
 

 

               

Press Release 

Banks failing environment and social standards 

Davos, Switzerland,  January 26th 2006 
A new study released by BankTrack and WWF today has found that there is a growing 
commitment to sustainable banking within the international banking sector. However, the 
report also highlighted the need for the sector to adopt more transparent financing policies, 
advancing sustainability while helping to reduce their exposure to risk.  
 
The report, Shaping the Future of Sustainable Finance: Moving the Banking Sector from 
Promises to Performance, ranked the financing policies of 39 international banks across 13 
issue areas, from climate change to human rights.  The study also benchmarked the banks’ 
policies against international norms, and found that banks are failing to uphold 
environmental and social standards developed by UN agencies and other international 
bodies. 
 
One of the foundations of sustainability is transparency and the report found a near total 
lack of publicly available information. The world has moved on from “trust me” to “show 
me” and without transparency even the more progressive banks leave themselves 
vulnerable to charges of “greenwash”. 
 
Robert Napier, WWF-UK Chief Executive, said: “This report shows that whilst there has 
been some good work done by a few of the banks to develop policies the whole sector still 
has a long way to go. The lack of transparent policies can not only result in over-
exploitation of environmental goods such as fisheries and forests but also in increased 
financial risk to the banks, resulting in transactions being jeopardised.” 
 
“The first step on the way to sustainable banking is to increase the transparency of the 
banks’ policies,” said Jules Peck, WWF Global Policy Officer.  “This report clearly sets out 
international standards for 13 issue areas and acts as a challenge to the banks to improve 
their performance. Generally banks in this report have vaguely worded policies, which 
include limited commitments, and fail to meet international standards, even those leading 
the rankings.” 
 
Of the 39 banks surveyed, the report only found two cases where bank policies meet all or 
most of the relevant international standards or best practices, Rabobank’s adoption of the 
UN Draft Norms on Human Rights and HSBC’s adoption of the World Commission on Dams 
standards.  The study also found that no bank has standards for fisheries and agriculture; 
only one bank has a policy specifically for dams (HSBC), extractive industries (ABN AMRO) 
and chemicals (HSBC); and that the vast majority of banks have no human rights 
guidelines. 
 



 

 

 “This study shows that the banks have some real blind spots when it comes to 
sustainability.  Only eight banks – or 20 per cent of those surveyed – have a human rights 
policy, which is a huge gap given the importance of this issue,” said Johan Frijns, 
coordinator of BankTrack, an international network of advocacy NGOs monitoring the 
finance sector.  “Before the banking sector congratulates itself too much for its successes it 
should take a hard look at this report and tackle those problem areas where progress is 
urgently needed.” 
 
The study also serves as a reality check for the banks which have adopted the Equator 
Principles, a set of project finance policies based on the International Finance Corporation 
standards. 
 
“This report shows the Equator Principles clearly cannot be considered best practice,” said 
Michelle Chan-Fishel of Friends of the Earth – US, who noted that banks adopting only 
the Equator Principles earned lower-than-average rankings. “First, the Equator Principles 
have always been weak in some areas, such as human rights.  Second, this report identifies 
several examples where individual banks’ environmental and social policies go far beyond 
the Equator Principles in substance and scope.”   
 
Finally, because public information was limited, the report only benchmarks the quality of 
the financing standards themselves, but does not attempt to evaluate their implementation 
or their effect. 
 
“Good environmental and social standards on paper mean nothing if they ultimately do not 
make a positive difference in people’s lives,” said Andreas Missbach of Berne Declaration.  
“It is worrying that ABN AMRO, as one of the highest ranked banks, is involved in Shell’s 
highly destructive Sakhalin II oil and gas project along with lower-scoring ones like Credit 
Suisse.” 

 
- ends - 
 
Supporting Statements 

Niall O'Shea, Responsible Shareholding Analyst, Co-operative Insurance 

Society, UK (investor in about half of the Equator Principles banks):  “CIS 
endorses the view  expressed in the WWF-UK report that while a few banks are taking a  
leadership role, the majority have yet to demonstrate that they are living up to their 
Equator Principles commitments. This is because of a lack of joined up disclosure and of 
adequate accountability mechanisms. The current revision of the Principles is an 
opportunity for the banks to convince stakeholders they intend to be judged by their 
actions in a way that is transparent and comparable.” 

 
Paul Q. Watchman. Partner at international law firm Freshfields Bruckhaus 

Deringer and recognised expert on banking: “The report marks a new maturity and 
objectivity in the work of the NGO community. This is an important report and WWF and 
BankTrack are to be congratulated for methodically peeling away the rhetoric and 
collective epiphany of the banking community and focusing on the reality of what is 
being done by the banks to discharge their new found social and environmental 
responsibilities. For some banks it makes surprising, and I suspect for Chairmen and 
CEOs of a number of leading banks, unpalatable reading. 
 
For some banks the lack of progress made since becoming an Equator Bank in terms of 
policy development or transparency must in some cases be galling and in others deeply 
disappointing. It will come as no surprise for those that know the project finance market 
that ABN AMRO and HSBC were leaders of the pack. However, there is little room for 
smugness on their part as what is truly surprising is how little effort they had to make 
to come top of the class, both were D+, the fourth lowest grade. Equally disappointing 
was the finding that over 50 per cent of the banks reviewed scored the lowest category, 



 

 

E. If this was the European Song Contest the singers would be put out of their misery 
by pulling the plug from the socket. 
 
Not unnaturally after almost 3 years of the Equator Banks talking a good game, like 
Jerry Maguire’s client the NGO community has begun to lose patience with talk and 
want the banks to “show them the money.”  
 
The banks should not see this as a threat but rise to the challenge set out in this 
outstanding report. Looking at the highly rated policies of the leading banks in the key 
social and environmental areas is a reasonable place to start. However, more 
fundamentally it is worth asking the question why 35 of the banks reviewed do not have 
a policy on the extractive industries or 31 of them do not have a policy on human 
rights. If WWF and BankTrack achieve nothing else they will have caused a lot of very 
important financial institutions to re-consider their position. Time, as they say in the 
movies, to see which of them will be able to walk the walk as well as talk the talk. My 
bet is that a number of Equator Bank Chairmen, such as Charles Prince at Citi and Sir 
John Bond at HSBC, will be kitting out their teams with running shoes.” 

 
Editor's notes 

• The report can be found at www.banktrack.org or www.wwf.org.uk/shapingthefuture 
 

• The banks surveyed were: ABN AMRO, Banco Bradesco, Banco do Brasil, Banco Itaú, 
Barclays, BBVA, BNDES, BNP Paribas, Bank of America, Calyon, CIBC, Citigroup, 
Credit Suisse Group, Deutsche Bank, Dexia, Dresdner Bank, HBOS, HSBC Group, 
HVB Group, ING Group, JP Morgan Chase, KBC, Korean Development Bank, 
Manulife, MCC, Bank of Tokyo-Mitsubishi, Mizuho Financial Group, Rabobank Group, 
Royal Bank of Canada, Royal Bank of Scotland, Scotia Bank, Société Général, 
Standard Chartered Bank, Sumitomo Mitsui Financial Group, UBS, Unibanco, Wells 
Fargo, West LB, and Westpac 

 
• WWF is now known simply by its initials and the panda logo. 

 
• BankTrack is a global coalition of fourteen non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 

including WWF-UK, Friends of the Earth, the Rainforest Action Network and the 
Berne Declaration. It promotes sustainable finance in the commercial sector, and its 
vision for a sustainable finance sector was expressed in the Collevecchio Declaration 
of January 2003. Now endorsed by more than 200 organisations, the Collevecchio 
Declaration remains the benchmark by which civil society will measure the banking 
sector’s commitment to sustainable development. 

 
For further information, please contact: 

Anthony Field, WWF, t: +44 1483 412379, m: +44 7768 867274, e: afield@wwf.org.uk 
Jules Peck, WWF, m: + 44 7766 150944, e: jpeck@wwf.org.uk 
Johan Frijns, BankTrack, m: + 31 6 12421667, e: coord@banktrack.org 
Michelle Chan-Fishel, FoE-US, m: +41 76 558 2131 e: mchan@foe.org 
Andreas Missbach, Berne Declaration, + 4179 4789194, e: amissbach@evb.ch 
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