda. 
 
Centenary Bank is a founding member 
of the Agency Banking Company (ABC), 
a multi-laterally shared agency banking 
implementation managed under the Uganda 
Bankers Association (UBA), the umbrella 
lobby for financial institutions in Uganda. 
It contributes more than 50 percent of its 
existing 5,000 strong agency banking network 
under the ABC arrangement – thus already 
enabling multiple financial institutions access 
to its own successful channel. Due to the 
restrictions already mentioned above, FINCA is 
not allowed to participate in this effort. 
 
WHAT IS IN IT FOR THE PARTNERS? 

The motivation for FINCA was clear. An agency 
banking operation would provide FINCA the 
opportunity to compete for new customers on 
equal footing with other FSPs and extend 
service distribution to existing customers. 
FINCA would be able to complete the 
customer journey puzzle, using its mobile 
banking channel to on-board customers and 
immediately give them access to their accounts 
via an agency banking network that is already 
ubiquitous and fully operational. 
 
But what motivated Centenary Bank to offer 
its investment, which cost at least $1 million 
to roll out, to be unreservedly accessed by a 
third-party institution and its customers? 
Though the bank would receive marginal 
revenue gain, the primary factor for Centenary 
was the potential benefits for its agents. 
Through this partnership, Centenary could 
optimize its agents’ capacity, offering them 
improved returns on their investment and thus 
helping Centenary to attract and retain better 
quality agents. By working with FINCA, 
Centenary can also test and adjust its operational 
capability to support other microfinance 
deposit-taking institutions (MDIs), which could 
give it the opportunity in the future to further 
improve agent returns. This is an arrangement 
that the ABC is currently not able to facilitate. 
 
WHAT WERE THE ENABLERS? 

Organizational Chemistry: During the 
negotiations of the Centenary-FINCA deal, 
we were lucky that both organizations’ 
CEOs had great camaraderie, which had a 
reverberating effect on the rest of the rank and 
file in the two institutions, leading to great 
working chemistry. 

Outstanding issues that would ordinarily get 
in the way of the preliminary and technical 
engagements were quickly resolved. 
 
Product and Technology Design: 
Discussions included technical design elements 
and commercial aspects related to pricing and 
market engagement. Eventually, a decision was 
made to limit provision of FINCA services 
to cash-in and cash-out payments only. 
Both parties considered third-party customer 
on-boarding at the agent a touchy issue, 
both from a competitor as well as regulatory 
perspective, so its exclusion from the offer 
helped them accept the agreement. 
 
Regulatory Support: The central bank was 
surprisingly supportive of the agreement and 
made its team available to give technical 
advice to the partners to help get through 
the regulatory hoops and launch the service, 
also ensuring of course that the provisions 
of the law and regulations were adhered to. 
Finally, the central bank gave its approval. 
 

“The collaboration between 
Centenary Bank and WSBI/ 
Scale2Save has been phenomenal 
in enabling a partnership between 
our bank and Finca Uganda 
MDI Ltd to enable their clients to 
use our agent banking platform. 
We have seen a lot of enthusiasm 
among our clients thus spurring 
financial inclusion. Thank you 
WSBI.” 
 
Fabian Kasi, Managing Director, 
Centenary Bank Uganda 
 
 

THE NET EFFECT 

Six months into the launch of the service, 
transactions have an over 95 percent success 
rate – considered high for such a novel 
deployment. More than $7 million worth of 
transactions have been made by FINCA 
customers in at least 1,500 Centenary Bank 
agents spread across the country. Up to 80 
percent of these transactions have been 
deposit transactions, underscoring the critical 
role distribution plays in catalyzing savings. 
 
Both sides are perceiving the benefits. 
FINCA customers now have improved access 
to their accounts in remote locations, making 
saving and loan repayments easier, which in 
turn makes it easier to maintain a healthy 
credit score. Meanwhile, Centenary Bank 
agents are happy to benefit from additional 
transactions, which could eventually encourage 
further investments in the agency banking 
channel. Centenary Bank also gets a proven 
test case on supporting MFIs/MDIs and other 
unregulated entities through their banking 
infrastructure. 
 

Originally published on FinDev Gateway 
in August 2021] 

What is agent banking and why 
is it important ? 
 
A banking agent is a retail or postal outlet 
contracted by a financial institution to process 
clients’ transactions. Banking agents can be 
pharmacies, supermarkets, convenience stores, 
lottery outlets, post offices, and more. 
 
Benefits for clients 
Lower transaction cost (closer to client’s home; 
clients will still visit convenience stores for 
groceries, etc.); longer opening hours, shorter 
lines than in branches; more accessible for 
illiterates and the very poor who might feel 
intimidated in branches. 
 
For agents 
Increased sales from additional foot-traffic, 
Differentiation from other businesses, 
Reputation from affiliation with well-known 
financial institution, Additional revenue from 
commissions and incentives. 
 
For financial institutions 
Increased customer base and market share; 
Increased coverage and penetration with 
low-cost solution in areas with potentially less 
number and volume of transactions; increased 
revenue from additional investment, interest, and 
fee income; improved indirect branch productivity 
by reducing congestion. 
 

Digitalisation of financial 
service providers to serve 
low-income customers  

The World Savings and Retail Banking 
Institute (WSBI)’s programme for 
financial inclusion, Scale2Save, launched 
today ‘A case study on connecting 
with low-income customers through 
digitalisation’, part of its State of the 
Savings and Retail Banking Sector 
in Africa research series. 
 
This new publication, co-authored with 
FinMark Trust, explores the answers to a 
question that many executives are asking: 
How best to digitalise a financial 
institution? The case study draws upon 
management consulting literature to 
assess digitalisation strategies in a 
pragmatic way. It also assesses three 
leading African financial organisations 
against this framework: Al Barid Bank, 
Morocco; Equity Bank, Kenya; and 
Consolidated Bank, Ghana. This case 
study is available in English and French. 

EN

FR
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SUSTAINABILITY 

Green bonds: no time to die2 
Brussels, October 2021 

 

The European green deal of 
11 December 2019 underlined the 
need to better direct financial and 
capital flows to green investments. 

Green bonds play an increasingly important 
role in financing assets needed for the low-
carbon transition. However, there is no 
uniform green bond standard within the EU. 
Establishing such a standard was a 
recommendation in the final report of the 
Commission’s High-Level Expert Group on 
sustainable finance. It was then included as an 
action in the 2018 Commission action plan on 
financing sustainable growth. The European 
green bond standard (EUGBS) is a voluntary 
standard to help scale up and raise the 
environmental ambitions of the green bond 
market. Once it is adopted by co-legislators, 
this proposed Regulation will set a gold 
standard for how companies and public 
authorities can use green bonds to raise funds 
on capital markets to finance ambitious large-
scale investments, while meeting tough 
sustainability requirements and protecting 
investors. This will be useful for both issuers 
and investors of green bonds. For example, 
issuers will have a robust tool to demonstrate 
that they are funding legitimate green projects 
aligned with the EU taxonomy. And investors 
buying the bonds will be able to more easily 
assess, compare and trust that their investments 
are sustainable, thereby reducing the risks 
posed by greenwashing. 
 
There are four key requirements under the 
proposed framework 
 
• Taxonomy-alignment: The funds raised by 

the bond should be allocated fully to projects 
that are aligned with the EU taxonomy 

• Transparency: Full transparency on how 
the bond proceeds are allocated through 
detailed reporting requirements 

• External review: All European green bonds 
must be checked by an external reviewer to 
ensure compliance with the Regulation and 
taxonomy alignment of the funded projects 

• Supervision of reviewers by ESMA. 
External reviewers providing services to 
issuers of European green bonds must be 
registered with and supervised by the 
ESMA. This will ensure the quality of their 
services and the reliability of their reviews 
to protect investors and ensure market 
integrity 

 
WHAT ESBG THINKS OF THE PROPOSAL 

The goal of the proposed framework is to 
prevent greenwashing, but we believe the 
organizational requirements have exceeded the 
purpose of the Regulation: smaller reviewers 
may be unable to meet all requirements.  
 
Also, although the Taxonomy focuses on 
two types of asset financing, i.e. financing 
of Taxonomy-aligned activities or projects, 
and non-specialized corporate financing of 
firms with a Taxonomy-aligned corporate goal, 
the latter seems to be excluded from the 
proposed EUGBS. Should this be correct, 
we ask all corporate financing to companies 
aligned with the taxonomy's objectives be 
considered eligible, even if the funds aren't 
allocated to a taxonomy-aligned activity 
or project. 
 
Moreover, achieving 100% taxonomy 
compliance for the use of proceeds allocation 
will be too difficult, especially as technical 
screening criteria for the remaining four 
taxonomy objectives are still under development. 

It would be particularly difficult for an issuer 
to report on their impact using undeveloped 
quantitative metrics and thresholds. 
 

Impact reporting is a time-
consuming and costly exercise.  
 
Furthermore, the label is not fully grandfathered 
for the whole maturity of the bond, and issuers 
are given 5 years to amend the use of proceeds 
allocation based on the updated Taxonomy 
technical screening criteria. Thus, projects that 
were eligible for an allocation before the 
criteria’s amendment would have to be 
refinanced, the issuer would have to find new 
"green" uses of proceeds or, bond proceeds 
would have to be repaid in the worst-case 
scenario. This creates uncertainty for both 
issuers and investors, as the EUGBS becomes 
more unpredictable, potentially devaluing 
bonds that are not subject to the EUGBS. 
This could lead to mistrust of the label and a 
reluctance to invest in transitional activities, 
which are more susceptible to taxonomy 
changes. Also, there is a lack of guidance 
on practical implementation issues, such as 
whether the issuer must distribute funds to 
new eligible projects, what an issuer must do 
and what happens to existing bonds if no new 
eligible projects are found, the obligation’s 
timeframe, etc. 
 
The fact that the costs of issuing a green bond 
cannot be covered by the proceeds of the 
issuance appears unusual. Normally, these costs 
are allocated to each individual bond issuance. 
As a result, the ICMA Green Bond Principles 
only allow for the use of the issuance's “net 
proceeds.” Such a prohibition would add 
unnecessary complexity by requiring the 
search for alternative sources of funding, 
lowering the attractiveness of EUGBS. 

It would also have accounting implications as 
well as raise questions about whether such a 
cost is an allowable expense for determining 
the issuer's tax liability. 
 
The proposed green bond factsheet requires 
the disclosure of many details prior to issuance, 
which may limit issuers' ability to tap the 
market with flexibility. Further guidance on 
the process and the timing would be helpful. 
As some issuers, for example, decide on the 
bond's maturity or amount on the same day 
they make the deal public, they would be 
unable to do so if they were required to 
provide an external auditor with a factsheet 
with information on the proceeds allocation 
for verification. Also, when a portfolio 
approach is used, existing assets already have 
a third-party view. The factsheet's needed 
evaluation will entail additional costs that 
are deemed unnecessary. 
 
The supervisory powers of ESMA, in our view, 
go also beyond the scope. ESMA's administrative 
sanctions and inspection rights are rare for 
a voluntary standard, and outweigh the 
sanctions of binding legal standards. 
 
Lastly, all issuers, whether financial 
institutions, companies, or public agencies, 
should be treated equally. Sovereigns’ 
flexibility doesn’t seem reasonable in the 
context of the Green Deal and should be 
excluded from the proposal. The preferential 
treatment of external reviewers is also 
inexplicable as public auditors have an 
inherent and inescapable conflict of interest 
that equates to self-auditing.  

2 A bit cheesy, I admit, but hey, it’s a great 007!

Transforming the EU’s economy 
for a sustainable future 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The European 
Green Deal

Increasing the EU’s 
Climate ambition for 

2030 and 2050

Supplying clean, 
affordable and secure 

energy 

Mobilising industry for 
a clean and circular 

economy

Building and 
renovating in an 

energy and resource 
efficient way

A zero pollution 
ambition for a toxic 
free environment

Preserving and 
restoring ecosystems 

and biodiversity 

From ‘farm to fork’: 
a fair, healthy and 
environmentally 

friendly food system

Accelerating the shift 
to sustainable and 

smart mobility

n  EU budget 
n  Triggered by EU budget  

Financing the transition Leave no one behind (Just transition)

The EU as a global leader                          A European Climate Pact

Sustainable Europe Investment Plan

Sustainable Europe Investment Plan 
(2021-2027 investment extrapolated over 10 years*)

At least 1 trillion

EU Budget  
(503bn Euros 
for climate & 
environment) 

 
 
 
 
 

ETS Funds 
(25 bn Euros)

Invest EU

Invest EU 
Guarantee 

EIB Group

National 
Promotional 
Banks and 

IFIs

Private & 
Public 

Investments 
 

InvetEU 
contribution 

towards climate 
and environment 

targets 
 

Mobilised 
Investment 

279 bn Euros

National cofinancing ESFI 
114 bn Euros

Just transition 
mechanism 

100 bn Euros 
(143 bn over 10 years)

* without prejudice to future MFF 
The numbers shown here are net of any overlaps between climate, environmental and Just Transition 
Mechanism objectives. 

Mobilising research 
and fostering 

innovation



PAYMENTS  

Fast and digital 
THINGS KEEP MOVING VERY FAST IN THE PAYMENTS SEGMENT. 
THE DIGITAL EURO IS IN THE NEWS ON AN ALMOST DAILY BASIS 
AND THE WORK ON INSTANT PAYMENTS PROGRESSES ALSO.  

DIGITAL EURO: THE WORK GOES ON! 

Since the publication of the Report on a digital 
euro in October 2020, ESBG and its members 
have been following closely and with great 
interest the developments made by the ECB in 
the project of a digital euro. In March 2021 the 
JO established a Task Force on Central Bank 
Digital Currencies. The call for application 
launched collected 15 nominees from the 
ESBG membership. At its first meeting on 
6 April, the Task Force decided to take a 
proactive approach and to start drafting a 
high-level paper on the digital euro.  
 
The high-level paper highlights five main 
challenges the digital euro will face and 
suggests four possible use cases. The paper 
was shared with the ECB in mid-June and 
received very positive feedback. As a follow-up, 
the JO invited some ECB staff members from 
the ECB’s digital euro team in the pre-project 
phase, for a dialogue with members – a 
dialogue that lasted two hours. Inter alia, 
the ECB confirmed that they found the ESBG 
paper very interesting and well argued. 
Although they did not agree on all our 
arguments, they suggested ESBG to further 
explore some areas and to share the results 
with them. The ongoing dialogue between the 
ECB, ESBG and its membership is perceived 
as very constructive by all parties and ESBG 
welcomed the fact that their views and input 
are carefully considered and taken into 
account by the ECB. 
 
 
  

INSTANT PAYMENTS: FAST AND CURIOUS 

As of September 2021, we are still far from 
the full uptake of instant payments. The EC is 
aware that this is partly due to the voluntary 
nature of adhering to the instant payments 
scheme and hence is now assessing whether it 
is appropriate to take further actions to make 
adherence mandatory. As such, during the first 
half of the year the EC launched two 
consultations, one addressed to the broader 
public, and one targeted to banks and 
providers of technical services supporting 
the provision of instant payments. The JO 
collected inputs from the membership and 
submitted its response to both. The EC is 
now assessing the feedback received and 
will decide whether a legislative proposal 
is warranted or not. 
 
In the meanwhile, some banks (amongst 
which some ESBG members) are involved 
in the European Payments Initiative (EPI) 
that aims at leveraging instant payments to 
some extent. ESBG is closely following the 
developments by means of periodical call with 
EPI staff and stands ready to further support 
the initiative, should the Board decide to 
give the green light to the establishment 
of the EPI HoldCo. 
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Consumer Credits 
Directive: all lenders 
should be equal 
ESBG’S RESPONSE TO THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION’S PUBLIC 
CONSULTATION 
 
 
Brussels,  September 2021 

ESBG responded to the European Commission’s public consultation on its proposal 
for a Directive on Consumer Credits on 30 August. In their response, ESBG members 
call on the Commission to broaden the scope of the definition of ‘lender’ to any kind 
of lender (including platforms) to ensure all are supervised at the same level for the 
same lending activities (including non-banks). 
 

ESBG also calls for keeping the 200 EUR threshold for the lower limit of the scope, 
as a smaller amount would incur high processing costs disproportionate to the 
return (and the same can be said for short-term loans of less than three months). 

 
The Commission announced the draft text of the proposal on 30 June. The previous 
Consumer Credit Directive (CCD), dating from 2008, does not consider recent developments 
which have a wide impact on credit loans, such as digitalisation. It also overlaps with 
other legislative texts which have since been updated. These changes should be reflected 
in the CCD text. 
 
On the required information, ESBG members welcome the Commission’s proposal to 
provide consumers with simplified, streamlined pre-contractual information. They are 
concerned, however, that the newly proposed one-pager (SECCO) might actually be in 
addition to the existing SECCI. If so, this would go against the goal of reducing the 
information overload on the consumer. As a solution, ESBG believes that the SECCO should 
be an alternative to the SECCI, and not an addition. We also call on the Commission to 
embrace digitalisation by allowing information to be provided via a computer or tablet, 
and not interpret ‘durable medium’ to mean strictly printed paper. 
 
In addition, regarding the creditworthiness assessment, ESBG considers that it should be 
proportional to the type of credit. The creditworthiness assessment should not be the 
same, for example, for short-term overdrafts and a considerable loan. In the case of 
payment in few instalments, the consultation of a database of unpaid credits could be 
sufficient to grant credits of small amounts and of a duration of less than three months, 
and this consultation should become compulsory. 
 

 

 

FOR MORE DETAILS AND ADDITIONAL TOPICS, 
PLEASE FEEL FREE TO READ OUR POSITION PAPER HERE. 

Bye bye, Maestro! 
By Diederik Bruggink  

When Beethoven composed his “Ode to Joy” 
in 1823 the maestro never imagined that it 
would become the foundation of the “Anthem 
of Europe” centuries later. You may wonder 
why Beethoven would figure in an article on 
payment card brands, but I will come back 
to that. 
 

Mastercard is considering phasing out 
the Maestro brand in favour of Debit 
Mastercard, according to media 

reports. We should realise that this would 
not just be a swap of one brand to another, 
but that this would in fact mark the end of an 
era. Especially in light of regulatory calls for 
more European governance in payments, 
ending Maestro means terminating what 
was in fact the first truly widely accepted 
pan-European card scheme. 
 
Indeed, the scheme was developed in the early 
nineties by European banks, based on the 
already existing collaboration between them 
for the eurocheque product. Enhancing the 
cheque guarantee function of the existing 
cards with real payment functionality was 
the core basis of creating a pan-European 
payments network. To reflect this regional 
spirit, it was European maestro Beethoven who 
figured on the first holograms on the cards, 

and supposedly he was the inspiration for 
the name of the new brand. 
 
As most European countries had their own 
domestic card schemes by then, Maestro was 
initially positioned as a scheme to ensure 
pan-European acceptance of those cards, 
and usually it figured as co-brand on cards 
that were issued under the domestic schemes. 
At the begin of the century, Europay, the scheme 
manager of Maestro, merged with Mastercard. 
Shortly after, the development of the Singe 
Euro Payments Area (SEPA) allowed Maestro 
to increase market share in Europe as some 

the domestic brand to Maestro only cards. 
Some domestic brands disappeared altogether. 
 
These developments gave rise to regulator’s 
concerns now that more and more card 
transactions are processed under rules of card 
schemes that are not domiciled in the EU and 
calls for EU sovereignty in payments increase. 
Efforts to create new EU card schemes (Monnet, 
PayFair, EAPS) failed in the past, for a variety 
of reasons, and currently the expectations are 
that the European Payments Initiative (EPI) 
will flourish. 
 
In hindsight we could say that European banks 
already had their European card scheme in 
Maestro, but that they sacrificed European 

governance in favour of global acceptance 
which was ensured by the merger with US 
company Mastercard. If Mastercard indeed 
intends to end the Maestro brand in mid-2023, 
it will also end the last remains of this first 
truly European card scheme, just at the time 
when the regulatory calls for a new European 
scheme are increasing. 
 

A NEW ERA WITH THE EUROPEAN 
PAYMENTS INITIATIVE?   

Coincidentally, at the same time it becomes 
clear that the Maestro brand will disappear, 
banks involved in the EPI are expected to 
make a decision whether to move ahead with 
the initiative or not. Addressing both euro 
– and non-euro markets, the EPI aims to 
create a new pan-European payment solution 
leveraging Instant Payments and cards. 
Their innovative solution aims to become 
a new standard in payments for European 
consumers and merchants. The EPI expects to 
bring true value for both retail payments and 
payments between individuals “peer-to-peer”. 
Most important, the scheme will be governed 
in Europe. 
 
Given the issues at stake and the investments 
required, it will not be an easy decision for the 
banks involved. And certainly challenges lie 
ahead in terms of reaching critical mass and 

wide coverage. Critical mass in payments can 
only be achieved if the traditional chicken-and-
egg problem is solved. Retailers are happy to 
accept new payments methods as long as these 
are broadly used by consumers. However, 
consumers will only start using new payment 
methods as long as these are widely accepted 
by merchants. So propositions need to be 
developed that are attractive to both sides. 
And in terms of coverage, some countries are 
still not covered by EPI founders. This certainly 
needs to be addressed to ensure pan-European 
reach. And as symphonies were not written 
overnight, the Maestro scheme also had to 
undergo various steps before it reached the 
current status quo. Let’s wish the EPI best of 
luck – it will be a challenge though to find a 
product as inspiring and European as the 
Maestro brand was. 
 
The good news is that the real maestro 
continues to contribute to the European spirit 
with the “Anthem of Europe” – the basis 
already exist about 200 years and there is still 
a long future ahead for that. 
 
 
 
 
Diederik Bruggink is Head of Payments and 
Innovation at the European Savings and Retail 
Banking Group (ESBG), based in Brussels. 



EVENTS 

The Horizon of Banking 
(Re)evolution 
 
 
During three consecutive Wednesdays, WSBI, in close collaboration 
with CaixaBank, organised a virtual innovation forum, dedicated to 
retail banking, ecosystems and digital finance.  
 
In his speech, WSBI Managing Director Peter Simon said innovation 
is a process that implies a clear vision of the future of an organisation, 
as well as a sound analysis of the strengths and weaknesses to achieve 
a given goal. Innovation is a key component of the healthy development 
of any system. Innovation is a continuous growth process, made of 
successes but also mistakes and lessons learned. WSBI, he said, 
wants to help its members thrive thanks to a distinctive approach 
towards innovation, characterised by an international, inclusive an 
innovative approach. 
 
During the forum, the opinion was expressed that innovation should in 
the first place be beneficial to a broad basis of end-users and not only to 
app developers, the private equity behind those or the bigtechs hosting 
these apps. In the whole innovation debate, the customer sometimes 
seems to be forgotten. Savings and retail banks have a great proximity 
with their customers that they can use to create a relationship that leads 
to offering innovative services and products but that remains built on 
what will always be our biggest asset: the trust of our clients. 
 
The innovation Forum featured a lot of interesting speakers and 
panellists, representing member banks Caixabank, Tanzania Post Bank, 
Erste Group, Bank of East Asia, DSGV, Swedbank, but also companies 
such as Amazon Web Services, Google Cloud, Alipay and policymakers 
of the European Commission and the World Bank Group 
 
 
Did you miss the conference or do you want to see 
again a certain speaker or panel? That is possible: 
we have recorded everything for you and put in on 
Youtube. Just scan the QR-code and watch! 
 

 
 

ESBG Members well 
represented in Digital Euro 
Market Advisory Group 
 
 
At the end of  October, the ECB announced the members of the Market 
Advisory Group for the digital euro project. Members of the Market 
Advisory Group will act in a personal capacity, advising on the design 
and distribution of a potential digital euro from an industry perspective, 
and on how a digital euro could add value for all players in the euro 
area’s diverse payments ecosystem.  

Members of the Digital Euro Market Advisory Group from the ESBG 
Membership: 

• Cristian Cengher, Product Owner Cross Border Payments, 
Erste Group Bank AG 

• Cyril Vignet, Project Manager Innovation, Groupe BPCE 
• Diederik Bruggink, Head of Payments and Innovation, 

European Savings and Retail Banking Group 
• Fanny Solano, Director Digital and Retail Regulation, 

Transparency and Implementation, CaixaBank 
• Sofia Lindh Possne, Senior Advisor, Group Regulatory Affairs, 

Swedbank 
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MISCELLANEOUS 

Call for proportionality 
in ECB’s revisions to options 
and discretions policies 
ESBG’S RESPONSE TO THE ECB'S PUBLIC CONSULTATION 

Brussels, 30 August 2021 

The European Savings and Retail 
Banking Group (ESBG) submitted 
on 23 August its response to the 
European Central Bank (ECB) 
public consultation on updates 
to its harmonised policies for 
exercising the options and 
discretions allowed under EU law 
when supervising banks. 
 

The ECB is proposing 
revisions to its policies 
primarily to account for 
legislative changes adopted 

since they were first published in 
2016. Most of the revisions pertain 
to options and discretions in the 
application of liquidity requirements. 
The consultation relates to many 
aspects of supervision, including 
permissions for banks seeking to 
reduce their capital, the treatment of 
certain exposures in the calculation 
of the leverage ratio as well as 
some exemptions from the large 
exposures limit. 
 
CALL FOR PROPORTIONALITY 

In the area of consolidation, 
ESBG considers that the ECB’s 
requirement for the application to 
use a consolidation method other than 
the equity method is disproportionate. 
Institutions would have to regularly 
determine the equivalence method 
(which they would rather avoid) in 
order to provide the evidence as 
required by the ECB. Institutions that 
have already received exemption 
approval for the old portfolio as of 
the reporting date of 31 December 
2020 will hardly be able to prove the 
disproportionate effort of applying 
the equivalence method in the 
application for newly acquired 
participations that are immaterial in 

terms of amount. Hence, the ECB 
requirement should be deleted or 
limited to cases where the sum of the 
relevant book values reaches a size 
that is relevant for the banking group. 
 
Also in the area of consolidation, 
under commercial law (National 
Generally Accepted Accounting 
Principles - nGAAP), insignificant 
participations are generally exempted 
from the consolidation requirement. 
In the case of larger institutions, 
these exemptions soon exceed the 
EUR 10 million mark, up to which 
non-inclusion would be allowed even 
without a case-by-case decision. 
However, the ECB requirements 
makes it necessary to apply for 
individual case decisions for a large 
number of participations with very 
low book values in each case. 
In this respect, we believe that the 
ECB should not generally classify 
the case-by-case decision under 
Article 19(2) CRR as an exceptional 
case, but should consider it as a 
regular process. 

Regarding liquidity waivers, ESBG 
believes that when one is granted 
the respective liquidity reporting 
requirements should also be waived. 
The systematic denial of waiving 
individual liquidity reporting 
requirements would contradict the 
objective of the waiver itself and 
would continue to be a reporting 
burden for European banks. 
 
In addition, we ask the SSM to 
allow the utilisation of the effective 
maturity for internal rating-based 
foundation (IRB-F). Considering the 
coming changes regarding the use of 
internal models, we in fact expect 
the IRB-F portfolio to expand, 
particularly for short-term intra-bank 
exposure. Finally, a narrow definition 
of cash clearing operations via the 
ECB Guidelines should be rejected. 
 
 
 
 

READ THE FULL 
RESPONSE 

ESBG welcomes EU Commission's 
anti-money laundering Package 
CALLS FOR A CLEAR REGULATION AND EFFICIENT RESPONSIBILITY SHARING AMONG 
AUTHORITIES 

Brussels, 20 July 2021 
 

The European Savings and 
Retail Banking Group (ESBG) 
welcomes the ambitious 
AML-CFT package 

announced today by the European 
Commission. The ESBG is hopeful 
that the proposal will strengthen the 
fight against financial crime and calls 
for a clear regulation and efficient 
responsibility sharing between the new 
EU authority and the national ones. 
 
“The consistent and integrated 
EU-wide supervision and the risk-
based approach of the new AML-CFT 
regulation are steps in the right 
direction”, said Joseph Delhaye, 
Chair of ESBG’s Legal and Retail 
Committee. 
 
“ESBG members are fully committed 
to continue fighting money laundering 
and believe that a clear and practical 
regulation will be key to make these 
efforts most effective”, he added. 
 

The proposal for an EU-wide 
anti-money laundering authority, 
also part of the package, would be 
an extraordinary opportunity to 
ensure consistent supervisory 
practices and a comprehensive 
view of current and emerging risks. 
Nevertheless, overlaps with national 
authorities must be avoided and 
centralisation should not come at 
the cost of efficiency. 
 
“ESBG fully supports harmonised 
guidance, better coordinated 
implementation and unified 
supervisory practices on AML-CFT 
across the EU”, said WSBI-ESBG 
Managing Director, Peter Simon. 
 
ESBG is looking forward to 
strengthening the cooperation 
between supervisors, national 
Financial Intelligence Units and 
the private sector on AML-CFT. 
Particularly, ESBG members would 
truly value more feedback from 
authorities and supervisors 
regarding reporting activities. 

Close cooperation among all 
stakeholders is needed to jointly 
succeed in the fight against money 
laundering. 
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